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When we ask about how to conserve performance-based art, what are we ask-
ing? If we think of performance as itself a mode of conservation, what are we 
thinking? What is at stake in conserving changeability?

Rebecca Schneider and Hanna B. Hölling1

These contemplations profoundly influenced the trajectory of the research 
project “Performance: Conservation, Materiality, Knowledge,” a transform-
ative four-year endeavor that placed performance and conservation as the 
focal points of its interdisciplinary investigation.2 The project approached 
performance as a complex socio-material assemblage, emphasizing both the 
affective and effective dimensions of conservation and care efforts. Among 
the central themes of the project was a reevaluation of the very notion of the 
‘object’ of conservation. It prompted reflection on the distinction between 
documentation and conservation, challenging the malleability of time and 
the complexities associated with terms like ‘ephemeral.’ The project also 
explored the concept of performance itself as a mode of conservation and 
advocated for a reformation of institutions, encouraging thinking beyond 
them towards communities, cultures, families, and more. Moreover, the pro-
ject extended its inquiry to encompass performance conservation practices 
that reached beyond the realms of conservation and art, particularly focusing 
on embodied practices such as ritual, dance, and music. It considered artists’ 
performance practices as potential models for conservation strategies, view-
ing performance not as a ‘poor’ medium but as one that both exhausts and 
transcends other media it interacts with. Additionally, the project expanded 
the understanding of ‘performance’ as a term that could be applied to reeval-
uate more ‘traditional’ art objects, fostering a comprehensive and holistic 
exploration of conservation and its intersections with the world of perfor-
mance. Throughout its duration, the project was consistently guided by the 
central notions of care and care ethics.

The first volume, Performance: The Ethics and the Politics of Conserva-
tion and Care (2023), aimed at mapping the field, always collaboratively, 
as a way of thinking-with (others, our subjects, and ‘objects’). It provided 
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glimpses of the answers to our initial queries and painted a vivid picture of 
the dimensions that would unfold in response to the questions that remained. 
Most importantly, however, it pursued a global view of performance conser-
vation, not only drawing from Western (often institutional) perspectives, but 
also sub-Saharan performance of heritage, issues of racial justice, political 
conservation in the shadow of the state, and contemporary Black perfor-
mance. In our project and this volume, artists’ and makers’ views on perfor-
mance conservation have been of central importance.

Performance-based works are often identified by their elusive qualities: 
they are transient, responsive to their surroundings, and intricately connected 
to the artist’s body. Consequently, they have traditionally fallen beyond the 
purview of conventional conservation and restoration practices, which, at 
least until recent decades, concentrated on static objects rather than dynamic, 
moving expressions. In our investigations throughout the project’s duration, 
the juxtaposition of conservation and performance presented an intriguing 
avenue for both theoretical and practical exploration. Through the lens of 
conservation, performance took on a new definition, prompting us to ques-
tion its nature and behavior. Concurrently, this novel perspective offered 
insights into conservation itself.

When we viewed performance through a conservation framework, we 
began to unravel aspects of its nature that are often overlooked or even 
disparaged in museums, conservation laboratories, and art-historical dis-
course. Simultaneously, through our investigations, conservation became 
an ever-changing practical-theoretical paradigm, capable of bringing objects 
and experiences into our conscious awareness. By extending the concept of 
conservation to encompass performances, the definition of what might be 
preserved and sustained evolves—a fact that finds evidence in the contribu-
tions to our project’s second and final volume.

Thus volume II builds upon the theoretical framework established in 
volume I, which proposes that integrating conservation and performance 
can offer new insights into both fields. Even more, it provides an innova-
tive methodology for performance’s possibilities in the realms of art, con-
servation, museums, and beyond. The second volume encompasses diverse 
disciplinary and artistic perspectives from various geographical, thematic, 
and philosophical angles. It presents an ambitious and multifaceted view 
of what performance conservation can and should entail. The book delves 
into areas such as ritual, music, community traditions, contemporary 
museum practices on different continents, and experimental art forms like 
fragrance.

The volume serves as the culmination of the editors’ research project, 
offering readers access to the results, including chapters written by project 
team members Hanna B. Hölling, Jules Pelta Feldman, and Emilie Magnin. 
Alongside our own contributions are chapters from interlocutors, advisors, 
and friends of the project, which explore performance conservation in the 
context of diverse cultural and artistic practices.
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Performing care ethics

Our project centered on the development of networks designed for knowledge 
building, dissemination, and exchange. Within these networks, we embraced 
the concept of ‘care’ as a guiding principle, a notion that influenced both 
the actors involved and the objects under investigation. In this collection of 
essays, each author has their own relationship to care (for performance), and 
it is therefore worth taking a moment to discuss definitions.

Although the term ‘care’ is frequently used in conservation-related discus-
sions, a systematic definition or approach to it in the context of conserving 
contemporary art is lacking. In practice, and drawing parallels from obser-
vations in medical science, care holds a dual significance as a psychological 
attitude of concern and the practical actions that stem from such concerns. 
For instance, when a conservator cares for an artwork, this involves both 
attentive and empathetic qualities, as well as tangible actions like planning 
and recommending a treatment.3 However, unlike in medical science and 
related care discourses, prevailing discussions on care in conservation often 
tend to overly emphasize its role as mere practical activity, overshadowing its 
profound emotional and intellectual dimensions.

A thesaurus offers several alternatives or synonyms for the concept of 
‘care,’ such as ‘attending,’ ‘cherishing,’ ‘fostering,’ and ‘watching over.’4 Ety-
mologically, the noun ‘care’ also carries connotations of sorrow, distress, or 
concern, which are still preserved in its present meanings (as in ‘careworn’).5 
Ethics delves into the logical foundation underlying our moral assessments, 
exploring concepts of what is right or wrong, just or unjust. It extends its 
scope to encompass human relationships with nature and other beings, con-
templating aspects such as freedom, responsibility, and justice.

The terms ‘care’ and ‘ethics’ have undergone critical reevaluation in recent 
times, in particular through the lens of social and political feminist philoso-
phers, such as Virginia Held, Eva Feder Kittay, and Joan C. Tronto. Held 
advocates for the uniqueness of care ethics as a moral framework, setting it 
apart from Kantian, utilitarian, and virtue ethics. She argues that care plays 
a foundational role in human institutions and behaviors and is essential for 
our very existence.6 Kittay looks at care from the vantage point of disability 
studies, combining it with feminist philosophy, ethics, and social and politi-
cal theory. Kittay’s key contributions lie in emphasizing the inescapability of 
human interdependence and the need to integrate dependency and depend-
ency work into ethical and political theories, with a particular focus on cog-
nitive disability in the emerging field of philosophy of disability.7

The ‘ethics of care’ proposed by political scientist Joan C. Tronto further 
deepens our understanding of these concepts.8 Tronto and Bernice Fisher 
define care as “everything we do to maintain, continue, and repair our world 
so that we may live in it as well as possible.”9 In their analysis, they identify 
attentiveness, responsibility, competence, and responsiveness as the four ethi-
cal elements integral to care.10 Drawing on this scholarship, Anna Woodham, 
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Rhianedd Smith, and Alison Hess interpret care as the collective activities 
we engage in to uphold, sustain, and mend our world. This notion encom-
passes care for our bodies, ourselves, and our environment, which includes 
the material objects that shape our understanding of the world.11 In general 
terms, care operates on a principle of reciprocity, where all human beings 
both require and receive care, variously assuming roles as both caregivers 
and recipients of care. This underlying logic challenges the power dynamics 
within personal relationships, groups, and organizations that may not recog-
nize their role in either needing or offering care.12

One perspective on care involves viewing it as a type of labor (either in 
health care or in domestic care) where an individual or a collective takes 
responsibility for and supports another. As architectural theorist Kim Trogal 
points out, in the realm of care, we encounter interconnected relationships in 
which the question of “who is caring for whom?” becomes a significant polit-
ical inquiry. Following Tronto, this is because the provision of care in human 
societies has frequently led to the establishment of rigid hierarchies (such as 
castes or classes) where some individuals can demand the services of others, 
resulting in care often being disregarded by those in positions of authority.13 
The exclusion of care from political discourse stems from a reluctance to 
examine care in its own right. Care is a multifaceted process that ultimately 
mirrors power structures, economic systems, the division between public and 
private spheres, and our conceptions of autonomy and equality.14 According 
to Trogal, we bring to light these hierarchies, dependencies, and exclusions 
when we place “who is caring for whom?” at the center.15

Returning to the concept of caring viewed as a species activity that sustains 
our world, we might ponder the notion of “thinking care-fully,” an imperative 
for co-habitation with other beings as proposed by Bernhard Stiegler—and  
present in the introduction to our first volume16—or “care-thinking” as pro-
posed by Renée van de Vall.17 For van de Vall, who draws on Tronto and 
other feminist care theorists, care ethics highlights the interdependency of 
people and all beings, emphasizing their reliance on relational webs for exist-
ence and meaning. In conservation, care ethics and care-thinking translate 
into a practical and situated approach. Rather than formulating rigid ethi-
cal rules, the focus shifts to understanding how care is practiced in unique 
and concrete situations. The affective and sensory aspects of care play a cru-
cial role in the conservation process. We will say nothing new if we contend 
that emotions, encompassing both positive and negative feelings—such as 
whether we have a fondness or even a deep affection for the object under 
our care, or if it is a source of dislike or even repulsion—come into play 
during decision-making and practical actions. (And yet, while well known 
in conservation practice, these aspects have been overseen in conservation 
discourse.) For van de Vall, care ethics also extends beyond the micro-level of 
caring for individual artworks to encompass society as a whole. The philoso-
pher calls on communities to look beyond established practices and engage 
with neglected artistic legacies, address under-explored problems, and work 
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in open-ended collaborations with other fields and groups. Attending to one 
another and fostering mutual resonance become essential to bind the conser-
vation community together in its shared task of caring for the world.

In museums, care has evolved into ‘collection care,’ a concept that encom-
passes a range of practices involving conservation, registration, collection 
management, and curation. With the exception of the public display of 
objects that nota bene constitutes just a fraction of a museum’s holdings, this 
care primarily takes place behind the scenes and involves the protection and 
preservation of objects within the collections, done on behalf of the public.18 
Under the umbrella of ‘collection conservation,’ care encompasses a spec-
trum that spans from merely ‘looking after’—the latter term encompassing 
a less affective or invested mode of attending to things—to genuinely ‘caring 
for’ the works entrusted to the care of museum professionals.19 Connoting 
the emotional dimension of caring, this distinction between caring and look-
ing after has been drawn by Trogal, who builds on economic injustices in 
social relations in claiming that care itself is in the stasis of crisis.20

Museum professionals, including conservators, curators, and collections 
managers, have traditionally been responsible for caring for museum objects, 
and, more recently, for works that entail elements of performance or installa-
tion. While such care generally remains behind the scenes—indeed, museums 
are often loathe to make public any information about the condition or resto-
ration of objects in their collections—volunteers, communities, and external 
specialists are nonetheless increasingly involved in the care and stewardship 
of museum artifacts.21 The concept of shared guardianship has attracted 
attention as museums move away from being sole stewards and instead foster 
collaborative relationships with external groups and individuals—an aspect 
addressed by Emilie Magnin in Chapter 6 of this volume. This approach to 
caring for collections prioritizes the connections and relationships that the 
objects foster, embracing diverse perspectives and expertise.

Indeed, museums are often perceived as organizations primarily concerned 
with the care of objects in their collections, which tends to overshadow the 
care of the people who interact with these institutions. However, in the con-
text of performance conservation, the concept of care necessarily encompasses 
living bodies—artists, producers, and performers—and their environments. 
Care, in this context, must become an embodied principle that acknowledges 
the interconnectedness of the artworks with the individuals involved in their 
creation and presentation. It must recognize the physical and emotional well-
being of the artists and performers, ensuring that their health, safety, and 
creative needs are met throughout the production and preservation process. 
We expand on these ideas below in the section “Caring for performers and 
personhood.”

The caring relations within museums, even in well-funded institutions, 
often rely on under-remunerated—or, even worse, unremunerated—staff and 
are disproportionately dependent on volunteers and assistants.22 Though they 
generally take their mandate to care for objects quite seriously, museums are 
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more reluctant to claim responsibility for the wellbeing of their workers—as 
was made clear in the United States by a recent spate of unionization drives 
among museum workers and the sometimes shockingly callous retaliation of 
management.23 The bitter irony of the art world’s notoriously low salaries 
is that staff are expected to ‘do it for love’—that is, to care so much about 
their work as to render the question of compensation irrelevant. Yet this 
form of care, when neither reciprocated nor appropriately paid, is exploi-
tation. Caring for performance therefore teaches us that caring for people 
is not an optional or extraneous aspect of the contemporary art world. 
Developing a more comprehensive understanding of care within museums 
requires acknowledging the inequitable distribution of power and resources. 
This reality is reflected in the conditions under which delegated performance 
occurs, utilizing human resources subjected to undercompensated labor or 
degrading work conditions.24 An inclusive and ethically informed approach 
to care is urgently needed to foster a deeper understanding of the roles played 
by various stakeholders, both within and outside museums. This entails valu-
ing and supporting the labor of all museum staff, providing fair compensa-
tion, and ensuring that care extends to the wellbeing of those who contribute 
their time and expertise to these cultural institutions. Here, art, artists, and 
cultural practices from beyond the West can suggest new relations of care in 
their disruptions of standard museum practices.

Caring is undoubtedly a complex political process that entails identifying, 
understanding, interpreting, and addressing specific needs—a process inher-
ently tied to unequal access to power.25 On the other hand, care is primarily 
hindered, not by a failure to identify what is needed, but rather by indif-
ference or callousness. In museums as elsewhere, the will to care becomes 
crucial.

Caring for works of art can be both inclusive and exclusive. Selecting a 
material object or a performance for preservation is a political act, requiring 
human and technological effort. However, this selection leaves other works 
unattended—works, perhaps, with limited public appeal and unrecognized 
significance.26 For every preserved work, thousands have vanished. Due 
to their characteristics—short temporal frame or limited duration—being 
incompatible with collection care systems and thus having less representa-
tion in physical collections, performance and performance-based works are 
particularly sensitive to ‘disappearance,’ despite their power to return and 
remain.

Preservation (collection care) and historicization (intellectual care) are 
intertwined in the process of canon formation. This means that material con-
siderations are by no means the only threat to an artwork’s longevity: works 
by artists from marginalized groups, as well as works that are (through con-
tent or form) resistant to the mechanisms and dominant narratives of art 
history, are likely to fall away regardless of their materiality. (Both of these 
characteristics apply to the art of Ron Athey, whose archives Amelia Jones 
plumbed for the retrospective she discusses in this volume.) In other words, 
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loss occurs not only due to the failures of collection care but also through 
failures of historicization, often due to sexism, racism, anti-queer biases, and 
other forms of discrimination.27

Care is not always synonymous with conservation (if conservation 
denotes an attempt to keep things intact), and conservation does not 
always encompass care—which is why we chose to include both notions 
in the title of this anthology. The acceptance of the impermanence of vital  
matter—vanishing, degradation, decay—should not immediately be linked 
to a lack of care, nor even, necessarily, to loss. Certain items should not be 
kept preserved according to Western museums’ standards when the culture 
or individual that created them sees such preservation as inappropriate. In 
other cases, this may be because there is a positive value in transformation, 
as a work is released into other states and conditions.28 Moreover, an accept-
ance of impermanence might be seen in innumerable examples of perfor-
mance—such as those discussed by Urmimala Sarkar Munsi in Chapter 13 
or by Hölling, Magnin, and Pelta Feldman in Chapters 1, 6, and 11 respec-
tively—in which no iteration resembles the other, but rather is, as Schneider 
puts it, “reconstituted in and through relation, in and through the nega-
tive spaces that preserve the condition for encounter.”29 By paying attention 
to a work’s emerging, rather than preordained, character (Tim Ingold) and 
embracing the precarious nature of material changes as the positivity of the 
changing same (Schneider, after Amiri Baraka), the work is cared for and 
sustained in its infinite potential.30

Lastly, care—whether embodied in ‘thinking care-fully’ or ‘care-thinking’—
cannot be limited to the Western modalities that often dominate conservation 
and museum practices. Vocabularies of ‘preventive conservation,’ ‘conserva-
tion science,’ and ‘restoration’ often imply a social-technological perspec-
tive rooted in Western epistemology, reinforcing subject/object binaries and 
ignoring or suppressing other paradigms. Drawing from Maria Puig de la 
Bellacasa’s speculative philosophy of care, we must consider care as an obli-
gation that transcends the nature/culture divide, avoiding the reestablishment 
of binaries and anthropocentric moralism. Engaging with care can help us 
rethink ethical “obligations” within human-decentered cosmologies.31

Respecting performance

Michael Slote has pointed out that respect is often seen as separate or even 
opposed to the notion of care: “Concern for wellbeing and respect are often 
thought to clash when issues of paternalism arise.” Such clashes can be 
resolved, he argues, by recourse to empathy:

There is a lack of empathy in most, if not all, cases where a putative 
concern for wellbeing is accompanied by a failure of respect, and if we 
enrich the notion of caring so as to make it include empathy, then the 
ethics of caring will be in a position to account for respect.32
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The Kantian concept of respect means respect for the autonomy of others; 
what might it mean to respect the autonomy of, and even to extend empathy 
to, performance? If respect is indeed part of care, then caring for perfor-
mance means respecting its form as performance, its fundamental autonomy 
from other mediums, even those that are often used to define it. If we fail 
to respect performance’s autonomy, we will tend to see its fundamental 
 characteristics—its particular relationship to time (its so-called ‘ephemeral-
ity’), its adherence to bodies rather than what are often deemed inanimate 
objects (its so-called ‘immateriality’)—as problems to be fixed. Indeed, the 
conservation of performance too often consists of quite literally ‘fixing’ it in 
place, as one pins a winged insect. These are precisely the solutions that pio-
neering performance scholar Peggy Phelan rejected as incompatible with—we  
might say, borrowing Slote, disrespectful of—performance’s needs.33

The premise of our project is that performance can be conserved; here, 
we may go so far as to suggest that this is a statement not only of possibil-
ity but also of ethics: any treatment of performance not only can but should 
proceed from the assumption that performance has the power to endure. 
To ignore performance’s strengths, often out of a well-intentioned effort to 
counteract its perceived weaknesses, is actually to misapprehend the medium 
entirely, casting it as a faulty object—perhaps an unsatisfactory video piece, 
a folder of digital photographs, a defective sculpture—instead of celebrating 
and exploiting its failure—better, its refusal—to be captured in these forms.

Respecting performance does not entail dismissing its complex relation-
ships to other mediums, but it suggests caution in approaching them, lest 
they become excuses for dispatching performance’s difficulties by turning it 
into an object. Throughout the project, we have been fortunate to interrogate 
these relationships in our conversations with the many interlocutors—artists, 
conservators, and curators, as well as scholars of art history, anthropology, 
music, and theater—who have shared their time and ideas with us. When we 
spoke with Marilyn Arsem, an experienced practitioner and teacher of perfor-
mance, she expressed her categorical wariness of the documentation that has 
become standard, perhaps even mandatory, in contemporary performance 
art. While we are well familiar with distrust of photographs and films—an 
old topic in performance discussed in the introduction to our first book, as 
well as in the conversation with Philip Auslander in this one (Chapter 5)—
Arsem’s perspective presented a new wrinkle that cannot be ironed away. As 
soon as an effort is made to document a performance, Arsem noted, “sud-
denly that work is for someone in the future, for a future audience,” a shift 
in perspective that “takes it away from the immediacy of the situation.”34

Phelan has similarly argued that “the spectator’s response cannot alter the 
pre-recorded or remotely transmitted performance, and in this fundamen-
tal sense, these representations are indifferent to the response of the other.” 
Live performance uniquely allows “the potential for the event to be trans-
formed by those participating in it.”35 Indeed, Arsem’s belief that document-
ing a performance transforms it into something else echoes Phelan’s defining 
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argument, that to turn a performance into a photograph or video is to lose 
it. Phelan’s perspective is that performance is always destined to be lost, and 
she argued influentially that preservation is anathema to it.36 Though many 
theorists and thinkers have opposed this view since Phelan first outlined it, 
its skepticism of attempts to capture and fix that which wants to be muta-
ble and mobile remains trenchant and important. In particular, Phelan saw 
such attempts as compromising performance’s radical power to resist com-
modification.37 It is therefore not surprising that performance has most often 
entered museum collections in the guise of documents. While we necessarily 
disagree that performance is destined to disappear—our fundamental posi-
tion, following Rebecca Schneider, is that “performance remains”38—we 
firmly believe that conservation ‘treatments’ of performances must go far 
beyond converting them into documentation or other (more or less) static, 
material traces, instead marveling at performance’s own power to conserve. 
We also challenge the assumption that caring for performance is the sole 
province of museum professionals.

Art historian Heike Roms and conservator Amy Brost shared with us 
their dissatisfaction at the way sound—a crucial aspect of performance—is  
distorted by or even absent from historical accounts and many forms of doc-
umentation. Both Roms and Brost are working to develop new tools that 
will allow scholars and museum professionals to better care about and for 
sound.39 (In Chapter 3, musicologist Thomas Gartmann explores an abun-
dance of methods and instruments that have been used to conserve music 
and that suggest a wealth of untapped techniques for performance art.) In 
conversation with anthropologist Rivka Eisner, we gained the insight that 
overreliance on recording media can obscure or devalue the body’s own 
capacities for preservation. For Eisner, memory itself is a medium, the body 
its playback device.40 Anthropologist Kate Hennessy’s concept of “anarchival 
materiality,” developed together with Trudi Lynn Smith, allows the physical 
failures and decay of archival media—loss of color, fidelity, data—to remind 
us of the archive’s biases and limits.41 Hennessy and Smith pay attention to a 
document’s form and physical substance as a way to identify and conceptual-
ize the implicit gaps and losses in the document’s content and meaning. In 
particular, anarchival materiality is a tool for questioning the authority and 
durability of the forms of documentation that have long underlaid both the 
field of anthropology and art history’s conception of performance’s afterlife.

As this volume and its predecessor testify, writing, too, can contribute to 
performance’s longevity and care. Phelan’s concept of “performative writ-
ing” eschews the clinical and specious objectivity of ethnological descrip-
tion, instead seeking to perpetuate the feelings that a performance inspires: 
“Rather than describing the performance event in ‘direct signification,’ a task 
I believe to be impossible and not terrifically interesting, I want this writing 
to enact the affective force of the performance event again.”42 The contribu-
tors to this book ask an astonishing array of cultural techniques to bear wit-
ness to performance and to bear its weight into the future.
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Perpetual care

It is clear that performance demands different approaches and tools from 
those typically employed by conservators. Yet this does not always mean 
inventing new methods. In fact, emphasizing performance’s newness as an 
art medium not only dismisses the depth of performance traditions in vari-
ous cultures—which are rarely so irrelevant to contemporary performance 
art practices as the art world tends to assume—but also ignores an abun-
dance of tools and techniques for preserving performance that have long 
been in operation.43 We are inspired by efforts to connect the conservation 
of contemporary art to that of so-called ‘ethnographic collections’; as Steph-
anie E. Hornbeck has observed, “the ethnographic object conservator’s wide 
knowledge of materials, tendency toward minimal intervention, and a phil-
osophical approach—which seeks to preserve, though not restore, original 
materials—can contribute to the debates and decisions affecting the conser-
vation of contemporary art.”44 Yet the knowledge and philosophies of the 
people who made such objects, or perhaps their descendants, may be more 
valuable still. When it comes to performance, what counts as unfamiliar or 
avant-garde in the disciplines of conservation and museology can often be 
found in traditions that reach back decades, centuries, even millennia.45 As 
we have learned, performance has been conserved both by means and in spite 
of religious dance traditions (as in our conversation here with dancer and 
anthropologist Sarkar Munsi, Chapter 13, and our discussion with archaeo-
logical scientist Shadreck Chirikure in Chapter 5 of the first volume); in the 
renewal of history found in critical artistic practice (see the contributions by 
Kongo Astronauts [Eléonore Hellio and Michel Ekeba] and Dread Scott in 
our first volume); and through the bonds of friendship that inspire a commu-
nity to rally around the archives of an artist whose work has been neglected 
by institutions (as in Jones’s account of curating Ron Athey, Chapter 4).

It is important to note that performance has been both supported and 
wounded by the ‘safeguarding’ efforts of museums and official preservation bod-
ies such as UNESCO, which struggle to reconcile their existing tools—indeed, 
their very concepts of culture—with the dynamic realities of performance tra-
ditions both very old and very new (sometimes at the same time—as in the 
example of Rosanna Raymond, who discusses her contemporary approach to 
her ancestors’ culture in Chapter 12). There are risks to intervening on behalf 
of performance, as is made clear by Michaela Schäuble’s and Sarkar Munsi’s 
contributions (Chapters 2 and 13): what can be transmitted and revitalized can 
also be distorted, commercialized, and propagandized. And yet while perfor-
mance’s inherent fluidity and contingency may sometimes facilitate such exploi-
tation, these also help to ensure its durability. While intervening in objects can 
cause irreversible changes—however much conservators strive to avoid them—
performance allows for potentially unlimited new versions that might exist in 
conversation with each other, obviating the need for finality.
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Caring for performers and personhood

Conservators are often wary of too-pat metaphors drawn from medicine. 
Such comparisons not only distort the stakes of conservation treatments but 
may also misleadingly tie an artwork’s vulnerabilities and capacities to those 
of the human body.46 Even fragile materials may last much longer than a 
human life; conversely, most artworks cannot heal the way a person can. Yet 
the relationship between the vulnerable body and the fragile artwork leaves 
the realm of metaphor when we seek to care for performance. Briefly put, 
meaningfully caring for performance demands caring for performers—the 
people who create, hold, and transmit the work and are thus also necessarily 
involved in its care. Art-historical discourses that tend to consider perfor-
mance a ‘dematerialized’ practice not only deny the insistent materiality of 
the body, but also undermine the body’s need for care. Understanding per-
formance’s longevity through the framework of conservation, with its long-
standing focus on the material, can perhaps help us tether the performance 
work back to its corporeal home.

At the same time, performance’s uniquely contingent materiality—the way 
it jumps from body to body, inheres in different items and formats—helps us 
understand conservation as care beyond the object. Salvador Muñoz-Viñas 
has argued that “the ultimate goal of conservation as a whole is not to con-
serve” the physical substrate of an object, “but to retain or improve the 
meaning it has for people,”47 an idea also championed by Miriam Clavir, 
Jane Henderson, and many other conservators. Nina Owczarek further notes 
that, while ethics has always been central to conservation practice, it is some-
times too narrowly applied to the treatment of artifacts.48 She instead urges 
conservators to “approach our concept of ethics from a human-centered per-
spective, rather than one that focuses on the object,” so that “we are no 
longer bound by the physical object, and we can connect our work to its 
impact on people and beyond our narrow field.”49 Most conservators and 
other museum professionals are not used to providing care for people in the 
context of their professional practice. But this is not only indispensable for 
performance’s survival; it should also, as Owczarek proposes, be folded into 
the ethics of conservation. Therefore, caring for performance can help us 
reconsider whether the care of human beings should not play a greater role 
in the conservation of other types of artwork or cultural heritage.

This work is already happening. Puawai Cairns, Brandie Macdonald, and 
Kelli Morgan (Chapters 7 and 9 in this volume; Chapter 9 in the first) have 
pushed museums to treat their responsibilities to living communities as seri-
ously as their efforts to maintain their collections. These efforts seek justice 
for marginalized groups, who may have had their heritage stolen from them, 
just as much as they support conservation, by helping sustain the living tra-
ditions that created museums’ collections and keep them meaningful. Such 
efforts are slow to reach art museums—Cairns and Macdonald both work 
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in historical/anthropological museums—but perhaps performance can help 
mediate these approaches. As Virginia Held has noted,

There can be care without justice: There has historically been little jus-
tice in the family, but care and life have gone on without it. There can 
be no justice without care, however, for without care no child would 
survive and there would be no persons to respect.50

It is possible to care for performances without caring for the people and com-
munities responsible for their instigation and/or continued existence—indeed, 
this is still how most museums that own performance works approach their 
conservation—but Held’s logic indicates that it cannot be done justly.

Through performance, we can trouble the “Cartesian ontology” that 
insists on strictly separating the animate from the inanimate.51 Anthropolo-
gist Aaron Glass reminds us that

for many Indigenous people, objects—or at least certain objects and 
materials—have never been thought of as static in the first place, but 
rather as both active subjects and as subject to interconnecting webs of 
animating force and relationality.52

Perhaps the Greek notion of metaphor, analogizing artwork and body, may 
be an inappropriate framework for describing the types of care needed by 
items from non-Western cultures and contexts. While items crafted by human 
hands usually require different types of care from the craftspeople themselves, 
in many cultures, special items like masks and sacred statues may be imbued 
with personhood. Glass recounts what happened when collections care staff 
at Seattle’s Burke Museum learned that an ‘object’ in their collection, Stone 
T’xwelátse, was actually a living ancestor who had been turned into granite. 
After consulting with his descendants among the Stó:lō people, museum staff 
began a protocol “of putting him to bed every night and waking him up every 
morning by speaking to him and covering and uncovering him with a muslin 
blanket.”53 Acknowledging the difficulty of reconciling this particular Stó:lō 
perspective with the beliefs and practices of other cultures caring for Stone 
T’xwelátse, Glass looks to “anchor notions of cultural alterity not in abstract 
essentialisms but rather in concrete ‘infrastructures’ (like museums and con-
servation labs as sites and social fields) that mediate ontological difference in 
actual moments of social and material transaction.”54 This approach, at once 
pragmatic and ontologically expansive, suggests optimistic possibilities for 
performance’s conservation in multiple modalities.

While Indigenous traditions provide important guidance for the care of 
artworks that involve both human and non-human elements—and thus fre-
quently challenge Western museums’ collection care strategies—it would be 
a mistake to assume that such discourses are foreign to Western cultures. In 
his essay “The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process,” 
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often cited in contemporary conservation discourse, anthropologist Igor 
Kopytoff cautions against the commonly held assumption that ‘person’ and 
‘thing’ are clearly distinguishable, non-overlapping categories.55 He notes that 
“one can draw an analogy between the way societies construct individuals 
and the way they construct things,” and asks: “How secure are the Western 
cultural ramparts that defend the human sphere against commoditization?”56 
Indeed, this aspect of Kopytoff’s argument, which has been less emphasized 
in conservators’ discussions of it, is particularly relevant in considering the 
practicalities of caring for performance in art settings. Museums and other 
spaces for art are often ill-equipped to care for the human beings that are 
indispensable ‘parts’ of performance works, unable or unwilling to offer per-
formers and other collaborators (designers of costumes, lighting, and sound, 
for example) fair compensation or sometimes even appropriate working con-
ditions. (Dancers, for example, are increasingly asked to perform in museum 
spaces, but there is no ‘backstage’ for them to prepare and rest; they are not 
infrequently directed to use public bathrooms for these purposes.)

Particularly in the context of contemporary art conservation, performance 
may constitute an extreme example of the necessity to care for people as part 
of a conservation practice. But once it is accepted that such care is essen-
tial for performance’s preservation—as noted, museums continue to struggle 
with or simply reject both the ethics and pragmatics of this fact—it becomes 
difficult to justify why caring for people should not also be relevant to other 
holdings in museums’ collections. Just as we have seen performance trans-
formed through the lens of conservation, we also see performance’s potential 
to change conservation itself.

Chapter overview

Following the idea that caring for performance also encompasses caring as 
knowledge building, dissemination, and exchange, our project facilitated 
four colloquia, along with various research seminars and project meetings. 
During these events, artists, scholars, and practitioners came together to 
engage in thoughtful discussions about performance conservation. These 
inspiring encounters have shaped both the content and format of this sec-
ond volume, which includes not only scholarly essays, but also a diversity of 
interviews and performative formats such as conversations, manifestos, and 
artistic statements.

To help the reader navigate the variety of contributions, we have arranged 
them around three main topics: “Expanding scholarly approaches to the 
longevity of performance,” “Confronting institutions,” and “Conservation 
through artistic and embodied practice.”

The first part of this volume looks at various approaches to the perpetua-
tion and longevity of performance that stem from various horizons and fields 
of study and reflect the transdisciplinary nature of our ongoing research. Here, 
and similarly to the methodological and disciplinary diversity represented in 
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the approaches to performance conservation, the very notion of performance 
ranges from ultra-conceptual works of recent art through the performance of 
rituals and live art to the performance of music.

Opening this part, Hanna B. Hölling delves into the artistic project of 
Florence Jung. Deliberately avoiding personal presence in her works, Jung 
creates situations that embody uncertainty and instability. Her works often 
lack tangible elements and documentation, blurring the lines between staged 
events and reality, which leads to narratives and rumors becoming the pri-
mary means by which Jung’s work exists. This raises questions about how 
to handle Jung’s performative ultra-conceptualism, which often operates in 
the realm of thoughts, shifting contexts, and oral transmission. Ultimately, 
Hölling argues that Jung’s conceptual works can be conveyed through story-
telling, rumors, and tales, providing a unique way to experience and safe-
guard them.

In another take on heritage transmission and reinterpretation, socio- 
anthropologist Michaela Schäuble examines the revival of the centuries-old 
spider possession rituals of Apulian tarantism in Southern Italy. She ana-
lyzes select examples of artistic interventions and cultural (re-)appropriations 
engaging with past audiovisual documentation of tarantism, arguing that 
they promote a stylized iconicization and often contribute to an essentialized 
“heritagization” of ritualized performance. Her essay raises questions about 
conserving cultural meaning versus contemporary reinterpretations, the eth-
ics of transforming historically marginalized rituals into heritage for celebra-
tion, and issues of cultural ownership over representing intangible heritage.

Moving from the performance of heritage to the performance of music, 
in “Can we conserve music?” musicologist Thomas Gartmann describes 
the  inherent challenges in conserving musical performance across different 
genres, from classical to improvisational and conceptual music. Gartmann 
questions assumptions that musical works reside solely in scores, arguing that 
performances add ephemeral but essential interpretive dimensions. Record-
ings also pose their dilemmas, freezing improvisational processes and perfor-
mance contexts, while strict adherence to documentation risks distorting the 
radical openness of conceptual works like John Cage’s 4’33”. This chapter 
emphasizes the importance of preserving musical works in a balanced and 
genre-specific manner that respects music’s various forms and contexts.

Following the idea of interpretation into the realm of curatorial prac-
tice, Amelia Jones reflects on curating a retrospective of performance artist 
Ron Athey as a form of conservation. She argues that live art can never be 
fully represented or ‘conserved’ in an exhibition, but that curatorial practice 
can be a place to experiment with alternative ways of historicizing live art. 
Acknowledging her personal investment as Athey’s friend, Jones describes 
living with Athey’s messy, incomplete archive in her home for years before 
curating his retrospective. She aimed not to “contain” Athey’s queer, commu-
nal performance practice, but to suggest its complexity by displaying materi-
als from different creative queer communities he helped nurture. Jones argues 
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that the show acted as conservation by caring for Athey’s legacy across gen-
erations and mediums.

The significance of documentation is maintained in the final chapter of 
this part. Performance scholar Philip Auslander argues in conversation with 
the editors that documentation can enable the reactivation and conserva-
tion of performance but is not interchangeable with the work itself. In line 
with Amelia Jones, he sees conservation as using documentation to recre-
ate an experiential sense of the performance for audiences (even if only in 
imagination).

The book’s second part, “Confronting institutions,” critically examines 
conservation care in the institutional context as well as in the broader social 
context in which conservation operates. Here, performance and performa-
tive practices are often invoked as vectors of change and as a critical part 
of cultural heritage continuity that should not be severed from objects and 
documents held in museums.

Opening this part, Emilie Magnin’s essay explores how live performance 
resists the standard processes of musealization upon entering institutional 
collections. For her, performance art calls for alternative models of care that 
include collective stewardship and a shift from museums’ usual cycle of stor-
age and exhibition to allow regular activations. To illustrate how perfor-
mance could be cared for collectively and to suggest how this art form could 
endure differently, Magnin uses the image of mycelium: a distributed, resil-
ient, and living system that can survive and expand in various ways, much 
like performance itself.

If mycelium can be grasped as an eternal biological network of sustenance, 
its image persists in the next chapter of this book in the form of communi-
ties of care and support. In conversation with Jules Pelta Feldman, Puawai 
Cairns, Director of Audience and Insights at Te Papa Tongarewa (Welling-
ton), shares insights on how museums struggle to represent and sustain Indig-
enous culture. She stresses that culture should come from the people that 
sustain a museum, not just the objects within it, and that the way forward 
is to increase Indigenous representation within museum staff and leadership 
to ensure museums truly serve their communities. Cairns advocates for col-
lection access enabling ceremonial use, prioritizing cultural continuity over 
material integrity. In this sense, she contends that performance creates new 
moments, reconnecting objects to living heritage and empowering communi-
ties to become participants in cultural preservation.

Community-centered approaches are also valued by conservators Valinda 
Carroll, Kayla Henry-Griffin, Nylah Byrd, and Ariana Makau, who come 
together under the auspices of the group Black Art Conservators, which was 
founded in 2020 in response to the Black Lives Matter movement. Together, 
they discuss challenges around preserving Black art, including the lack of 
institutional resources and art-historical biases that overlook contributions 
of Black artists. They advocate for emotional connections and oral tradi-
tions, which may convey aspects of performance or cultural heritage not 
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present in documentation. Like Cairns, the conservators urge the inclusion of 
specialists from associated cultures for equitable, contextualized preservation 
embracing diverse perspectives.

Sustaining discussion of decolonization and decentering Western preserva-
tion discourses, Brandie Macdonald argues in a conversational chapter with 
Magnin that museums should not be experts on communities’ cultures but 
should collaborate to shape conservation practices aligned with their values. 
Reflecting on her work as Senior Director of Decolonizing Initiatives at the 
Museum of Us (San Diego), Macdonald discusses strategies for decoloniz-
ing museum conservation to foreground Indigenous epistemologies, ethics, 
and ontologies. She envisions museums evolving into spaces hosting cultural 
practices, with conservation adaptively respecting communities’ needs. Mac-
donald also urges obtaining consent before documenting knowledge meant 
to be transmitted orally, and expands on the role of oral traditions and story-
telling both in culture transmission and for her own practice.

Lastly, and offering a twist to the geographically and conceptually diverse 
forms of institutionalization of performance, the essay by lawyer and art 
historian Sandra Sykora offers an introduction to international copyright law 
relating to performance art. Sykora examines the permissibility of common 
strategies for conserving and disseminating performance artworks employed 
by art institutions. She argues that performance poses particular challenges 
due to its unfixed and various forms and unpacks the complex copyright 
implications of different conservation strategies, including documentation, 
dissemination, and the preservation of relics. Enriched by many concrete 
examples, her contribution advises gathering information from artists to 
guide conservation and avoid legal concerns.

The essays in the third part, “Conservation through artistic and embodied 
practice,” suggest that (re-)performance, (re)interpretation, or other creative 
forms of artistic intervention—such as olfactory documentation of an ephem-
eral moment—belong to an expanded definition of conservation practices.

Jules Pelta Feldman discusses the work of Davide-Christelle Sanvee, who 
re-performs and reinterprets past works by Swiss artists as a living archive 
and as a way to insert her own perspective and presence into the history of 
performance art. Pelta Feldman argues that rather than simply reviving past 
works, Sanvee’s re-performances transform them through her own body and 
identity as a Black woman, questioning notions of authenticity and origin. 
Sanvee is presented here as an active historian who conserves past works 
not through strict reproduction but by making them her own, embodying a 
form of “living preservation” that keeps ephemeral artworks alive through 
reinterpretation.

In an interview which resonates with the claims made in Part 2 (Cairns, 
Chapter 7; Macdonald, Chapter 9), New Zealand-born artist Rosanna Ray-
mond narrates how she engages with her Pacific cultural heritage through con-
temporary performance. Raymond aims to bring stories, deities, and ancestral 
connections alive through “visual storytelling” and sharing embodied space 
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with the past. She describes challenges in conveying the essence of her per-
formance to Western institutions fixated on objects and physical remains, 
and she offers strategies for conserving intangible elements, using her idea of 
the “Vā Body” as a way to create tangible experiences of intangible heritage. 
Above all, Raymond argues that relationships must be central in cultural 
conservation—what she calls putting the “vā in conser.VĀ.tion.”

The thread regarding the erasure of specific histories persists in the narra-
tive provided by social anthropologist and dancer Urmimala Sarkar Munsi. 
In a lively conversation with this book’s editors, Sarkar Munsi delves into the 
complexities surrounding the preservation of Indian dance traditions, particu-
larly when these traditions involve marginalized communities. Sarkar Munsi 
underscores how institutional preservation efforts can lead to the erasure 
of certain histories, and therefore advocates for an ethical, context-sensitive 
documentation respectful of practitioners’ perspectives. She expresses the 
importance of understanding and preserving dance history while respecting 
the evolution of the art form. Resonating with Raymond’s account of Pacific 
performance, Sarkar Munsi also delves into the importance of embodied 
preservation, where the continuity of dance is transmitted across generations 
within human bodies. From one generation to another, as social norms differ, 
the performance changes. Sarkar Munsi emphasizes the need for unlearning 
traditional norms and perspectives, encouraging a critical evaluation of cul-
tural constructs and gendering over time.

The transitory nature of performance resurfaces in an artistic contribu-
tion in Chapter  14, authored by the artist duo Dorota Gawęda and Eglė 
Kulbokaitė, although now through the fragile aspect of scent. The artwork 
documented in RYXPER1126AE is a fragrance created by Gawęda and 
Kulbokaitė. This is the synthetic molecular recreation of the scent that could 
be experienced during their performance SULK (2018) at the 6th Athens 
Biennial. This olfactory creation serves as a poetic memory of shared collec-
tive experiences and explores smell as a method of documenting performance 
and space. As an artistic “conservation intervention,” RYXPER1126AE 
raises questions about the transition from the virtual to the real and the eva-
nescent nature of scent, which influences our perception and memory in ways 
that elude easy explanation.

As if wanting to tackle performance’s fleeting character by sharing the 
responsibility of its creation, performance artist Gisela Hochuli returns in 
Chapter 15 to the necessity of creating and keeping performance documen-
tation. In conversation with the editors, Hochuli dissects her series of per-
formances In Strange Hands, for which she enacts instructions from others 
(including registrants to the project’s annual colloquia). She explains how 
instructions offer the possibility of different executions and authorships, 
which sparked her interest in incorporating them into her work. In this con-
text, Hochuli also emphasizes documentation’s importance for understand-
ing diverse approaches and inspiring future reinterpretations, as also seen in 
Sanvee’s work (Chapter 11).
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Like Hochuli, Joanna Leśnierowska, the author of the conversational 
Chapter 16 (with Hölling), engages practically with the sustenance of per-
formance. As a choreographer, visual dramaturge, and light and space com-
poser, with a majority of her work devoted to the sustenance of performance 
in Poland and in the former ‘East,’ Leśnierowska underscores the political 
nature of performance preservation and curators’ and artists’ responsibility 
to select what to preserve and what to omit. Leśnierowska highlights the 
significance of preserving dance traditions and gestures to reclaim them from 
political agendas and return them to the realm of the body. She also describes 
how her work as a choreographer revolves around reactivating and layering 
performances, fostering an ongoing artistic lineage rather than aiming for 
static preservation.

Confirming our belief that performance conservation is not static—in fact, 
it cannot ever be—this part, and our volume, ends with a manifesto by artist 
Ido Feder, calling for “ex-spectacle events” that imagine alternatives to art’s 
absorption into capitalist spectacle. Feder critiques art that serves neoliberal 
agendas and fails to address urgent social and environmental crises. He advo-
cates instead for “conservative performance” that returns art to a mythical 
social function. Feder argues that performance focused only on individual 
experience severs artists’ private vision (privilogos) from service to a commu-
nity (mythos). Through “ex-spectacle events,” artists can create “conserva-
tive” art worlds that foster collaboration toward shared futures, conserving 
human imagination rather than objects, as an evocation of an extreme form 
of changeability.

The tendency towards change, flexibility, and flux, addressed so often in 
this volume, reflects the greater web of invaluable thoughts, reflections, and 
exchanges that have animated our research these past few years. In this vein, 
neither our project, nor this book, present themselves as inflexible docu-
ments; rather, they acknowledge their own temporality and, already, their 
historicity, anticipating implications that may surface in the future.
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You might have heard about Florence Jung. Her identity as a performance 
artist is notably elusive, to the point where some may argue that she is 
barely recognizable as an artist at all. It is difficult to spot her, but stories 
spread about her work in a disproportional relation to the accounts of her 
physical presence. Not entirely averse to her art being called ‘performance 
art’—though she abstains from using this term herself—Jung actively avoids 
personal presence and instead seeks to cultivate ‘situations’ (the term that 
she uses frequently in her work) that embody qualities of uncertainty and 
instability. Jung states:

I don’t feel addressed by performance art. I want to simplify things. 
I  want to know what happens when you consciously exclude the 
object—the visible part and also the documentation—and maybe even 
the presence of the artist. I am influenced much more by minimalism 
than by most performance artists, with the exception of Andy Kauf-
man perhaps. I don’t see this as an aesthetic decision, but rather as a 
way to develop a corpus of works that are light, reduced, unstable, and 
uncertain. My true material is more about situations. I  create staged 
situations for real life.1

Jung approaches her situations—in which “no facts, no evidence, no visual 
documentation exists”2—with the intention of fostering inclusivity, enabling 
everyone to engage in and become a part of the experiences she creates. 
Given that a significant portion of her works are intangible or necessitate 
keen attention to detail and contextual knowledge in order to recognize 
them, it becomes challenging to distinguish what elements are staged and 
what actually exists in reality or in the realm of everyday life. Moreover, 
her works’ experiential dimensions shift during each manifestation. Conse-
quently, the dissemination of narratives and, at times, rumors, becomes the 
primary means by which her works exist and endure, occasionally causing 
the artist herself to question what truly constitutes her own creation and 
what is carried out by external forces, performers, and viewers. Jung posits: 
“My work has increasingly evolved into a form of storytelling. I also enjoy 

1  “Once upon a time”
Performative ultra-conceptualism 
and storytelling as conservation—
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hearing different narratives about my works; sometimes, I even have doubts 
myself about what the actual piece was.”3

In this essay, I  take up Jung’s performative ultra-conceptualism and the 
prevalent choice of non-documenting to develop the idea of storytelling as 
a way of survival for these radically contextual works. From her first work, 
created for the graduate exhibition at Zurich University of the Arts (2013), 
to her subsequent invitation to major exhibitions such as Manifesta 11, 
in 2016, and awards such as the Swiss Performance Prize, in 2013, Jung’s 
work has attracted international attention. With her consequential refusal 
to self-document and depict—a remarkable achievement in times of the 
overwhelming visual saturation of public media—Jung virtuously plays the 
medium of experience. Resonating with a post-Fluxus register, and compa-
rable to George Brecht’s granting of permission for the work to take place 
in the interpreter’s imagination, she precisely drafts her strategies of material 
and media refusal, both to dethrone the model of the artist as a sole creator 
and to dismantle the dominance of visuality. What to do about a work which 
takes place in a North Korean hotel room that consists of a thought not to 
be thought about (Jung43, 2015)? How to handle an exhibition in which 
each viewer, in order to experience the work, is requested to sign a legal 
document through which, in the course of a perceptual shift, they become 
a performer in it (Jung59, 2017)? How to handle a work that takes place 
via a changed circumstance and thus a shifting mental condition, such as 
through the knowledge acquired at the museum’s counter, where the visi-
tor to an exhibition, once they consent to purchase a ticket, learns that it is 
co-curated by Jung (Jung52, 2017)? How to grapple with a social experiment 
in which exhibition visitors are hijacked and taken five hours away from the 
venue, to spend a night in a barn at a remote location, entertaining them-
selves (Jung&Scheidegger, 2014)? What to do about works of which the only 
evidence is conveyed through oral transmission, at times written down by a 
critic or a curator? How can we avoid despair when we think about these 
works’ afterlives and even their conservation?

This essay argues that Jung’s hyper-conceptual works, which inherently play 
with states of performative invisibility and intangibility as well as mental con-
ditions and situational contexts, can be conveyed and transmitted by the very 
means that constitute them: storytelling, rumors, and tales. As in other modes of 
conservation, in which one of the physical mediums of the affected work is used 
to restore a deteriorated image or form (such as the use of paint retouching in 
painting conservation or wood chip putty in the conservation of wooden sculp-
ture), the ‘restorative medium’ of this work is inherent in the work as one of its 
constitutive substrates. This is not to say that storytelling is Jung’s medium—an  
assumption she clearly objects to—nor that it occurs in her works as their 
only inherent element. It is to say that, indeed, storytelling offers a space in 
which we experience Jung’s art as works, and it is simultaneously a condi-
tion of possibility of their preservation. My first argument is aligned with 
Amelia Jones and Philip Auslander, who have claimed, each in their distinct 
ways, that photographic documentation is the space in which performance 
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can be experienced4—an idea that I redirect to a different medium. I argue 
that Jung’s conceptualism exposes us to a particular form of orality—and  
textuality—that constitutes her creative project. Indeed, both orality and 
textuality create a space for experiencing Jung’s works. In line with my sec-
ond argument, I suggest that they can be effectively conveyed through stories 
transmitted orally or via written accounts drawn from the subjective, elusive, 
and subversive memories of each individual remembering them. Rumors, just 
as tales, play an important part in this form of cultural transmission.

Something is Missing

Rumors have spread about Jung’s diversely named work Something is Miss-
ing/Etwas Fehlt from 2017 (the official title, Jung56, follows Jung’s numeric 
scheme). On the gray morning of January 6, 2018, upon their arrival at 
Basel’s von Bartha gallery, located in the former shop of a gas station, the 
personnel discovered a large graffiti tag spread across the façade: “Etwas 
Fehlt” (“something is missing”). They were not amused by this discovery and 
immediately shared it with Stefan von Bartha, the owner of the gallery. The 
message reached von Bartha on his travels and upset him immensely.5 Who 
could have dared to do this? Why did the Basel police fail to be more atten-
tive in preventing such vandalism? Von Bartha shared the image on Insta-
gram, along with his expression of discontent (Figure 1.1).6 Two days passed 
before he had the tag erased.7

Figure 1.1  “Etwas Fehlt” tag on the gallery window, a part of the work: Florence 
Jung, Jung56, 2018 (Something is Missing/Etwas Fehlt). Image posted by 
Stefan von Bartha on his Instagram account on January 6, 2018. www.
instagram.com/p/BdnSTfFBsaq/. Courtesy Florence Jung and von Bartha, 
Basel & Copenhagen.

http://www.instagram.com/p/BdnSTfFBsaq/
http://www.instagram.com/p/BdnSTfFBsaq/
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A few months before the infamous tag appeared on Basel’s established 
art venue, Jung had accepted an invitation to a solo show at von Bartha 
gallery. Her consent was conditional upon one factor: the gallerist would 
remain uninformed about the work until it occurred—or, more accurately, 
until it disappeared. Five years after the event, Jung tells me in a conversa-
tion that she assured the gallerist that he would recognize the artwork as 
soon as it was there.8 She then hired a befriended graffiti maker to spray the 
phrase overnight.9 Unfortunately, the message neither arrived well, nor was 
it glimpsed behind its surface as the artist intended.10 For the work’s full 
coming into the world, an act of annihilation, an erasure, needed to occur. 
Relief was brought by the artist’s email of January 8, 2018 (Figure 1.2), that 
suggested the artwork’s conclusion:

Dear Stefan, . . . Here some news: my exhibition consists of an erased graffiti 
which read ETWAS FEHLT and a press release in the usual format . . .

I had heard stories about this work. However, for the majority of my 
research time for this essay, I was unable to retrieve any visual evidence of 
the tag. The von Bartha gallery’s Instagram featured a black square in place 
of an image (Figure 1.3). Nonetheless, I have had a rather clear sense of what 
happened on the glass façade of a low building concealed behind the gas 
pumps of an Avia gas station in Basel. I have not been there physically, and 
yet I felt that I had experienced the piece as it unfolded its many layers in my 
consciousness, posing most arduous questions: Can a work exist in the world 

Figure 1.2  Florence Jung: “ETWAS FEHLT now.” Email to Stefan von Bartha and 
Philipp Zollinger, January 8, 2018. From Von Bartha Report, no. 12 
(2018): 20. Courtesy Florence Jung and von Bartha, Basel & Copenhagen.
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solely as a change of circumstance, a psychological shift, or a mental picture? 
Can a work be told in a story?

My attempts to find a visual trace of the tag online remained without  
success—a status quo that increased my bafflement and curiosity. How, in 
our mediatized age, did an act of vandalism like this fail to leave a tangible 
trace?

If there is something that is ‘typical Jung,’ then this situation might qualify 
as such. Amongst her most staggeringly conceptual works, not only does 
the artist consider this artwork complete only after its intermittent sign (the 
tag) is removed, but she also submits to the void surrounding her persona 
on popular media—a result of her non-image policy. If we were to analyze 
the work within a performative paradigm—the act of executing the work 
overnight as a performance and the tag as both a physical leftover and an 
object that stands in for the performance in its absence, as it were11—then 
the removal of the tag doubles the performance’s disappearance. The work’s 
subversive potential might thus be seen in its ability to create an uncomfort-
able void, uninviting of people and traces—one that can only be filled, and 
contained, by a narrative.

Again and again, it is the multilayered, intermittent disappearance—even 
that inflicted ex post facto on social media (remember the black square in 
Figure 1.3)—that creates the work and the thin line between reality and fic-
tion that we, as receivers of Jung’s message, need to come to terms with. 
Has the work really been there, or have we imagined it, and how might this 

Figure 1.3  Instagram von Bartha gallery announcing “Etwas Fehlt” by Florence Jung. 
January 31, 2018, www.instagram.com/p/Ben08N9hNWl/?hl=en. Cour-
tesy Florence Jung and von Bartha, Basel & Copenhagen.

http://www.instagram.com/p/Ben08N9hNWl/?hl=en
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matter for our mental experience of it? What role does memory play, and 
what role does the audience play?

The artist considers the work’s audience not as those experiencing the tag, 
but as those that witnessed its disappearance.12 She states:

I am interested in everything which exceeds the two usual categories of 
reality and fiction . . . the things that were true one day and vanished 
the next, the things that do not exist but will in the future, the false 
memory of things which were never there, when something is forgotten 
and yet impalpably present.

In the gallery space, the viewer is asked to look for clues: a vague press 
release laid out on the counter, or a label. Gallery employees provide infor-
mation about the artwork when asked, and there is a caption (Figure 1.4) and 
an interview (Figure 1.5). These scattered, fringe elements create a deliberate 
lack of an official version, allowing multiple potentially conflicting interpre-
tations to emerge. The artwork functions “like open-source software,”13 with 
each contribution potentially altering the piece’s meaning, inscribing a new 
possibility on the previous one.

Since its inception and as of the time of my research for this essay (spring–
fall 2023), Something is Missing/Etwas Fehlt has been executed three times 
that could not be more different from one another, not least because they 
appeared in the languages specific to their sites. The first iteration took place 

Figure 1.4  Gallery caption: Florence Jung, Jung56, 2018. Performance, Etwas Fehlt, 
von Bartha. www.instagram.com/p/BesyO6vhEmt/?hl=en&img_index=1. 
Courtesy Florence Jung and von Bartha, Basel & Copenhagen.

http://www.instagram.com/p/BesyO6vhEmt/?hl=en&img_index=1
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at a gallery in Paris where, in the course of the same night that a graffiti maker 
applied the tag on a door under the cover of night, an attempted burglary 
occurred. The gallerist appeared to believe that the two were connected.14 
In fact, there was no way of finding out whether it was the performer who 
did a little more than the commission. On the small Aegean island of Anafi, 
on the occasion of the Phenomenon 3 biennial in 2019 (where Jung real-
ized three scenarios), the large-scale tag was applied on a construction site, 
well visible from a school house in which the exhibition took place.15 Rashly 
overpainted by the biennial’s assistant due to an unintended connotation 
with the simultaneous passing of a person on the island, the tag’s leftovers 
are still reported by present-day visitors as transpiring through the material 
strata up to the surface of the overpainted area. What comes to mind are the 
traces left behind after authorities erased from public spaces several artworks 
by Harald Naegeli (born 1939), the infamous graffiti artist of Zurich. Their 
persistence, whether as washed-out shapes or as mental images, cannot be 
undone to those who have seen them.

The deliberate, well-thought-out evocation of negative space through eras-
ure, the work that inhabits a liminal territory between being noticed and 
being overlooked, and the potential for a conflation of the ephemeral and 

Figure 1.5  Excerpt from Sophie Yerly, “When You Realize It, It Is Too Late/Wenn 
du es realisierst, ist es zu spät: Florence Jung,” Von Bartha Report, no. 
12 (2018): 20–21. Courtesy Florence Jung and von Bartha, Basel  & 
Copenhagen.



34 Performance

the physical in the palimpsestic overlays of many different presents, all draw 
attention to Jung’s works. However, they are simultaneously most challeng-
ing in terms of their compliance with social norms and behaviors, their reli-
ance on chance, susceptibility to error, and their contumacy with standard 
forms of cultural transmission. Namely, how can a work that evades physical 
presence—often on multiple levels—be made to endure? Is it the concept in 
Jung’s scenarios that makes the work? Jung posits:

My medium consists of not having one. In my works, most of the time, 
there are no objects, no spectacle, and sometimes even an audience is 
missing. I am interested in triggering invisibility, in the discreet, in the 
economy of means.16

Rumors and stories occur on the horizon as plausible holders of meaning. 
Jung insists:

In the situations I create, there are no facts, no evidence, and no visual 
documentation . . . there are rumors about such situations. However, 
I wouldn’t consider these rumors as my medium; they are simply what 
remains in the end because my voice shouldn’t be louder than that of 
other people.17

Regardless of whether they are seen as ends in themselves or as a means to an 
end, it is, I argue, these rumors, and, by extension, the storytelling, that offer 
an ultimate sphere for her works’ experience.

Radical openness, or who makes the work of art?

Jung provides clear and detailed instructions to performers for all her works, 
guiding them in conducting the actions before they are officially performed/
materialized. In this regard, her work during the planning and rehearsal stages 
is meticulously—or “thickly”—described and prepared.18 From this phase on, 
however, Jung’s work is exposed to an extreme form of openness. Jung says, 
“What people experience and what performers do are just as much a part of 
the piece as my concept for it. Anyone can claim a part of it for themselves.”19 
Not only does the artist prefer to be absent during the materialization of her 
concepts, whether public or private, but she accepts the contingencies and inde-
terminacies of the results. The decision not to be there at the moment when 
her works become materially manifested through social bodies, institutional 
systems, and spatial circumstances is a pragmatic one, as her presence might 
limit the endless potential of the work in its unfolding. Jung releases the work 
into the world by escaping the limitation of these determinative scenarios.

When Jung precisely instructs her friend to spray a tag on a gallery win-
dow or a door, she imagines what can happen in the work’s realization. Con-
trolling certain parts of the work, such as the instruction and selection of the 
performer-collaborators, Jung prescribes the work’s general frame, leaving 
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open what happens on the other side of the intentional model, when the 
work leaves her ‘hand.’ Welcoming chance and misunderstanding and inte-
grating them into the work, Jung references Duchamp’s eternal query: “Who 
makes the work, the artist or the beholder?” She answers it by adding to the 
mix the performers, critics, curators, and other participants.

Inviting others to participate in such an idiom calls for spectators who, 
in Jacques Rancière’s words, “are active interpreters, who render their own 
translation, who appropriate the story for themselves, and who ultimately 
make their own story out of it.”20 Rancière adds: “An emancipated commu-
nity is in fact a community of storytellers and translators.”21 Inviting others 
makes art more socially responsive, as Suzi Gablik has proposed;22 Jung seems 
to affirm a social relatedness devoid of monocentric mythology. Having left 
behind the modernist ideals of uniqueness and freedom, the new relation-
ships that Jung creates foster a mindset distinct from isolated, solitary, and 
self-centered, self-contained, and self-referential individualism. Jung’s vision 
of the self, as proposed by her artwork, is ecological. The self is no longer 
solitary and self-sufficient. Instead, it is interconnected and interdependent.

Bringing in Félix Guattari’s concept of ‘transversality,’ which roughly 
signifies the overcoming of old, sedimented structures and routines in 
well-established practices, might be useful here.23 Although Guattari uses it 
with reference to the transformation of institutions (such as psychiatric hos-
pitals), the term has become a part of the ongoing genealogies of new mate-
rialisms.24 Transversality, as the term implies, contrasts with both verticality 
(referring to hierarchies and leadership) and horizontality (relating to groups 
organizing within specific sections or compartments), much like the way one 
creates a line while writing by hand. In the art world, the maker–beholder 
connection, the relation between the performer and the score, and the claim 
that a work is realized upon the completion of a creative act, are results 
of such established hierarchical systems. Jung’s works, however, by leaving 
the authority of the execution with the performer or the viewer/participant 
(remember, for instance, the kidnapping piece Jung&Scheidegger, 2014), 
proclaim mental realization as a valid form of completion of an artwork 
(in contrast to the belief that, in visual art, a mental concept is followed by 
the physical realization of a work). By erasing a work’s material traces (thus 
opposing the commodity-driven art world), they not only prompt what Brian 
Massumi calls “a perception of perception,” a kind of “thinking-feeling,”25 
but also open up otherwise closed logics and hierarchies. No doubt, by 
de territorializing roles, questioning competencies, and challenging art institu-
tions, Jung’s works generate new potent assemblages and alliances.

The impossibility of absence

So far, I have established that disappearance and the interstices between real-
ity and fiction are at the center of Jung’s interests. But there is a fine nuance to 
the absent and the (in)visible that needs to be addressed to better understand 
Jung’s work’s sophisticated inner mechanisms.
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As indicated, the erasure of the artwork is never truly final; instead, the 
work persists as a palimpsestic accumulation of traces. Consider the graffiti 
on the gallery window: Something is Missing/Etwas Fehlt still lingers therein 
as an afterimage etched into the memory of those who witnessed it. In other 
words (and as with Naegeli), for those who saw it, the wall is forever marked 
by the tag (and then by its absence/presence). In the case of the Anafi bien-
nial, the tag, as the story goes, has endured within the layer of paint applied 
to conceal it. This palimpsest of what should otherwise be missing holds 
potent symbolism. It does not unveil reality but rather inhabits the terrain 
between the given and the other world/realm—partially erased yet never 
entirely obliterated. Between now-and-here and there-and-then, the artwork 
lingers in people’s recollections, not entirely present but not quite suppressed 
either. To preserve such a work would, paradoxically, be to safeguard the 
absence in all its nuance, not as a fait accompli but as an ongoing process 
of absencing, a spatiotemporal movement between here and there and now 
and then, as a condition necessary for the existence of this artwork—with a 
noted difference between being and disappearance and being and conceal-
ment. While emergence and disappearance might be grasped as the continu-
ally resumed act of life getting rid of itself, concealment is an intentional 
act of keeping things in secrecy that might involve deception, reticence, and 
non-acknowledgement.26

At this point, we owe one more glimpse into the distinct perceptual con-
text of Something is Missing/Etwas Fehlt. When we say, “something is miss-
ing,” we may observe that absence is inexistent since “something” is present 
within this phrase. In other words, as soon as “something” is uttered, it 
occupies mental and physical space. Language reaches its limits. Essentially, 
there is no such thing as absolute absence (“Je sais bien mais quand même”; 
“I know very well but just the same”), a fact that I will shortly address when 
inscribing a solid space to the work in the realm of cultural preservation.

Levels of visibility

As we have observed, Something is Missing/Etwas Fehlt exists on different 
levels of visibility, where absence is a dynamic rather than a static concept. 
These levels are reflected in the work’s textuality. Just as in all of Jung’s works, 
in Something is Missing/Etwas Fehlt text occurs prior to the work’s realiza-
tion as a form of instruction protocol, which can be improved upon after its 
initial installation. This is outlined in the ‘Certificate,’ which provides all the 
necessary information when a work requires restaging or becomes part of a 
collection. As in other Jung works destined for acquisition, the Something 
is Missing/Etwas Fehlt protocol involves an A3 paper document folded in 
the center, containing a cover sheet featuring the work’s title on page one, 
a scenario describing the situation on page two, an activation protocol for 
the scenario on page three, and the terms and conditions on page four. But 
like the Coca-Cola recipe, the certificate is not meant for public eyes. Delib-
erately concealed, or visible only for those allowed into the arcane sphere of 
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the work’s inner functioning, my insistence on depicting it in this essay was 
politely, yet firmly, rejected.

But not all text in Jung’s works, otherwise so essential to the works’ dis-
crete behind-the-scenes operations in museums or events, remains concealed. 
Her artworks’ textual spheres exhibit three levels of visibility: the title of the 
work is usually shared with the public; however, the scenario must remain 
confidential and should only be used for internal communication with cura-
tors. It should never be disclosed before the work is completed, as its related 
actions rely on the participants being unaware of being drawn into a plot 
(remember Something is Missing/Etwas Fehlt, in which the gallery owner 
was left in the dark). In the case of a one-off exhibition, Jung activates the 
work herself to avoid sharing the activation protocol. In the case of a work’s 
acquisition, the activation protocol, which is intended solely for internal use 
by the collectors who need to be able to activate the work in Jung’s absence, 
is shared together with the legal note.

Documents such as activation protocols play a crucial role when a perform-
ative or conceptual work enters an institution. These documents—usually 
contracts or agreements—assign artists a more prominent role when transi-
tioning a performative work into a collection than has often been the case 
with object-oriented works.27 This standard contract for her scenarios has 
become a part of Jung’s proactive strategy since 2017. Having been awarded 
CHF 20,000 on the occasion of the Swiss Art Awards (2017), Jung engaged a 
lawyer to assist her in developing a contractual document that she could use 
in the future for all her works entering collections. Jung believes that grant-
ing flexibility in shaping the scenarios and leaving details of the work to be 
fixed by the museum is crucial. What happens, as Rachel Mader puts it in her 
discussion of three of Jung’s works in the Aargauer Kunsthaus/Bundesamt für 
Kultur collection (BAK, Swiss Federal Office of Culture), is a redistribution 
and a reconceptualization of responsibilities between the museum and the 
artist.28 So where, amidst all of this, can we position conservation?

Potential images: Permission to document

Dominated by documents and images, the practice of contemporary conser-
vation might at first appear unsuited to accommodating Jung’s works. At the 
level of primary resources, the artist’s aversion to (self-)documentation leaves 
her work mostly absent from the internet, art magazines, and other forms of 
popular documentation. As I have established, her works’ proclivity toward 
the missing suggests that what is absent might actually be more powerful 
than what is present. Jung posits:

This is a very pragmatic decision. It also has to do with the fact that my 
work can hardly be documented. It’s not about images here, but about 
constructing situations and the personal experience of the participating 
audience. There is no adequate image of what is visible, and even less 
so of what is not visible.29
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What people experience and what performers do are just as much a 
part of the piece as my concept for it. Anyone can claim a part of it for 
themselves. For this reason, I don’t document my pieces.30

But unlike Tino Sehgal’s prohibition of documentation—so popularly metab-
olized in conservation literature—in which the artist questions the regulative 
system of institutions and displays, Jung’s decision as to whether or not she 
sanctions documentation is contingent on the affordances of a singular work. 
Although the audience is free to take snapshots of her works, their history 
shows that, in the majority of cases, the visual documentation is missing, 
opening space for imagination and speculation, and, not least, storytelling. 
Jung also applies this rationale to the publication of photographs of her per-
sona. She prefers to hide behind established personalities holding her name, 
or include them in the play of identities, to represent her in the media. The 
biographical, she claims, detours the message.31

Yet there is a light on the horizon for conservation: unlike Sehgal, who 
forbids the recording of his works and insists that the acquisition process 
be done entirely orally, Jung clearly opens her works to be documented by 
others.32 To leave the decision to others is to allow a production of potential 
rather than determined, closed images. A  smart choice: rather than domi-
nating the work and its world with her own view, these snapshots, made 
in the era of smartphones, represent the gaze of the beholder, or the specta-
tor, of her work. Again, authority is replaced with relationality and interde-
pendency, enabling the work rather than constraining it through norms and 
regulations. Before too long, these potential images will create a transversal 
archive of visual documentation—not her own.

Yet there is another form of archive that accumulates in a fleeting, transi-
tory, and transversal way, and it is being told.

Storytelling as cultural preservation

We need stories to understand ourselves. We are the only creature that does 
this unusual thing, of telling each other stories in order to try to understand the 
kind of creature that we are. When a child is born, the first thing [it] requires 
is safety and love. The next thing that the child asks for is, “Tell me a story.”33

Salman Rushdie steps into a long tradition of human storytelling. Long before 
the advent of writing, storytelling played a pivotal role in  disseminating 
 cultural traditions and values. In the Western philosophical tradition, Plato 
held that storytelling was vital to preparing Guardians to perform their duties 
in the ideal state. For Walter R. Fisher, known for introducing the narrative 
paradigm to communication theory, human beings are natural  storytellers. 
Moreover, a good story is more valuable that a good argument.  Individuals 
naturally engage with their environment through narratives: “In the beginning 
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was the word or, more accurately, the logos. And in the beginning, ‘logos’ 
meant story, reason, rationale, conception, discourse, thought.”34 Accord-
ing to Fisher, it was only with the pre-Socratic philosophers that logos and 
mythos were dissociated.35

As an age-old practice, storytelling not only harnesses the power of nar-
ratives and serves as a tool employed for the purposes of education, cul-
tural conservation, entertainment, and the inculcation of moral principles, 
but also shapes our experience of the world. Stories serve as a fundamental 
mechanism for human memory, as we tend to retain information more effec-
tively through narrative than mere bullet points or lists.36 With the capacity 
to transmit cultural information from one generation to the next, storytelling 
is not only a key element in the creation and propagation of culture,37 but it 
also serves as a recursive and dynamic process of cultural preservation. Each 
story told adds to a collective archive, enriching and influencing other narra-
tives. (We may remind ourselves of Rancière’s notion of spectatorship as an 
emancipated community of storytellers and translators.)

When I refer to storytelling, I am specifically addressing it in a direct sense. 
However, objects, too, can convey stories of their material making, the tech-
nological advancements through which they came to the world, and of the 
form and content they represent. Performative objects tell stories of their 
interrelations with meanings and actions. On the level of visuality, photo-
graphs are often regarded as powerful storytellers, with the ability to convey 
stories that surpass mere words.

Because, in storytelling, the emphasis lies less on factual accuracy and 
more on cultural cohesion, not all stories are bound by truth; many per-
petuate myths, fables, or legends that serve a distinct purpose within a given 
culture. Among numerous Native American tribes, oral storytelling has been 
instrumental in preserving history and imparting wisdom to younger genera-
tions. Similarly, the sub-Saharan and West African regions boast a rich tradi-
tion of storytelling.38

Considered a more equal, sustainable, and just method of preserving tra-
ditions and cultures, storytelling is a powerful tool that brings attention to 
individuals often excluded or marginalized in traditional historical accounts. 
By giving voice and agency to the storyteller, it challenges prevailing cultural 
narratives.39 Regarding non-Western approaches to preserving cultural herit-
age, and according to her vision of an indigenized museum, Puawai Cairns 
advocates that the main function of museums should be to transmit stories—
museums should become hubs for people to share their stories and to reflect 
on and interpret histories (see Chapter  7 in this volume). Artist Rosanna 
Raymond, of the collective Pacific Sisters, sources storytelling as both a con-
temporary performing art and a living tradition.40 She maintains that through 
storytelling, we are never in the past, but rather we become our ancestors—
we are enacting and conserving them (see Chapter 12).41 The Black tradition 
prides itself on powerful stories and the oral passing of traditions, customs, 
and rites that survived with and through their tellers despite the enslavement 
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and dispossession of their lands, origins, and material culture.42 As a form 
of continuation of this rich tradition, some of the members of the Black Art 
Conservators association (Chapter 8) turn away from writing as an expres-
sion of the dominant white culture toward modes of oral story conveyance 
in conservation.

Storytelling: Space of experience

My first encounter with Etwas Felht/Something is Missing was through a 
story. During the subsequent research, various stories—including but not 
limited to those conveyed to me by the artist and the gallerist—accumulated 
into a mini-archive that I  was able to activate at my leisure. Oftentimes, 
the stories diverged, representing opposing or even conflicting views. For 
instance, von Bartha recalls that the graffiti was erased very quickly from the 
window of his gallery, while Jung recalls that she waited days until she could 
announce the work’s completion. As with the Rashomon effect so effectively 
used by television drama The Affair (2014–19), in which the same event is 
presented from varying viewpoints and perspectives, I was exposed to the 
worlds of Something is Missing/Etwas Fehlt as they unfolded through the 
telling of subjective experiences.43 Regardless of truthfulness and attachment 
to facts, I felt that, in these stories, I was offered a space for a genuine experi-
ence. Although in a state nearing obsession to find visual evidence of the tag, 
I needed neither a physical object, nor a proof of existence of the work to 
experience it in my imagination.

Philosopher John Dewey’s perspective on experience is that it is an intrin-
sic aspect of the human species, deeply ingrained in our evolutionary devel-
opment. Experience refers to the manner in which living organisms engage 
with their surroundings, and in the case of humans, this environment encom-
passes the social, cultural, and political aspects of our existence. To reframe 
our perceptions of what is fundamental and distinctive in the artistic process, 
Dewey directs our attention to the entire artistic process instead of focusing 
solely on the tangible outcomes embodied in what he calls the “expressive 
object.”44

For Dewey, and as the contemporary Deweyan Richard Shusterman 
explains, we need to privilege the aesthetic process over the product, such 
that art is defined as “a quality of experience” rather than a collection of 
objects.45 The processes of commodification and fetishization in which con-
servation actively partakes46 should not lure us into thinking that art is lim-
ited to the objecthood of a physical artifact alone. Rather, for Dewey, art 
lies in the experiential activity through which it is created and perceived. 
Far from a dismissal of objectification—denouncing the object altogether—
Dewey insists that an object is, in fact, necessary to structure the aesthetic 
experience: just as creative ideas need to be embodied in an object, the aes-
thetic experience has to be “fused with the matter of the object.”47
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Such an understanding of an artwork as a bundle of experiential activity 
allows the space created by the story into, and as, the realm of the work’s 
experience. In the post-Deweyan sense, in Jung’s case, the aesthetic process 
lifts the work further from the physical object-referent, as the work is con-
structed and transmitted by oral narratives and experienced in the imagina-
tion. One could even say that it is no less malleable or formable in comparison 
with the experience of a physical object.

The idea of storytelling offering a space for the work’s experience is far 
from a theoretical, passively received, or imparted assumption. Rather, it 
springs from the doing of this artwork—receiving and telling the story—by 
individuals deeply engaged in its working (on the ‘cutting table,’ at the gal-
lery, and as an object of study).

Griot: An agent of preservation

The storytelling considering Something is Missing/Etwas Fehlt reveals several 
individuals contributing to the archive of stories. There is, however, also my 
telling of a story about these stories—a reflexive second-degree story, a form 
of interpretation and translation (Rancière), that is self-reflective of its own 
formation.48

As such, I might step back and examine where I stand within the broader 
context of this study, as an individual whose power lies in reiterating the 
story and passing it on, whether actively via word of mouth or, ex post facto, 
passively through this essay’s printed form (ex post facto because no longer 
actively amending the story, as happens in live transmission). In the process 
of knowledge formation, have I evolved beyond being merely a researcher? 
(Or should such research, as an active form of knowledge formation, be con-
ceptualized itself as a mode of storytelling?) Have I become a conveyor of the 
intangible archive, and, in a Derridean sense, an archon of this story?49

Here, the figure of the griot, associated with the craft of storytelling, comes 
in handy. The griot is considered a “scholar of its African nation”50 and an 
individual serving as a troubadour and storyteller, as well as, historically, 
a counselor to kings.51 Born into specialized family groups, griots played 
multiple roles in traditional West African societies, their role encompassing 
genealogy and historiography. Griots served as praise-singers, musicians, 
social intermediaries, counselors, and even dancers and acrobats. Closely 
tied to the nobility, griots attended to kings, warlords, and Islamic scholars. 
Beyond their social duties, griots held vital cultural responsibilities, preserv-
ing history, genealogies, sayings, songs, and music through oral traditions 
in a largely non-literate society. In return for their services, griots received 
sustenance, clothing, livestock, jewelry, and even land. However, the rise of 
Islam, colonialism, and modernization eroded their roles and rewards, ren-
dering the “Master of the Word” less relevant in changing social and political 
landscapes.52
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Returning to our context, could I—or any contemporary custodian of this 
work for that matter—assume the position of a present-day griot in transmit-
ting the story to their social network and ensuring its movement across time? 
Could a story transmitted in this way offer a possibility of experience of an 
artistic work? I argue, and am convinced, that it could.

The performance of memory and recollection

Storytelling and oral history revolve around the process of remembering and 
their attending notions of memory types (among others, individual, collec-
tive, public, official, and flashbulb memories) and how they contribute to 
human recollection.

Memory is a dynamic process of creating meaning. For the historian Lynn 
Abrams, memory, as the fragmentary remains of experiences that are trans-
posed into autobiographic narratives that endure over time, involves recall-
ing stories, images, experiences, and emotions.53 Thus, remembering is an 
ongoing and imperfect endeavor. Importantly, memories are not confined 
to the past; they also pertain to the present. For Annette Kuhn, memory is 
an account shaped by discourse and language; “[memory] is neither pure 
experience nor pure event.”54 While memories recovered through oral narra-
tives and storytelling lack objective reliability and measurability, they hold a 
personal truth for the individual recollecting them—a sense I gained from my 
conversation with everyone that experienced Jung’s work.

Remembering is inextricably linked with forgetting, with losing memory. 
Jung seems to be clearly aware of this fact, as well as how it shapes her 
work. “Forgetting or disappearing is the DNA of the work—one cannot 
fight against it. It is about accepting it and allowing it to leave on.”55 As 
with the paradigm of loss in object-based conservation, which has (too) often 
been assigned a negative value resulting from assumptions of the perpetual 
function of objects in cultural institutions and collections, here, forgetting 
is not an inherent vice, but rather an intrinsic (rather than extrinsic) change 
inscribed into the work.56 Thus storytelling as a method for these works’ 
survival is less concerned with the accuracy of the conveyed meanings, which 
will obviously lack external validation, than with the subjectively shaped 
liveness and vitality of the story that is passed on. After all, the robustness 
of the work lies less in its material presence and more in its ability to be  
transmitted—it is an ongoing performance of memory and recollection.

Storytelling: A different kind of knowledge

In his examination of knowledge in the postmodern era, in which he defines 
postmodernity as incredulity towards metanarratives, the post-structuralist 
philosopher Jean-François Lyotard (1924–98) initially distinguishes between 
two types of knowledge: “narrative” and “scientific” (The Postmodern 
Condition, 1984).57 Narrative knowledge characterizes “primitive” or 
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“traditional” societies and is rooted in storytelling often conveyed through 
rituals, music, and dance. For Lyotard, this type of knowledge lacks external 
validation; its legitimacy is inherent within the narrative itself and is sustained 
by the timeless continuity of the tradition. It is passed down from those who 
heard it in the past to those who will share it in the future. Questioning the 
authenticity of narrative knowledge is not a consideration. In fact, Lyotard 
proposes that there exists an inherent incongruity between the concept of 
legitimization and the authority of narrative knowledge.58 This proves help-
ful in situating this form of knowledge in conservation.

As I  have argued elsewhere, conservation is an epistemic practice and 
knowledge-generating activity, which itself sources various forms of knowl-
edge.59 Storytelling as a narrative knowledge that lacks external validation 
does not seem to pair up well with several other forms of knowledge dominant 
in conservation, such as those ascribed a level of objectivity, often generated 
as a result of scientific analysis and technical investigation. It is, therefore, not 
overly surprising that these conservation methods, which have been concerned 
with tangible, object-based artifacts, have frequently overlooked the intangible 
elements of heritage preservation. These include the transfer of memory, exper-
tise, techniques, and knowledge, which are vital for sustaining various forms 
of non-object-based practices, including less object-centered forms of contem-
porary art. In fact, Western institutions in the realm of art and culture have 
historically downplayed or even suppressed practices like orality, direct physi-
cal transmission, and ritual inheritance, all of which play a fundamental role 
in ensuring the longevity of object-less and body-based forms of expression.60

One should not be blinded by this status quo, however: a shift is currently 
taking place in conservation scholarship towards the incorporation of alter-
native and non-Western forms of knowledge conveyance.61 Also, under the 
veil of object-oriented methodologies and their seemingly ‘safe’ attachment 
to science, both conservation science and object-based conservation boast a 
wealth of narrative knowledge that has been expressed in what I term ‘con-
servation narratives.’ In conservation practice, in narrated documentation— 
in the objects’ descriptions and narrations of treatments—conservators tell 
stories about works and the people that make and mend them.62 Fantasy 
and recollection play just as important roles in these stories as the desire 
to stay truthful to the artist or their work. As in Paul Ricoeur’s narrative 
theory, which mediates between phenomenological time and cosmic time to 
reconcile them through language,63 the narrative mode of conservation ena-
bles conservators and cultural stakeholders to grasp the divergence between 
acts of salvage and the progress of entropy and decay. Conservation narra-
tives tell stories that mediate between these otherwise irreconcilable poles by 
allowing us to better understand the sense of doing conservation.

The meaningful emplotment is manifest not only in conservation’s docu-
mentation, however. Oral narrative, the artwork’s biography, and the genre 
of artists’ interviews mediate—and thus make more graspable—various con-
stituencies and temporalities of the works, their worlds, and associated actors. 
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More recently, and rightfully decentering one-man genealogies submitting to 
a narrow model of artistic genius, conservators have begun listening to sto-
ries told by artists’ assistants, technicians, and a broader ecology of cultural 
workers invested in artworks over their lifespan. Often, this knowledge is 
related to techniques and methods—to “how the artists would do it”—and 
is challenging to articulate because it resides within the realm of the implicit 
and non-verbal. Finally, we tell stories about conservation itself, creating its 
identity as an ongoing epistemic body of expertise and experience.

Coda: A retrospective in Bordeaux

My research for this essay found its conclusion in the last moments of my 
conversation with Jung, which focused on her retrospective that was about to 
open in Bordeaux.64 In this large-scale project, and yet intimate and contained 
as with all Jung’s projects, she invited twelve local small shop owners from dif-
ferent neighborhoods of Bordeaux, from a hairstylist to an Indian food seller, 
with no links to the visual arts whatsoever, to listen to the story of one of her 
works, and retell it to those who would ask. The series was initially conceived 
as a form of delegated labor: Jung wished to retrieve twelve human “carriers” 
of her works’ stories so that they would relate them to the shop owners, only 
later to personally transmit them due to financial constraints. A compilation of 
twelve cards with the shop names and addresses featured on a poster served 
as the only material evidence of her retrospective taking place at Frac MÉCA.

When Jung speaks of the retrospective, I  feel confirmed: not only is the 
idea of storytelling as cultural conservation viscerally present in Jung’s artis-
tic project, but the artist turns it into the very medium of her retrospective. In 
an extreme form of openness to change and chance Jung entrusts her work’s 
stories to strangers with the intention for them to pass it on. In an intercon-
nected, interdependent, and ecological manner, the work—which consists in 
an activation of twelve of her historical works—spans across individual and 
collective minds and is told by word of mouth.

Submitting to a story, we willingly open ourselves to the potential of 
deception. In doing so, we acknowledge the likelihood that not every nar-
rative is grounded in truth and that some may indeed be products of pure 
fiction. What if the store owners embellish the work and present their version 
of the tale in a manner distinct from the account given by Jung? Would such 
a divergence lessen the artwork’s appreciation? What if it is all a construct 
of imagination—an ongoing performance of the work in the people’s minds, 
memories, and recollections, in the shops and the streets of Bordeaux, the 
entire tapestry? Regardless, I feel compelled to listen.
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“A way of transcending oneself”: Apulian tarantism as a form of 
communal utopia

When, in the summer of 2020 in a gigantic stage show, the French fashion 
house Dior presented their Cruise Collection for the following 2021 sea-
son on the theme of tarantism in the Apulian town of Lecce, I expected an 
outcry, from both local interest groups and internationally. For one, I had 
been working on the phenomenon of tarantism for several years at that point 
and knew the iconic yet ambiguous and contested significance that the ‘spi-
der possession cult’ holds in Puglia. Simultaneously, as an anthropologist, 
I  thought I was familiar with the discourses and sensitivities regarding the 
cultural appropriation, commercialization, and folklorization of Indigenous 
and/or local cultural elements by the global fashion industry. But I was mis-
taken: there were only very few voices that found the borrowing from local 
craftsmanship and motifs in the fashion designs morally reprehensible, or 
criticized the scenography and music of the show, which was clearly reminis-
cent of local Catholic saints’ feasts and the ancient rite of tarantism. Much 
of the local population saw the theatrical stage show as an appreciation and 
celebration of Apulian cultural heritage; and the international fashion world 
applauded the work of Dior’s creative director, Maria Grazia Chiuri, as a 
‘cultural project.’ On Dior’s official website, the presentation of the Cruise 
Collection 2021 is not only described as combining “the extraordinary power 
of rhythms and rituals, music and dance,” but also as “a way of transcending 
oneself,” of evoking a sense of community.1 But which community? In what 
sense and context?

The phenomenon of Apulian tarantism, or tarantismo in Italian, is a 
centuries-old practice, and the study of this ritual draws upon more than seven 
hundred years of (more or less scientific) writings. It is commonly performed 
to cure a person presumed to have been bitten by the tarantula spider—la 
taranta.2 The person bitten is usually female (sg. tarantata, pl. tarantate), and 
the reported symptoms include nausea, loss of appetite, sweating, irregular 
pulse and breathing, delirium, trembling, spasms and convulsions, headaches, 
lethargy, paralysis, and/or fainting.3 It is believed that the spider transfers its 
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particular attributes to the behavior of the victim (i.e., melancholic, aggres-
sive, erotic), and it is therefore an integral part of the healing ritual to iden-
tify the specific type of spider by determining which musical chords, colors, 
smells, etc. the afflicted person reacts to. If one or more of these symptoms 
occur, musicians who play pizzica (pl. pizziche), a popular traditional Salen-
tine musical genre, are called. The musicians try out different melodies and 
rhythms, thus testing which type of song the patient responds to. The same 
goes for bright colors (especially red, green, and yellow) and strong scents 
(i.e., rosemary, mint, thyme, or citron). Once the musicians have established 
the type of spider/melody/rhythm, the tone rises and the afflicted begins to 
dance. This ritual can last for several days, and the person ‘possessed’ by the 
spider dances in hopping, skipping, and circling movements, sometimes col-
lapsing, and sometimes seemingly emulating or alternatively trampling on 
the (imaginary) spider.

In the course of its long history, which some scholars date to as far back 
as the cult of the ancient Greek God of wine and festivity, Dionysus, the 
phenomenon has been incorporated and reshaped by the Catholic Church 
into the cult of St. Paul. On his journey to Rome, by way of Malta, where 
he eradicated all snakes, St. Paul had allegedly landed in the small town of 
Galatina, where he bestowed upon two local Christian sisters the power to 
heal those bitten by venomous animals.4 St. Paul symbolically merged with 
the pre-Christian myth of the tarantula spider and therefore became an agent 
and simultaneously the cure of the affliction. In other words, he was believed 
to be able to cause the symptoms as an act of punishment, but also heal the 
afflicted by granting them la grazia, ‘grace,’ through divine intervention.5 It 
was sometimes even believed that the tarantuled persons were possessed by 
St. Paul; the female ‘patients’ would wear white dresses, usually nightgowns 
that were reminiscent of wedding dresses, and call themselves spose di San 
Paolo, “brides of St. Paul.”6 Every year, during the feast day of St. Paul at the 
end of June, afflicted people were (and on rare occasion still are) brought to 
the chapel of St. Paul in Galatina to attract the saint’s attention and franti-
cally plea for healing.

Due to the inexplicable symptoms, ecstatic behavior, and uncontainable 
trance dancing of the afflicted, this spider possession cult has posed a conun-
drum and also exerted an unbroken fascination on scientists, artists, and 
travelers for centuries. However, tarantism only became a ‘mass media phe-
nomenon’ after the publication of the ethnographic monograph La terra del 
rimorso (The Land of Remorse: A Study of Southern Italian Tarantism) in 
1961. In this book, which became an instant classic, Italian anthropologist 
and historian of religion Ernesto de Martino traces the historic roots of the 
cult of Apulian tarantism and presents the findings of an interdisciplinary 
research trip to Puglia two years earlier. Above all, the photos, sound record-
ings, and films that were produced in the course of this and ensuing ‘research 
expeditions’ are widely known throughout Italy today and have shaped the 
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image and imaginations of the Mezzogiorno (Southern Italy). As iconic rep-
resentations of a rural Southern lifestyle and folk religiosity, they evoke a 
certain proletarian exoticism, even though De Martino had explicitly warned 
against an exoticization of peasant lifeworlds and argued for a better con-
textualization of seemingly irrational magico-religious practices and ideas.7

The majority of those afflicted by tarantism are women at the 
socio-economic margins, whom Antonio Gramsci termed ‘subalterns’ due 
to their lack of agency and voices in the hierarchy of power: often landless 
farmhands, unskilled workers without access to formal education, or unmar-
ried and/or childless women without inheritance.8 De Martino interpreted 
the ecstatic ritual practices of tarantismo as manifestations of historicized 
cultural patterns that helped subalterns to deal with existential crises and to 
express their feeling of not belonging to the world—a state that he referred 
to as crisi della presenza, the ‘loss’ or ‘crisis of presence.’9

This is a very rough and brief outline of the ethnographic context of 
Apulian tarantism and popularized Southern Italian folklore that the Dior 
show alluded to in the summer of 2020. The initiators of the show and, above 
all, Dior’s Italian-born creative director Maria Grazia Chiuri, not only refer 
to this history through their fashion and set designs, but directly reference 
the writings of Ernesto de Martino on their website and quote his research as 
inspiration.10 “Puglia and its different energies, where magical beliefs such as 
Tarantism live on, have become in this particular context a concrete form of 
utopia, a new reading of the world,”11 writes Chiuri in a romanticizing man-
ner. Considering that tarantismo was a ritualized expression of the suffering 
of the marginalized, exploited rural population, this invocation of a religious 
tradition as a utopian form of communion by an haute couture label seems 
like a parody.

Since the ethnographic ‘expeditions’ in the 1960s and until the Dior fash-
ion show sixty years later, tarantism has not just ‘lived on,’ as Chiuri’s com-
mentary would have one believe. The phenomenon has changed considerably 
and nowadays has become primarily a tourist attraction and a trademark of 
Salento. For a long time, tarantism was considered a stigma—an expression 
of peasant misery that also revealed the oppression of subaltern women—but 
today it has been reinterpreted as cultural heritage, and the spider, or rather 
the spider’s bite and the music that goes with it, have become a symbol of 
local patriotism. In the piazzas of Salento, dance and music workshops are 
offered, and there are numerous folklore associations and artist residencies, 
all of which deal with tarantism in an attempt to (re)appropriate and reevalu-
ate the phenomenon as a local asset. The small Apulian town of Melpignano, 
for example, hosts the world-famous music festival La Notte della Taranta, 
the ‘Night of the Tarantula,’ which attracts tens of thousands of visitors 
every year and has contributed significantly to the revival and popularization 
of the folk music tradition of tarantella and pizzica within the world music 
scene internationally. In Galatina, where I have been researching modes of 



54 Performance

remediation of the audiovisual, multimodal archive of De Martino’s expedi-
tions, tarantismo has taken on yet another form.12 A local CLUB UNESCO, 
which aims to inscribe tarantismo into the list of intangible cultural herit-
age, organizes annual historic reenactments (rievocazoni storice). In front 
of the historic chapel of St. Paul, local actresses/dancers dressed in white 
nightgowns perform for public audiences the affliction described by Ernesto 
de Martino and many other scholars. These performances and attempts to 
conserve a ritual by way of reconstruction are highly controversial. While 
some perceive them as legitimate and valuable cultural reappropriations and/
or attempts to turn a formerly stigmatized practice into a socio-political and 
economic asset, others argue that the actual suffering of marginalized subal-
terns should not be staged in public or commercialized but commemorated 
otherwise.

It is safe to say that the De Martinian audiovisual archive is being widely 
revived and (re)appropriated today, not just on site in Galatina, but by 
several visual artists, musicians, performers, collectives, citizen scientists, 
folklore companies, and many other interest groups. This chapter focuses 
on the heritagization and artistic (re)appropriations of the sonic and visual 
traces of tarantism. The four different artistic and/or cultural interventions 
that I present and analyze in the following include the photography series 
Parallel Eyes by Alessia Rollo (2019–ongoing), a multimedia installation 
entitled Tanz Sediment: Self-Portrait of Madness by Alessandra Eramo 
(2019), as well as the release of a double LP and accompanying book pub-
lication, Tarantismo: Odyssey of an Italian Ritual (2019), by the artist col-
lective FLEE Project. The fourth example differs in scope and approach in 
the sense that it covers the aforementioned Dior Cruise 2021, the presenta-
tion of the fashion house’s couture collection on the theme of tarantism. In 
all four cases, the artists/creative directors/editors claim their own Apulian 
origin as the main source of inspiration and explicitly draw on the ethno-
graphic works of anthropologist and historian of religion Ernesto de Mar-
tino as a kind of ‘cultural heritage’ that they intend to perpetuate, extend, 
and/or to contest.

Parallel Eyes: overwriting iconic images

Visual artist Alessia Rollo engages with the archive and visual materials con-
nected to anthropologist Ernesto de Martino’s research expeditions by chal-
lenging photographic images as tools of representation. In 2019, she initiated 
a photograph series entitled Parallel Eyes, in which she paints directly over or 
perforates iconic images taken by photographers such as Chiara Samugheo, 
Franco Pinna, and ethnomusicologist Diego Carpitella, who had accompa-
nied De Martino on his journeys to the Italian South in the 1960s. She lit-
erally overwrites the explorers’ images and thus attempts to reappropriate 
the themes and motifs depicted in the photographs. She conceptualizes her 
approach as artistic research through which she approaches her ‘own culture’ 
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via her critical engagement with the anthropologists’ archival images. In her 
artist statement on her website, she writes:

Parallel Eyes is my personal research about the culture I belong [to]: my 
aim is to offer a more complex analysis of South Italian culture and to 
re-consider in visual, historical and sociological terms the construction 
of the identity of our culture. In between 1950 and 1960 South Italy, 
the place I am coming from, has been visually studied, classified and 
judged by a group of anthropologists, filmmakers and photographers. 
This process started by the famous ethnographer Ernesto De Martino 
had as result the conviction of our culture as backward, ignorant and 
completely dominated by the irrationality and religion. This multimedia 
project includes two main bodies of work: one consists in the manipula-
tion of archive materials produced around the ’50[s] and ’60[s] of the 
past century by the photographers and videomakers belonging [to] the 
“scientific expeditions” of De Martino.13 [sic]

This statement reveals the artist’s inclination to reinterpret the writing of a 
history and the creation of images that she experiences as disparaging and 
misrepresentative. She—like many people in Salento today—feels that her 
“culture” had been portrayed as “backward, ignorant and completely domi-
nated by .  .  . irrationality and religion” in Ernesto de Martino’s work and 
the associated audiovisual materials. In my view, however, this assessment 
is based less on De Martino’s actual work and its ensuing reception than 
on the notorious historical north–south divide in Italy. In the introduction 
to her seminal work on Italy’s “Southern Question” (1998), anthropolo-
gist Jane Schneider proclaims that “Italy was certainly affected by Oriental-
ism.”14 While clearly not referring to classic Orientalist constellations and 
imaginaries as famously outlined by Edward Said, the Orientalism Schneider 
evokes instead resembles a “neo-Orientalist discourse within Italy itself.”15 
After the Risorgimento, the movement for Italian unification (1815–1871), 
the perception that an impoverished, backward South was holding the mod-
ernized North back, increasingly gained momentum. This divergence, which 
advanced from the 1870s and continued throughout the twentieth century, 
was also heavily racialized, positioning Southern Italians as inferior due to 
their “dubious African and Oriental histories and cultures.”16 The essential-
isms inherent in the ‘Southern Question’ live on to this day and have also 
influenced the discourse around tarantism in the past. According to dance 
scholar Jerri Daboo,

[t]he idea that the North was the place of learning, culture, industriali-
zation and modernity, whereas the South was the land of poverty, the 
rural peasant, corruption, the Mafia, and a world filled with supersti-
tion and magic, has contributed to some of the ways in which the prac-
tice of tarantism has been discussed.17
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De Martino, of course, was acutely aware of these discourses and precon-
ceptions and tried to create awareness of the rich folk-religious traditions of 
the South. He considered tarantism (along with Lucanian funeral laments) as 
a living relic from ancient Greece and rather feared that the precious religious 
practices he was studying were being transformed or disappearing. In his 
salvage endeavor to document and conserve them, he had initially intended 
to create a systematically prepared ‘cinematographic encyclopedia,’ but in 
the end it was never realized due to financial constraints. But I argue that De 
Martino’s expeditions to Southern Italy were part of his project later termed 
‘ethnographic humanism’ (l’umanesimo etnografico),18 in the context of 
which he intended to use film and photography to propagate his ‘critical eth-
nocentrism’ and to foster understanding of Southern Italian magico-religious 
rituals as strategies of empowerment for the subjugated and marginalized 
rural population. For De Martino, the fascination with Southern Italian peas-
ant culture and religious practices was closely linked to a political mission 
informed by historical materialism and the educational notion of a ‘progres-
sive folklore.’ In a short homonymous article published in the Communist 
Party newspaper L’Unità in 1951, De Martino—with reference to Karl Marx 
and Antonio Gramsci—developed the concept of a ‘progressive folklore’ 
in the sense of a progressive cultural change.19 He conceptualized folklore 
(including magico-religious practices and tarantism) as an initially conserva-
tive force and as an instrument to suppress the working class and peasantry. 
But unlike Gramsci, for whom revolutionary change resembled a process, in 
the course of which ‘popular mentalities’ and behavior are transformed and 
folkloric thinking abandoned, De Martino saw the potential of a ‘progres-
sive folklore’ in the gradual opening up to change of traditional forms of 
popular culture. He even argued that the workers’ movement was providing 
the momentum for a new kind of folklore with a progressive message that 
would eventually replace self-defeating superstitious beliefs and enable the 
subaltern classes to ‘enter into history.’ In this sense, he had a very pragmatic 
yet dynamic understanding of magico-religious practices, and to claim that 
he portrayed religious practices in the South as irrational or ignorant is based 
on a misunderstanding of his actual writings.

Five years before De Martino had traveled to Galatina to study tarant-
ism, Italian photojournalist Chiara Samugheo photographed tarantate in the 
chapel at Galatina. In 1954 she published the images in a documentary photo 
reportage entitled Le Invasate (The Possessed). In these photographs, the 
afflicted women can be seen with distorted faces, writhing on the floor, or 
climbing on the altar in the church. The title, The Possessed, refers to their 
transgressive, alienating behavior. When De Martino traveled to Galatina 
with his interdisciplinary team in 1959, he must have been familiar with 
Samugheo’s photos, though he does not mention them. Instead, the photos 
of the photographers who accompanied him as part of the research team, 
foremost those by Franco Pinna, are nowadays considered the first and most 
iconic images of tarantism. Today, these historical photos are often criticized 
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by locals and artists alike as an affront to the dignity of the women depicted. 
Alessia Rollo, in her artistic work, consciously protects the anonymity of 
those afflicted by rendering them unrecognizable, thus indirectly criticizing 
the historic depictions (Figures 2.1 and 2.2).

When describing her technique of altering the archival images, Alessia 
Rollo argues that De Martino’s scientific approach not only dehumanized 
those he studied, but also erased the ‘magic’ in the ritual practices:

by using photographic techniques like digital and analog manipula-
tion, painting of negatives or perforating them: my aim is to introduce 
back in the images the magical and ritual aspect erased by the scientific 
approach of the photographers. On the other side I am documenting 
through my camera rituals that still exist in South Italy.20

By portraying herself as an alternative chronicler of ritual practices, Rollo 
rejects De Martino’s approach, which she perceives as paternalistic. Her com-
ment that these rituals “still exist,” however, maintains the same continuity 
as Chiuri’s statement that tarantism ‘lives on.’ And it is exactly this allegedly 

Figure 2.1  Chiara Samugheo, photo from the series Le Invasate (1954). Samugheo 
had traveled to Galatina to document the phenomenon of tarantism 
five years before it caught the attention of anthropologist Ernesto de Mar-
tino and his entourage. These are the very first photos that exist of tarant-
ism. Image courtesy of Giuliana Campanale.
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unbroken persistence of the cult that risks (self-)essentializing and romanticiz-
ing religious practices and potentially contributes to the neo-Orientalism of 
the Italian South highlighted by Schneider. With her artworks, Alessia Rollo 
attempts to provide an alternative narrative on the basis of which a “new 
imaginary” for the future can emerge through the reassessment of the past. 
This endeavor, however, puts her in line with De Martino, whose intention 
was to expose the progressive, emancipatory, and forward-looking potential 
of these rituals.

Overall, Rollo’s artist statement is clearly formulated as a reappropria-
tion of scientific (anthropology) and visual (filmmaking and photography) 
representations of Apulian tarantism. With her technique to literally draw/
write over the iconic images, she intends to reintroduce them into a magical 
sphere that has supposedly been “erased by the scientific approach.” Rollo 
claims her own “culture” as the main reason and motivation for setting pre-
vious misleading representations straight. With this she actually speaks for a 
great many Southern Italians, who to this day feel misunderstood and mis-
represented by anthropologists from the North. Unfortunately, the problem 
remains that by invoking an ‘authentic’ ritualist approach and by ignoring 
the multifaceted remediation that tarantismo has gone through over the past 
decades (and arguably centuries), essentialist conceptions of ‘Southern Ital-
ian culture’ and ‘identity’ are reproduced—albeit celebrated and revalued 
(Figures 2.3 and 2.4).

Figure 2.2  Alessia Rollo, “In Trance” from the series Parallel Eyes (2019). Rollo uses 
Samugheo’s original photo in reverse. The faces of the afflicted are made 
unrecognizable by the artistic intervention. Image courtesy of the artist.



Figure 2.3  Photo by Diego Carpitella (1959), depicting the violinist Luigi Stifani 
playing the pizzica during a so-called home therapy. Image courtesy of 
Fondazione Accademia Nazionale di Santa Cecilia, Rome.

Figure 2.4  Alessia Rollo, “The Rhythm of the Spider” from the series Parallel Eyes 
(2019). Here, the local musicians are still recognizable. Image courtesy of 
the artist.
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Tanz Sediment: “I sing an oppression and I’m free again”

Another female Italian artist who engages with scientific research and 
writings on tarantism is Alessandra Eramo. In her work Tanz Sediment: 
Self-Portrait of Madness, she mainly addresses the performative elements 
and embodied techniques of the ritual, focusing on its therapeutic capaci-
ties through music and dance. Originally commissioned by Deutschlandfunk 
Kultur as a radiophonic work,21 Tanz Sediment materialized as a multime-
dia installation presented at SAVVY Contemporary in the group exhibition 
Ultrasanity. On Madness, Sanitation, Antipsychiatry and Resistance (2019) 
in Berlin.22 The subtitle Self-Portrait of Madness on the one hand points to 
Eramo’s autobiographical or autoethnographic approach to the subject mat-
ter; simultaneously, she traces the roots of tarantism back to the Dionysian 
Mysteries of ancient Greece and positions tarantism in the historic tradition 
of choreomania.

In geology, sediments are fragments of solid material that have been bro-
ken down, moved, and deposited in a new location through the process of 
erosion. Calling her own approach to tarantism a ‘dance sediment,’ she traces, 
metaphorically speaking, fragments or relics of the frenetic dancing and sing-
ing of the maenads/bacchantes across time, and relocates them through her 
own embodied practice. In her artist statement she summarizes her inspira-
tion and her personal approach to the topic, employing trance-inducing tech-
niques such as dance and singing:

Dancing bacchantes/unrestrained and free movements of body and 
voice/healing ritual through dance and music/tarantella music and tar-
antism ritual/liberated body/a space of freedom/being born and raised 
in Taranto, a very difficult place in Puglia, Southern Italy/body knowl-
edge and memory

Tarantism is a form of disease, inner agitation and “madness” that 
was common in Puglia in Southern Italy until the 1960s, resulting from 
the bite of the tarantula spider, often occurring to women. The women 
organized healing rituals to free their bodies from the symbolic spider 
poison through frenetic Tarantella music and dance, giving voice to 
suffering and repression, as a form of rebellion and autonomy of the 
illiterate subaltern community in one of the most disadvantaged parts 
of Italy.23

By referring to Puglia as “one of the most disadvantaged parts of Italy,” 
Eramo not only alludes to the socio-economic and political context of the 
Questione Meridionale (‘Southern Question’), but also acknowledges the his-
tory of the women (believed to be) bitten by the tarantula spider as subalterns 
in the Gramscian sense. In this context, she interprets tarantismo as a form of 
female self-expression and agency that she embraces in her own artistic prac-
tice. Unlike Rollo and Chiuri, however, she asserts that the ‘authentic ritual’ 
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of tarantismo is extinct, which, in turn, informs her desire to commemorate 
and revive it by creating her own ritual and reliving tarantism’s ritual traces 
through her body, and her own voice.

Tarantism is extinct but it remains in my consciousness through the 
experience and memory of songs. In amazement, I’ve been observing 
my body through videos or photos taken while I  sing, my deformed 
face, gestures, grimaces, postures, breath, with the mouth wide open. 
My singing body becomes a visual trace of a sonic event, an inscribed 
memory. I sing an oppression and I’m free again.

Interestingly, it is with medializations that Eramo commemorates (through 
song) and observes (through videos and photos) the traces or sediments of 
tarantismo in her own body. A website documents the installation as it was 
presented at SAVVY Contemporary:

TANZ SEDIMENT (Self-Portrait of Madness)
Installation, 2019
sound, video—stereo, HD, 6’38” loop
drawings—graphite on paper, dimensions variable

The sound piece consists of a collage that includes extended solo voice and 
the polyphonic singing of a female choir, glossolalia and breathing experi-
ments, frame drum, a women’s work song called “Fimmene Fimmene” from 
Puglia, a Sicilian song, and a text excerpt read in ancient Greek from Euripi-
des’s tragedy The Bacchantes, alongside field recordings from a deserted 
industrial area in Berlin.24 On the visual level, a mid-shot of Eramo’s face, 
which, as she herself describes, distorts as she sings and breathes freneti-
cally, opens the loop. She is wrapped in a white cloth, which she occasion-
ally pulls over her head, rocking back and forth as if performing a funerary 
lament. She also performs paradigmatic gestures associated with funerary 
laments as well as postures and gestures commonly associated with ‘hyster-
ics’ of the Salpêtrière—the Parisian psychiatric institution where neurologist 
Jean-Martin Charcot established the clinical definition of ‘hysteria’ at the 
turn of the last century. Incorporating and acting out the suffering of the 
afflicted women becomes a liberating experience for the artist, although she 
never self-identifies as a contemporary tarantata.

In the installation, the video with its sound recording is projected onto the 
concrete wall in a small, barren room that is reminiscent of a prison cell or 
hospital/psychiatry ward. Under the projection is a white mattress on which 
charcoal drawings of spiders lie scattered. More drawings of spiders and 
lines hang on the opposite walls. Eramo writes: “My drawings are abstract, 
gestural lines and surfaces, as a graphic score, they are the trace of a frenetic 
dance and singing.” She describes how the handmade paper she chose has a 
texture similar to cotton fabric. “This paper evokes the white sheet I’ve been 
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using in the video and in the installation.” The white sheets are reminiscent 
of those used in the so-called ‘home therapies’ (terapie domiciliare) during 
which the tarantate were cured through pizzica music and trance dancing. 
A second projection, closer to the ground, shows a close-up of Eramo’s feet 
dancing a tarantella on a white sheet, symbolically trampling the spider 
(Figure 2.5).

Although Alessandra Eramo does not refer to De Martino’s research and 
his audiovisual archive directly by name, she is clearly aware of the discourses 
and iconographies involved. On her website, she combines the photos and 
videos of her installation with archival photos of the Salpêtrière and with pho-
tos of tarantate taken in the chapel at Galatina in the late 1950s/early 1960s 
in the course of De Martino’s research. These are arranged next to images of 
reliefs of dancing maenads from the Musei Capitolini and Museo Barracco 
in Rome (none of them credited or titled). Eramo thus establishes an icono-
graphic connection between tarantism, the ‘hysterics’ of the Salpêtrière, and 
the maenads/bacchantes of ancient Greece by studying and comparing para-
digmatic gestures of (embodied) expressions of suffering and mental turmoil. 
In addition, and with reference to the exhibition’s title, Ultrasanity, she writes:

I have been observing and reflecting on the visual archive material 
such as the images from Iconography of the Salpêtrière and the Taran-
tate women photos taken in Puglia in the 60s by anthropologists and 

Figure 2.5  Alessandra Eramo, Tanz Sediment, Installation view at SAVVY Contem-
porary in the group exhibition Ultrasanity (2019) in Berlin. Photo by 
Hannes Wiedemann. Image courtesy of the artist.
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ethnomusicologists: in “Tanz Sediment” I don’t want to re-present that 
iconography of the “hysterical” women. I don’t want to reproduce in 
any way that iconography made by anthropologists or doctors. . . . In 
“Tanz Sediment” I’m rather interested in performing a timeless ritual, 
my own ritual.

Here, Eramo refers to anthropologist Ernesto de Martino and other (also 
female) anthropologists in his research team, as well as to ethnomusicologist 
Diego Carpitella. Not directly naming the members of the research team can 
be read as a subtle way to diminish their influence and power of interpreta-
tion over the images. Eramo consciously does not place herself in their tradi-
tion but develops her own ritual independently of their sphere of influence on 
the topic of tarantism. In her performance, she wants to avoid reproducing 
a pathologizing iconography and uses her own body as the main medium of 
iconographic and choreographic reproduction by way of reenacting and imi-
tating the postures, gestures, and voices of historic tarantate and ‘hysterics’ 
in a staged setting.

However, it is very difficult to undo or reverse the iconographic power of 
these images. Much has been written about the photographic iconography 
of seemingly possessed women and the representational parallels between 
‘hysterics’ and tarantate.25 De Martino himself had already drawn atten-
tion to similarities between tarantism and hysterical symptoms, yet always 
maintained that tarantism should not be denoted to an illness.26 Ethno-
graphic depictions of the phenomenon of Apulian tarantism clearly draw on 
turn-of-the-century scientific paradigms, such as the experimental use of pho-
tography to detect choreographic patterns of ecstatic episodes. It is the spec-
tacular visibility of somatic expressions that make both nineteenth-century 
concepts of hysteria and Apulian tarantism “theatrical illnesses,”27 and it is 
part of their “expressive codes”28 that they are reproducible. In an earlier 
work, I have argued that states of ecstasy and trance dancing such as tar-
antismo consist of performative as well as mimetic qualities, and that the 
visual representation of these states is (almost) always achieved through arti-
ficial evocation and reconstruction. Trance possession and ecstatic states do 
not occur without audiences, which make them ideal situations in which 
to experiment with staging and reconstruction in collaboration with those 
‘afflicted.’29 With her performance, Eramo inevitably inscribes herself in this 
tradition, even if she consciously attempts to undermine it by (re-)creating 
her own ritual.

Along these lines, De Martino himself made use of reconstructions and 
reenactments, recognizing that all ‘authentic rituals’ are performances; he did 
not see it as falsification or distortion to ask his informants to stage certain 
poses, trances, and dances for the purpose of audiovisual and photographic 
recording and to study choreographic patterns in detail. He also enacted some 
of the gestures and postures himself to better understand the choreographies 
and ‘expressive codes’ involved (Figure 2.6). He acknowledged tarantismo as a 
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way of creatively coping with socio-economic misery and personal crises. Yet 
despite using reenactments and self-immersion as experimental ethnographic 
research methods, he did not conceive of his work as artistic research. Unlike 
Eramo, he did not try to experience the liberating power through his own 
embodied practice, nor did he intend to “create a space of freedom.”

Interestingly, Eramo also refers to her Southern Italian origin—in this case 
Taranto, a “difficult place in Puglia”—as motivation for her artistic engage-
ment with tarantism and, like fellow artist Alessia Rollo, she rejects the ‘sci-
entific’ approach to tarantism, under which she subsumes anthropologists 
and doctors. In her attempts to bypass the scientific (medical and male) gaze, 
and by transferring tarantism from a quasi-religious setting to an artistic 
space, she detaches the phenomenon from its previous sphere of meaning, yet 
still firmly locates it in the Mezzogiorno and relates it to her own Southern 
Italian origin. Tanz Sediment: Self-Portrait of Madness can thus be read as a 
feminist attempt to artistically reappropriate and experimentally reevaluate a 

Figure 2.6  Photo by Franco Pinna (1959). Anthropologist Ernesto de Martino emu-
lating the posture of a tarantula when studying the choreographic patterns 
and cycles of tarantism. Image courtesy of Fondo Franco Pinna, Rome.
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traditional cultural pattern that nonetheless (or consequently) risks promot-
ing a potentially essentializing heritagization.

Tarantismo: Odyssey of an Italian Ritual

With an even stronger focus on the musical component, the artist collective 
FLEE Project fuses tarantism with contemporary artistic approaches in an 
attempt to document the modern history of the ritual. Starting from archival 
sound recordings by renowned ethnomusicologists Diego Carpitella30 and 
Alan Lomax31 from the 1950s, FLEE commissioned seven international art-
ists and music producers to revisit the archives, mixing the historic record-
ings with their own respective artistic and musical practices. In conjunction 
with a musical compilation, FLEE released a bilingual (Italian/English) edited 
volume featuring nine essays from different contemporary perspectives on 
the phenomenon of tarantism. The FLEE Project describe their methodologi-
cal approach as follows:

FLEE is a cultural engineering platform dedicated to the documentation 
and enhancement of hybrid cultures. Functioning as a record label, pub-
lishing house and exhibition organizer, it was founded by Alan Marzo, 
Olivier Duport and Carl Åhnebrink. For each issue, FLEE will release a 
vinyl record along with a printed magazine helping its audience to fully 
grasp the essence of the movements highlighted.32

In 2019 they engaged with Apulian tarantism, their second release, and 
 entitled it Tarantismo: Odyssey of an Italian Ritual,

a tribute to pizzica, an antique music used to heal people suffering 
from a mysterious disease. This vinyl and its associated publication 
represent a contemporary attempt to reflect on this extraordinary phe-
nomenon involving frenetic rhythms and maniac dancing, through a 
trans-disciplinary artistic approach.33

FLEE directly and consciously refer to the writings of Ernesto de Martino 
and the audiovisual recordings made during his ethnographic journeys as the 
starting point of their engagement with tarantism. The double LP thus fea-
tures six original recordings, pizziche tarantelle, four of which were recorded 
by Diego Carpitella during the famous expedition with Ernesto de Martino 
in 1969, featuring women’s songs dedicated to San Paolo and music played 
during home therapies. Another is an earlier recording from 1954, captured 
during a journey with Alan Lomax, and a last one was recorded in 1960.34 
The original recordings were then presented to contemporary DJs and music 
producers Bjorn Torske & Trym Søvdsnes (Norway),35 LNS (Canada),36 Uffe 
(Denmark),37 Don’t DJ (Germany),38 and Bottin (Italy),39 as well as to field 
and sound artist KMRU (Kenya),40 who each reworked the tracks according 
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to their respective House, Electro, Breaks, Reggae-esk, and/or Acid styles. 
The remixes are unique reworkings, some of which break and loop the vocals 
and add electronic sounds while others keep the original vocals, creating a 
new rhythm around the chanting. The accompanying edited volume, a beau-
tifully designed hardcover with a cloth binding, assembles short statements 
by each sound artist alongside nine original written contributions, touching 
on different aspects of tarantism, such as Christianization and the myth of 
Saint Paul, the revival of pizzica music from the 1970s to the rave and world 
music festival La Notte della Taranta, as well as the reinvention of tarantism 
as cultural heritage. Unlike Rollo and Eramo, however, FLEE do not reject 
scientific approaches, but allow for different readings of the phenomenon 
from different perspectives.

In their introduction, FLEE describe tarantism equally as a “symptom 
of Southern Italy, where misery, peasant alienation and patriarchal domi-
nation reigned,” and as a “simulacrum.”41 It is indeed a telling diagnosis 
to unravel tarantism as simultaneously symptom and simulacrum, particu-
larly when defining ‘simulacrum’ as an imitative representation without the 
depreciatory meaning it received in the late nineteenth century, when it was 
reinterpreted as vulgar imitation of an original. Understood in a Deleuzian 
sense as something that through simulation becomes or acquires a truth in its 
own right, leaving the ‘authentic original’ unlocatable, tarantismo is indeed a 
simulacrum—and in this context FLEE’s approach could be read as a creative 
attempt to deconstruct the ‘originals’ in order to conserve and perpetuate the 
established order of representations, models, and copies.

The book also features black-and-white photographs by Chiara Samugheo 
and what is probably the last interview with her.42 Samugheo had photo-
graphed tarantate in the chapel at Galatina in 1954, five years before De 
Martino had traveled there and published them in a documentary photo 
reportage entitled Le Invasate (The Possessed). Her photos are the very first 
photographic records of Apulian tarantism, and she asserts that “[i]t was 
precisely the work of photography and cinema that stimulated intellectual 
curiosity and transformed Salento into a pilgrimage and study destination 
between 1952 and 1964.”43 She herself made an indelible contribution to the 
iconography of tarantism, and although neither De Martino nor the photog-
raphers in his team ever explicitly referred to her work, it is highly unlikely 
that they were unaware of it. FLEE therefore not only provide a kaleido-
scopic overview of contemporary issues related to tarantism, but also trace 
and revive the memory of the beginnings of the iconic images of it and partly 
contest its genesis.

They proceed in a similar way with the sound recordings in the sense that 
the archive is not ‘overwritten,’ but an approach is adopted that does justice 
to the original historical recordings and playfully expands on them. Compa-
rable to De Martino, Carpitella’s and Lomax’s political agenda in the 1950s 
was to use recording technologies—sound and photography—not only to 
preserve but also to revitalize regional musical styles and folklore. They both 
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saw folklore as a form of creativity, and in their recordings they highlighted 
the poetic quality of the musical performances. Critics agree that Lomax’s 
work contributed to a renewed sensibility toward Italy’s Southern Question 
in the early 1950s. By creatively engaging with and remixing the original 
pizzica tarantata recordings, the sound artists arguably revitalize and extend 
the genre while drawing attention to its contested origins, yet without reap-
propriating it as cultural heritage (Figure 2.7).

Their artistic statement advocates this agenda:

by asking contemporary artists to revisit songs from various periods 
and genres, we hope to transcend the trend of unproductive nostalgia, 
which purely romanticises the past. In addition to gaining and giving 
insights into what we feel are both rich and important subjects, we 
also see FLEE as an opportunity to initiate a broader audience to little 
known cultural phenomena, by inviting them to join an exciting jour-
ney through timeframes and spaces of different nature.44 [sic]

Although co-founder Alan Marzo is originally from Puglia, FLEE do not 
reclaim or reappropriate tarantism solely on the basis of geographical origin 
or simplistic identity politics, but rather open the phenomenon up to a wider 
public by “inviting” the audience to familiarize themselves with it and its 
contemporary variations. FLEE are acutely aware of the ethical dilemma that 
accompanies the mobilization of cultural heritage for artistic creation, and 
by naming and exposing the “unproductive nostalgia” and “romanticiza-
tion” of other artistic (re)appropriations as such, they themselves address 
and actively oppose the unimpeded patrimonialization of the phenomenon.45

Figure 2.7  FLEE, Tarantismo: Odyssey of an Italian Ritual (FLEE 002, 2019), record 
cover. Image courtesy of FLEE.
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The Dior fashion défilé

Finally, I would like to come back to the Dior show mentioned at the begin-
ning of this chapter and assess it from the point of view of heritagization and 
folkloristic cultural appropriation. The dramatic showcase of the forthcom-
ing year’s collection took place on the Piazza del Duomo, in the heart of 
Lecce at the height of the coronavirus pandemic, and was live screened on 
July 22, 2020; a video of it was later uploaded on the official Dior website.46 
The actual collection is dominated by floral styles, and most outfits include 
long, flowing skirts or dresses and starched white blouses (or blouse collars), 
and carry elements of lace, tulle, embroidered ornaments, woven fabrics, 
and tassels. Often, a leather corset or wide belt is worn over the blouses or 
dresses, and almost all models wear the region’s typical handkerchief (fazzo-
letto) as headgear. Italian Vanity Fair even titled their review of the show “La 
collezione Dior Cruise 2021 fra pizziche, fazzoletti e taranta” (“The Dior 
Cruise 2021 Collection amid Pizziche, Handkerchiefs and Taranta”).47 The 
reference to pizzica music and the taranta, or tarantula, as emblematic ele-
ments of Apulian popular culture and folk traditions is complemented by the 
mention of the handkerchief. The prestigious daily newspaper La Republicca 
also specifically takes up the motif of the fazzoletto, with journalist Anna 
Puricella referring to the handkerchief as

a source of pride that reaches out to the Salento grandmothers who 
toiled in the fields, thus sheltering themselves from the sun and at the 
same time hiding their autonomy as women. It is the same vein of sacri-
fice, pain, and dedication that the Orchestra of the Notte della taranta 
translated into music, accompanying the entire parade with pieces that, 
rather than the folklore that attracts tourists, aimed straight at the heart 
of women. Thus, Ernesto de Martino’s “land of remorse” reemerged, 
creating an imaginary line that led from the tarantate—considered 
repressed and hysterical because their needs and femininity were totally 
ignored—directly to the models. It is up to the latter to bring those suf-
fering and distant sisters to the present day, to make them feel proud.48

This interpretation of Dior’s take on Apulian folkloristic elements is striking 
insofar as it clearly states the borrowing from local practices—here mainly 
related to clothing and music—but does not conceptualize it in terms of cul-
tural appropriation or commodification. Instead, the author draws an “imag-
inary line” that links the suffering of the historic tarantate and hard-working 
peasant women to the oppression of women today. With female suffering as 
a unifying element, the reviewer interprets the show as a feminist manifesto, 
at the center of which is pride in one’s cultural heritage and with it the rein-
terpretation and revalidation of a former stigma (tarantismo). According to 
the journalist, the parading of this heritage in the Dior défilé goes far beyond 
folkloristic—and consequently touristic—elements and aims “straight at the 
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heart of women.” Absurdly, in this reading, it would be the task of the mod-
els as modern tarantate to awaken pride in the cultural heritage of Apulia and 
in femininity alike. However, the observation that the show evokes De Mar-
tino’s work is interesting insofar as his writings are still considered the main 
reference point for all knowledge about tarantism, including for the makers 
of the collection and the show. What is rather uncommon, to my knowledge, 
is that a fashion empire as prestigious as the house of Dior explicitly refers to 
anthropological sources. “Texts by the anthropologist Ernesto De Martino 
dedicated to the region’s traditions—which have influenced authors [such 
as] Georges Didi-Huberman—led [creative director Maria Grazia Chiuri] 
to explore their roots,”49 states the official Dior website. The reference to 
Didi-Huberman, who is probably more familiar than Ernesto de Martino to a 
broad French audience, hints at his research on the invention of hysteria and 
the parallels he draws between the patients of Charcot and the Italian taran-
tate that De Martino had written about.50 This reference to the sorrowful 
history and pathologizing of women that artist Alessandra Eramo had also 
elaborated in her work is clearly taken up by the reviewer of La Repubblica.  
The reference to scientific sources seems like a declaration that Dior is famil-
iar with the history and cultural heritage of Puglia and, above all, with the 
phenomenon and manifestations of tarantism.

Reading the Dior show as an emancipatory celebration of female empow-
erment and pride is also underlined by the elaborate installation of luminarie 
that dominated the scenography and choreography. Luminarie are wooden 
frames and arches equipped with hundreds of colored lights that are tradi-
tionally placed in the public squares of Apulian villages and towns during the 
feasts of patron saints. For the Dior show, the illuminations were specifically 
designed and crafted to complement the choreography of the défilé. On the 
website, the staging is described as follows:

Spanning fashion, traditional craftsmanship and committed contempo-
rary art, the silhouettes appeared amid a spellbinding scenography illu-
minated by the mesmerizing glimmer of Luminarie, fanciful traditional 
light installations reinterpreted here by Marinella Senatore.51

Senatore added feminist slogans in French and Italian to the luminarie such 
as “Le désir est révolutionnaire car il cherche ce qui ne se voit pas” (“Desire 
is revolutionary because it seeks what cannot be seen”),  “We rise by lift-
ing ♀thers,” “La différence pour les femmes est des millénaires d’absence 
de l’histoire” (“The difference for women is millennia of absence from 
history”),  or “Be a builder ♀f unguilt.” These messages underline that a 
world-famous fashion house such as Dior cannot sail the slipstream of staged 
historical suffering of women by borrowing the visual language and cho-
reographies of tarantism. Instead, they have to invert and reevaluate it by 
propagating feminist values such as solidarity, emancipation, and equality. 
French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan once playfully lamented, “Where have 
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they gone, the hysterics of yesteryear . . . those amazing women,”52 to which 
feminist literary critic Elaine Showalter replied that the despised hysterics of 
yesteryear have been replaced by the feminist radicals of today.53 This riposte 
from the 1990s is now thirty years old, and although the demands of the 
radical feminists of the 1990s are far from being fulfilled, the slogans in the 
Dior show seem strangely tame and somewhat outdated. Nevertheless, it is 
remarkable that the platform of a fashion show is used for an emancipatory 
message intended to empower women with reference to a regional as well as 
global history of oppression and marginalization (Figure 2.8).

Like the phenomenon of tarantism, the show itself eventually turns into 
a spectacle: the stage is dark, only the colorful lettering of the luminarie is 
lit up, and between the dancers’ heavy breathing and implied fainting, the  
tambourine begins to play. Composed by Paolo Buonvino, performed by 
the La Notte della Taranta Foundation, and choreographed by Sharon Eyal,  
the choreutic performance turns the actual défilé into an artistic reenactment 
of tarantism. The individual designs even recede somewhat into the back-
ground in view of this staging.

But on closer inspection, one becomes aware that it is not only the lumi-
narie, the performative elements, or even the fashion creations themselves, 
but above all the fabrics, patterns, and materials that are anchored in Apulian 
craftsmanship and manual labor. On Dior’s website, the collection’s use of 
materials is referred to as a celebration of artisans and local handicrafts such 
as embroidery, lace making, spinning, and weaving. In various videoclips 
these handicrafts are introduced alongside family businesses, ateliers, and 
individual artisans who closely collaborated with Dior for this collection. 
Copying is pervasive in the global fashion industry, and it is not at all uncom-
mon that designers and brands would appropriate different local designs, 

Figure 2.8  The designs, performances, and the setting of the Christian Dior 2021 
Cruise show, held at the Piazza del Duomo in Lecce in Puglia, was inspired 
by the theme of tarantism. Still image from the live broadcast.
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styles, and imagery without attribution. Fashion magazines are bursting with 
pictures of clothing and accessories bearing a distinctively ‘ethnic’ flair.54 
According to the principles of the World Intellectual Property Organization 
(WIPO) on “The Protection of Traditional Cultural Expressions,” the use of 
local/native/Indigenous motifs and designs is acceptable as long as “social, 
cultural, spiritual, economic, scientific, intellectual, commercial and educa-
tional values” are acknowledged and respected.55 In the case of Dior, these 
principles have apparently been adhered to, and the extent to which local 
designs, artisanry, and crafts have been commercialized, and to which local 
actors have been exploited, is difficult to determine. On their website, Dior 
extend their sincere gratitude to the Archbishop of Lecce, as well as the City 
of Lecce, for the great opportunity to hold this event in the region of Pug-
lia. “Our House is both delighted and honored, more than ever, to be able 
to collaborate with all of these talented artisans and local artists.”56 They 
seem to have followed a practice of collaboration with local partners, and 
consequently the Dior show has succeeded in being publicly perceived and 
discussed as having made the history of Puglia more meaningful, rather than 
having diluted the region’s cultural expressions and practices. In other words, 
Dior managed to transform a potential act of cultural appropriation into a 
showcase of cultural appreciation.

Critical acts of repetition? Retracings as performative efficacy

One aspect that is prevalent in (almost) all works discussed are the motifs 
of healing and (female) empowerment. With the exception of FLEE, whose 
work somehow evades the feminist agenda, the contemporary artistic (re)
appropriations and engagements with tarantism highlight the emancipatory 
and liberatory potential of the ritual. The fact that subalterns, including 
many marginalized women, publicly addressed their crises and brought their 
suffering to such powerful performances in public squares continues to exert 
a strong appeal, and to the present day invites diverse (artist) positions to link 
their own agendas to it. These concerns vary and can range from attempting 
to (re)appropriate and reinterpret audiovisual archival materials; conserving 
and reviving cultural heritage, artisanry, and handicrafts; to addressing and 
acting out actual social tensions or individual crises. The aspect of healing 
or regenerative self-cure through music and trance dancing has always been 
inherent in tarantism and is strongly linked to female resistance to patriar-
chal and authoritarian society—that the curative aim and subversive poten-
tial of the ritual are taken up in current adaptations should therefore not 
come as a surprise.

While many (local) artists reclaim the power of interpretation or (re)
appropriation over the archival materials and scientific analyses of tarant-
ism, the phenomenon itself has experienced a kind of multifaceted revival on 
a folk-religious and/or popular-cultural level. This folk renaissance of tarant-
ism not only comprises the annual historic reenactments (rievocazoni storice) 
in Galatina in the context of the efforts to add tarantism to the UNESCO 
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Intangible Heritage list, the notorious mega-event La Notte della Taranta in 
Melpignano, or countless tarantella workshops throughout Puglia, but also 
refers to the so-called neo-tarantism or neo-tarantismo. This term denotes 
a movement that, from the 1990s, has reevaluated cathartic popular music 
beyond the traditional historical connotations associated with suffering and 
shame.57 It is an expression of local(ized) pride and is often considered a 
response to globalization and the loss of cultural diversity. This reappropria-
tion of tarantismo goes hand in hand with a reinterpretation and, above all, 
a revaluation (and also a commodification and commercialization) of the 
phenomenon. Today, the spider, spider webs, and the tambourine have been 
vindicated as symbols for tarantism and pizzica music in Salento that have a 
positive connotation.

In her analysis of the exoneration of tarantism in contemporary Italian 
popular culture, musicologist Annunziata Dellisanti writes:

These new generations vindicate, as one of their own specific charac-
teristics, the feelings their parents and grandparents used to consider 
shameful, a symptom of superstition, illness, hysteria, lack of equilib-
rium, madness, or weakness, but also a therapy from an almost exclu-
sively female universe linked to the problems of women’s condition in 
society and within the family. This cultural change, “the repossession 
of identity” and globalisation make it possible for young people to 
revive this ancient therapeutic ritual that has become an expression of 
innovation, energy, celebration, joy, positive energy and strength.58

Both the artistic and cultural engagements with Apulian tarantism are retrac-
ing the centuries-old phenomenon, claiming to culturally appreciate rather 
than culturally appropriate it. The importance of all these retracings lies 
in their present, performative efficacy: the ritual that is repeatedly restaged 
in varying contexts and that, through diverse media formats, takes on new 
meanings. In this way, the phenomenon is continued, or, in the context of 
conservation, preserved—not as a static artifact frozen in time but as a liv-
ing ‘organism.’ FLEE describe tarantism as a challenge to religion, scientific 
discourse, historical materialism, and modern anthropology—“at best an 
extravagant competitor, at worst a practice questioning their own hegemonic 
vison on the functioning of the world.”59 It is this subversive potential inher-
ent in tarantism that is preserved and (re)mobilized in every performance or 
artistic engagement with the phenomenon.
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All music is ephemeral; music is an art of time. When the sound has gone, the 
music is over. This dilemma has long been lamented; at the same time, there 
is a longing for the moment to be captured and to last forever, as expressed in 
Goethe’s Faust: “Beautiful moment! Do not pass away!” How can we over-
come this paradox; how can we conserve music? Can music be preserved at 
all? If so, which parts of it?

Using a wide variety of examples, I  will try to explain the challenges 
that arise in this process of conserving music—or at least of documenting  
music—and the equally diverse attempts at solutions they have provoked. In 
doing so, I shall focus on case studies that I have already dealt with in other 
contexts. A typology of music as works of art will be sketched out roughly 
here, and we shall endeavor to discuss the term ‘work of art.’

Let us look at three different genres or, rather, categories of music, offering 
samples of each, though their different starting conditions and so also differ-
ent characteristics mean that the problem in each case is completely different.

A. Traditional classical music
B. Musical improvisation
C. Conceptual music

This classification is made for pragmatic reasons, in the knowledge that many 
genres are excluded here—popular music and traditional folk music in par-
ticular, which in turn obey their own laws. These categories have been chosen 
because each presents different problems, and therefore different solutions, 
to the question of how to conserve music. Music as text is not important in 
either genre, as it is for some of the types of music I will discuss here, but other 
questions play a major role, such as the division of labor in the production 
process, the relationship between live and streaming culture, the handling of 
cover versions, etc. These questions naturally also have major repercussions 
for the problem of conservation; in the case of traditional music on the other 
hand, there are also questions about oral traditions and various regional and 
local manifestations. We shall also exclude here any type of music whose 
functionality, depending on the genre, is both stylistically and ontologically 

3  Can we conserve music?

Thomas Gartmann

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003467809-5


80 Performance

so decisive that if we neglect the context, then only a part of the music can 
be captured anyway.

In type A, traditional classical music, the score is the musical work. Music 
is the text. For example, a Beethoven piano sonata is documented in its nota-
tion by the composer. But is this really the musical work or not? I will discuss 
this later.

In type B, the case of musical improvisation, my starting example is the 
Köln Concert by the jazz pianist Keith Jarrett. Here, the documentation 
is a recording on vinyl (and its transformation to CD). It is a documenta-
tion of a specific concert, a unique performance given on January 24, 19751 
(which, incidentally, is the top-selling jazz recording ever made, as well as the 
top-selling solo piano recording).

In type C, conceptual music, documentation is possible thanks to written 
explanations by the composer. In 4’33” (1952), John Cage gives us the rules 
of the game, the rules of how to perform it, which means that the instructions 
both reflect the musical work and quite possibly constitute the work itself.

Type A: traditional classical music

What is the musical work? This question is a very old one that has been dis-
cussed for centuries by both philosophers and musicologists.2 The traditional 
answer in musicology is the score. But this simple answer fails to tell us which 
score should be authoritative. The original, handwritten score (if it is known 
and available) and any printed version(s) might differ from each other. And 
after the establishment of an initial version, others may follow—there might 
not only be a series of different editions, but might even be different versions 
of the same manuscript.

Revised versions—discrete, later versions by the composer—are not always 
‘better.’ Today, music critics and conductors often prefer the first version (the 
Urfassung) of some symphonies by Robert Schumann or Anton Bruckner, 
instead of the later versions that the composers wrote in the wake of hostile 
reactions from the critics or bad performances, and after they had themselves 
acquired a negative aural impression of their work. Some composers have 
also tried to follow well-meaning advice from friendly musicians by trying to 
smooth out their music or make it easier to play. This has provoked contro-
versy down to the present day about the merits and drawbacks of certain ver-
sions. Tastes can change a lot over the decades, from invoking the ‘last will 
and testament’ of a composer to promoting a cult of genius around the first 
product of their inspiration. But such assessments can also vary substantially 
depending on the composer. In the case of Johannes Brahms, for example, 
everybody seems to be happy about the revisions to which he submitted his 
works.

But even if the ‘correct’ score can be identified, is it only the score that 
constitutes the musical work? Beyond the Score is the programmatic title of 
an important book about performance by Nicholas Cook.3 “Interpretation 
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als Kunstwerk” (“Interpretation as an Artwork”) is the title of a PhD thesis 
by Hermann Gottschewski.4 Both epitomize the interpretive turn of recent 
decades. Since 1993, this programmatical, paradigmatic change marks the 
moment when performance studies came of age within music. It has become 
highly fashionable to describe, analyze, discuss, and compare different inter-
pretations of the same composition and to construct specific interpretive con-
cepts, schools, and networks. This was initially undertaken by journalists in 
music magazines, later also by the musicological community. In the world 
of classical music commerce, too, we can observe a turn from the composer 
to the interpreter that was triggered by these qualifying comparisons. From 
the 1970s onwards, the sleeves of LP records first mention the name of the 
pianist, and only then the composer’s name; alternatively, the pianist’s name 
is written in capital letters. The message is clear: we are here dealing with 
Maurizio Pollini’s Beethoven (versus, say, Alfred Brendel’s). The focus has 
thus shifted: the recording is the documentation of a certain interpretation, 
no matter whether it is available on CD, vinyl, shellac, magnetic tape, or any 
other medium.

This possibility of preserving an interpretation on a sound storage medium 
was not appreciated by everybody. The Romanian conductor Sergiu Celibi-
dache, Furtwängler’s successor as head of the Berlin Philharmonic in the late 
1940s, was very skeptical of recording—but also of the score. He liked to 
quote Gustav Mahler: “What’s written in the score? Everything except the 
essentials!” Celibidache went on to explain: “The score is an aid through 
which you can arrive at a reality that can only reveal itself through the sound. 
The score is only an instruction manual, a symbolic recording of values that 
cannot be recorded per se.”5

It is astonishing that Mahler, in particular, adopted a skeptical attitude 
toward the score, since he was notorious for how precisely, meticulously, and 
subtly he marked the individual parts in his scores with regard to expression, 
articulation, volume, and even the balance between various instruments. But 
Mahler was also one of the leading conductors of his time, the director of the 
Vienna State Opera and a dictatorial chief conductor in the United States. So 
he knew only too well how relative and inadequate any notational solution 
was going to be.

This was even truer in earlier times when scores had not yet become so 
overloaded with performance instructions. If we go back in music history to 
the beginning of Baroque opera, we find only a skeleton of the music—just 
the singing voice and the accompanying bass line, sometimes expanded by 
means of figures indicating the harmonies to be filled out. For each stage 
production, the conductor and/or the concert master (today often a musi-
cological advisor) had to work out the instrumentation and the harmoniza-
tion. Later on in history, music notation became more and more explicit and 
thus also more complex. This tendency also reflects the separation between 
composers and their performers (or between composer and performance). 
But the score still cannot provide information on all the parameters implied 
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by the music, explicitly or implicitly. Thus, for Celibidache, the score is not 
the work. But nor can it preserve an individual concert, because this is by its 
nature volatile. It was for this very reason that Celibidache was also skeptical 
of recordings, of both live and studio productions. He argued that a record-
ing can deliver only clones of a performance, neglecting the acoustics of the 
concert hall, the concert atmosphere, and the tension of the very moment. 
This attitude resembles the essentially Romantic criticism of Walter Benja-
min: “What atrophies in the age of the technical reproducibility of the work 
of art is its aura.”6

The position of Canadian pianist Glenn Gould (1932–1982) stands in 
complete contrast to that of Celibidache. Exactly in the middle of his life, 
at the age of just twenty-five, he decided that he would no longer commu-
nicate with his audience through live concerts, but only through recordings. 
He resigned from the stage and became a ‘studio freak,’ experimenting with 
sound manipulation and new editing techniques, exploring all the possibili-
ties that the studio offered him. His arguments for this ‘retirement’ were that 
he could never play so perfectly on stage as he could in the studio and that 
the latter allowed him to ‘construct’ his interpretations by combining various 
recordings, also in a manner that would never be possible in a live situation.

Although there are fascinating television documentaries featuring Gould, 
he usually contented himself with making sound recordings—in other words, 
he reduced the concert experience to what was audible. In his video produc-
tions, he shaped the music through sweeping, emotive gestures, while clearly 
revealing its polyphony. On his sound recordings, however, he indulged in 
exaggeration, including excessive tempi and accents. He also employed his 
own voice on his recordings. He engaged in the kind of audible humming 
that we find with other, usually older musicians, and at times he even sang 
along in a kind of melodic counterpoint that one could in fact transcribe.

Reference works of the classical music canon, such as Ludwig Beetho-
ven’s late Diabelli Variations or his Fifth Symphony, have each been recorded 
in over a hundred possible (and at times musically impossible) realizations. 
Thomas Glaser,7 Lars E. Laubhold,8 and other authors have analyzed these 
interpretations, discussing their similarities, differences, and interdependen-
cies, categorizing them and using them to elucidate certain traditions and 
even schools of performance. Their contributions make clear just how much 
recordings can influence other interpretations and exert a style-forming 
impact. Or, as a young junior high school student exclaimed to me, summing 
up the different interpretations that I presented in class: “So a conductor can 
really destroy a musical work!”

Thanks to the interpretive turn and also to new technological features, per-
formance studies has recently cast a backward glance on a very old recording 
system that is also in a way highly modern: piano rolls used in so-called ‘player 
pianos.’ These paper rolls capture, as it were, the fingerprints of the great pia-
nists, whose interpretations were recorded using a complex piano reproduc-
tion system a hundred years ago. All the musical information is to be found in 
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a quasi-digital, 0–1 system of holes punched in a long roll of paper. A pneu-
matic motor is employed for the playback process, and the perforations in the 
paper determine all the parameters of the music played on the piano. Both 
the playback technology and the music storage medium of these reproduc-
ing pianos make them early precursors of today’s digital musical instruments. 
Music reproduction using digital technology may finally have lost its aura, but 
automatic pianos can bring it back, especially when one sees how the piano 
keys move up and down, almost as if they were being played by a ghost.9

A project series that began seventeen years ago is enabling us to digi-
tize these music rolls, to analyze them, and even to allow for different 
‘re-enactments’ that can let us feel different pianistic interpretations with our 
own fingers. Thanks to a MIDI interface, this new digital feature even allows 
for different kinds of embodied experience. For example, one can play along 
with one’s favorite great pianist or composer of the past, using just one’s left 
or right hand (with the pianist from the past playing the other hand). One can 
also experiment with different versions of certain bars, including one’s own 
interpretation, exploring the range of opportunities available. Experimenting 
with this interactive mode can broaden one’s horizons, helping one to find 
a new freedom of interpretation and to sense the spirit of past traditions. 
These have often been completely obscured by the later pianistic mainstream, 
which arose in the 1950s, in which most people endeavor to emulate certain 
‘benchmark’ recordings, whether in an entrance examination for a music 
academy or an international piano competition. This process of assimilation 
brings with it a loss of the individuality that had so strongly characterized 
piano playing a hundred years earlier.

The digitalization of piano rolls can also enable us to adopt new approaches 
to analyzing performances both old and new by measuring them, as Heinz 
Loesch has shown in his book Gemessene Interpretation. Computergestützte 
Aufführungsanalyse im Kreuzverhör der Disziplinen (Measured Interpreta-
tion: Computer-Aided Performance Analysis in a Cross-Examination of the 
Disciplines).10 Loesch’s individual contributions mostly deal with the quanti-
tative aspect of the music—which here, not surprisingly, primarily means the 
tempo, its fluctuations, and proportions. MIDI editing software often offers 
the ability to represent the music not only as an audio file but also graphi-
cally, i.e., as a visual reproduction of the paper rolls, including their punched 
holes. If we can see what we hear, then we can analyze it in our own time, 
just as we would with a score (a listening analysis, by contrast, is usually at a 
disadvantage because the music just keeps playing).

But what can we really hear, and what is the impression it makes 
(Figure 3.1)? Listening to these paper rolls for the first time is an adventure. 
Initially, it is difficult to believe the validity of the results because the inter-
pretation we hear may have characteristics far removed from what we regard 
as mainstream performance style. For this reason, musicologists, journalists, 
and, later, music lovers too have long been skeptical of the reliability and 
usefulness of piano rolls as historical sources.
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Figure 3.1  A synopsis of two interpretations of the opening of the first movement of 
Beethoven’s Sonata op. 101. The differences can be discerned very easily: 
at the top we can see the interpretation by Eugen d’Albert on a Welte roll. 
The dynamic control tracks (in red and magenta at the top of this image) 
can be recognized clearly, as can the differentiated pedal application 
(blue) and a plausible fingering articulation. The Hupfeld system of the  
Frederic Lamond recording shown below, on the other hand, cannot represent 
dynamics, so the application of the pedal is only schematically reproduced 
here. The articulation of individual notes, i.e., their attack and duration, 
differs visibly between the two recordings. (Please note that the color coding  
is available in the digital edition of this volume.)11
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But if one triangulates these rolls with other contemporary sources, such 
as practical editions, annotations by leading artists of the time, and acoustic 
shellac recordings of the same pianists, then one begins to believe in their reli-
ability. And one finds that a greater range of possible interpretations existed 
over a hundred years ago than one could ever have expected.

Listening to the German pianist Carl Reinecke, for example, we can open 
the door wide, back into the early nineteenth century: Reinecke was born in 
1824, when Franz Schubert and Ludwig van Beethoven were still composing 
their late piano pieces. In 1835, Felix Mendelssohn heard Reinecke during 
his first European concert tour as a child prodigy and described him as a very 
gracious Mozart player. Later on, Reinecke became a professor for piano and 
composition and the director of the Leipzig Conservatory, the leading Ger-
man institution for tertiary education in music. He was thus one of the most 
influential personalities on the European music scene. In 1905, he recorded 
the Larghetto from Mozart’s Piano Concerto K. 53712 and the Adagio from 
K. 488 (Figure  3.2).13 Here, in these personally notated versions and his 
recordings, we encounter characteristic features of nineteenth-century piano 
playing, with spread chords, the dislocation of the hands, and freely impro-
vised ornaments. His performance is very playful, light, even teasing. This 
interpretation runs utterly counter to today’s mainstream performances of 
Mozart (and the mainstream manner of teaching his music today), where we 
mostly only hear what is written in the score.

Figure 3.2  Reinecke’s new, revised edition of 1880 of the Adagio from Mozart’s 
Piano Concerto K. 488, measures 89–99.
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For educational purposes, Reinecke also notated a version of his richly 
ornamented playing.

In his printed edition, Reinecke adds pedal markings, sweeping transitions 
between the melodic peaks, chordal accompaniments, trills, etc., evoking a 
cadenza accompanied by the orchestra. In his piano roll recording, he went 
even further. The contemporary Australian pianist Neal Peres Da Costa has 
published a transcription of the version played by Reinecke, annotating the 
dynamics he adds, the arpeggios, the agogic accents through the extension of 
certain notes, the chromatic features, and the tiny ornamental notes.14 Peres 
Da Costa has also recorded his own reenactment of Reinecke’s piano roll ver-
sion, but now together with an orchestra (Figure 3.3).15

Occasions when composers play their own works can offer even greater 
insights. For example, Claude Debussy plays his valse La plus que lente on a 
piano roll recording of 191316 absolutely freely, as we can hear on a YouTube 
transfer. On a micro-level, we hear the dislocation of his hands (chords are 
arpeggiated, and the left hand is usually played slightly ahead of the right) 
and the varied agogics (the left hand is mostly played on the beat, while the 
right hand is more fluid, pushing forward and braking again, as described 
in the correspondence of Mozart and Chopin; for example, the second beat 
is always late, giving the music a certain frenetic, waltz-like character). And 
on a macro-level, the composer omits not only single notes but also some 
eight-bars. As a result, we are here confronted with an elegant manner of 
playing that is easier to listen to than to describe, along with a certain non-
chalance. The music sounds fluent, sometimes hasty, occasionally fleeting, 
restless, even naughty. Or just: molto rubato con morbidezza, as Debussy 
himself wrote in his expression note.

One might reasonably protest here that these features are mere errors of a 
nervous musician lacking in concentration. But we can find comparable con-
tradictions between the written score and its recorded version in the case of 
the composer-pianist Ferruccio Busoni. These ‘misinterpretations’ occur not 
just once, but consistently in different recordings over a space of twenty years. 
This naturally raises the open question: why didn’t the composer just make a 
new edition and change his printed score?

Figure 3.3  Transcription by Neal Peres Da Costa of Reinecke’s performance of the 
Andante [originally: “Adagio”], measures 55–56.
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Let us go to the opposite scenario and have a look at a typus where the 
musicians did not at all have in mind to conserve an interpretation. On the 
contrary, it is the listener who wants to conserve his or her personal and 
unique impression. Let us here consider a special case where extant record-
ings had neither been intended nor officially permitted, and thus embody 
a certain authenticity that remains unrepresented by other recordings. In 
recent years, much interest has been devoted to ‘bootlegs,’ unauthorized, 
secret live recordings made by someone in the audience, for example by hid-
ing a tape recorder under their seat. These are not official documents that 
have been controlled by the artists or their producers. They are unofficial, 
with all the concomitant technical, ethical, and legal problems entailed. But 
they bring us very close to the reality of daily artistic life, and such bootlegs 
enable us to follow and research the career of a certain singer in their good 
moments and bad moments, or the evolution of performance practice and 
preferences at a particular opera house. These bootlegs have undergone no 
post-production or technical manipulation and can provide us with an aes-
thetic testimony of a specific night at the opera. They also feature elements 
that recordings usually aim to avoid, such as the sound of people walking on 
stage, the audience’s reactions, applause, even comments spoken by the boot-
legger to their neighbor in the next seat. But the sound quality can also be 
deficient, and sometimes it is almost impossible to recognize acoustic details. 
What counts here is the atmosphere of a special event. Preserving this mem-
ory is one of the main reasons why bootleggers do what they do. Another is 
their desire to capture as much as they can of a singer they idolize and to have 
the chance to repeat at will all the ‘divine’ moments they have experienced, 
again and again. Perhaps even more importantly, bootlegging allows these 
unique moments to be kept alive for the bootlegger alone and no one else—or 
to share clandestinely only with his or her friends.

Type B: improvisation

Big questions also arise in type B. As we have seen with Reinecke’s 
quasi-improvised interpolations, committing to paper these presumably 
more-or-less spontaneously invented passages has a special appeal and value 
precisely because they are unique and relate to a specific performance or 
recording. This is naturally even more pronounced in music where improvi-
sation is essential, where the unexpected and the surprising become program-
matic, and such spontaneity is the main attraction.

But what is an improvisation? Is an improvisation repeatable, or is every 
repetition of an improvisation a paradox? And what is the ontological status 
of a recorded improvisation?

The recording of an improvisation signifies the potential repetition of the 
unrepeatable. One might call such recordings ‘frozen’ versions because they 
are a documentation of the performance, not of the interactive improvisational 



88 Performance

process. Yet the process is also the aim of improvisation. Is it nevertheless 
possible to capture it? Or at least to get an insight into what is actually 
going on?

It is very rare for the process of an improvisation to be documented in 
two different versions with a different approach at the same time, on CD and 
DVD.17 Elsewhere,18 I discuss one exceptionally original project of this kind 
by the Swiss improvising trio Koch-Schütz-Studer, entitled Play it again, 30 
times differently, which explores the paradox of recording freely improvised 
music, given that every performance is at once unique and yet simultaneously 
represents the same ongoing improvisational process. That is to say, this pro-
ject dramatizes the fact that the trio’s music is infinitely repeatable (as long as 
they continue to play together) and yet always new. It is an experiment about 
and against the dogmatic proscription of repetition in free improvisation.

To illustrate the phenomenon of improvisation and its challenges, I  like 
to use a comparison that may seem strange at first glance. A musical impro-
viser faces the same dilemma as the young boy in Heinrich Kleist’s romantic 
novella Das Marionettentheater (The Puppet Theater): he elegantly pulls a 
thorn out of his foot, but as soon as the movement in the mirror seems so 
graceful to him that he wants to repeat it, he loses spontaneity and therefore 
innocence and naturalness. What Kleist demands of the marionette player 
also applies to the improviser: will and consciousness must be switched off 
because they act as a censoring instance.19

The prohibition of repetition is one of the most important dogmas of free 
improvisation. It is explained by the paradox that improvising means invent-
ing something out of the moment, and that this ‘something’ is possible only 
once. This is especially true if one wants to repeat both the moment itself and 
the associated experience of happiness attained through the flow—both for 
the musicians and the audience.

A recording of an improvisation aims to achieve the repeatability of some-
thing that is unique and unrepeatable. Improvisations cannot be ‘recorded’ in 
the true sense of the word because each recording only fixes the sonic result 
that has been captured, rather than the ongoing practice that produced it. 
Curated CDs, on the other hand, are not mere images of the past, but care-
fully designed reflections on it: new versions of concert events, created by 
a process of selection and montage, which obey the individual dramaturgy 
of a CD production. Unlike Walter Benjamin’s dictum that a work of art 
loses its aura through technological reproducibility, it is in fact only through 
this transformation that audio carriers, which can now be replayed at will, 
acquire the status of artworks. In some cases, as with Keith Jarrett’s Köln 
Concert, they can even attain a cult character. The album has been a bestseller 
for half a century. Many legends are told around it, Jarrett became a pop star 
because of it, and the recording became the epitome of improvisation, but 
also background music and acoustic wallpaper in numerous  novels—and the 
personification of the ‘New Age’ of the mid-1970s.
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The sonic result is as fleeting as the interactive process of the musicians 
that led to it. To what extent can this aspect of improvisation be traced, 
reconstructed, and documented? In the audio-only recording of CDs you 
have only the product but no conservation of the dynamic process. Only 
film might offer an adequate reflection of an improvisation concert, pre-
cisely because it tells its own story and can penetrate to the core of the 
improvisation with radical interventions in editing and condensation. In 
Peter Liechti’s video version of Play it again,20 one can gain many insights 
into the workings of the improvisation trio thanks to the radical editing 
process to which the recorded audiovisual material was subjected, together 
with short examples of the improvisational process, statements from the 
musicians involved, and recordings of their discussions. The film takes the 
live experience and creates the paradox of composed improvisation. In this 
way, it does not only present the sonic results in documented form, i.e., 
improvisation as sound, for they are transformed into a work of art sui gen-
eris through montage and post-production. The film thus reflects not just 
the product of an improvisation, but also the essence of improvisation: the 
interaction, the process.

Type C: conceptual music

As we have seen, music achieves its effect very much by way of the unpre-
dictable, through the personal ideas of the performers. In other words, 
even though its essence may appear to be the unchanging, written score,  
music—either composed or improvised—depends on the special moment, the 
‘here and now.’ Making this experience repeatable, even though it actually 
contradicts the essence of the art of music, has long been the desire of many 
musicians and of the music industry. The latter has to satisfy the appetite of 
the audience, including those who cannot attend live concerts for financial, 
geographical, or social reasons, or do not want to. In addition, certain musi-
cians have a kind of obsession with making themselves and their own interpre-
tations immortal. The star conductor Herbert von Karajan (1908–1989), for 
example, was particularly prone to this tendency, re-recording his interpreta-
tions of key works from his symphonic repertoire on every newly invented 
medium. He was also one of the most important ambassadors for Sony when 
it introduced the compact disc. And because he also wanted to control his 
own visual identity, even into the last years of his life, von Karajan organ-
ized yet another recording cycle on what was the newest medium of the time, 
the laser disc, where he literally put himself in the best light each time. The 
sheer quantity of his recordings means that cultural TV broadcasters such as 
Mezzo still draw on them, even though von Karajan himself has long since 
lost his leading status among critics and audiences, and his autocratic style of 
interpretation seems outdated today. The proof can be found not least in the 
considerable slump in the sales of his recordings.
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Karajan might have been a control freak who wanted to impose his own 
readings on the warhorses of classical music long after his death, but com-
posers like Max Reger also overloaded their scores with the most nuanced 
performance instructions, despite knowing that every authoritarian effort is 
ultimately in vain as soon as one hands over the notes to the performer. 
The conceptual composer John Cage, on the other hand, was situated at the 
opposite pole and acted with the utmost conceivable restraint by making his 
musical idea of four minutes and thirty-three seconds of silence available as 
an inspiration for one’s own actions, so that we might do something with it 
ourselves.

Any attempt to preserve, conserve, and document a performance of this 
work would contradict the very essence of it, for the compositional intention 
here is not to ensure its repeatability and thus its best possible dissemination 
(as would be the case with a ‘traditional’ work). It lies instead in its modest, 
open offer of the greatest possible variability: of setting, instrumentation, 
musical design (or even theatrical design), and even duration—though practi-
cally all realizations of the work orient themselves on the indication given in 
its title, 4’33”, as we shall see in a moment.

In his “Lecture on Nothing,” published for the first time in Luciano Berio’s 
contemporary music journal incontri musicali in August 1959, Cage formu-
lated a general critique of any recording, his reasons being bound up with the 
notion of creativity:

A lady from Texas said: I live in Texas. We have no music in Texas. The 
reason they’ve no music in Texas is because they have recordings in 
Texas. Remove the records from Texas and someone will learn to sing.21

The question of for whom a performance of Cage’s 4’33” could or should 
be preserved must thus be answered here in a fundamentally different way 
than for the other genres previously discussed. It would be addressed to 
scholars who wished to investigate the range of all possible interpretations, 
or the respective reactions of the audience (who are, after all, part of the 
work’s realization). And as for historians who would like to document the 
unique event—what wouldn’t we give to see the stoic calm with which pianist 
and composer David Tudor celebrated its world premiere, the amazement 
and increasing restlessness of the audience, and probably also the serene 
Buddha-like smile of Cage himself, with which he acknowledged each per-
formance of his concepts! Indeed, there might be more to see than to hear! 
Finally, there is probably another tiny target group: musicians who want to 
be inspired by earlier performances because they themselves can barely figure 
out what to do with the concept of the work (though they should perhaps 
leave it well alone because they clearly have not understood the essence of it). 
Be that as it may, in all these cases, any purely acoustic documentation would 
by nature be a completely inaccessible object—just imagine a CD track with 
4’33” of silence (abstracting from possible noises during the performance). 
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But audiovisual documentation of the work can be found in abundance, 
including easily accessible videos on YouTube.

In 4’33” (1952), which was composed exactly in the middle of Cage’s life 
(1912–1992), the first notated score comprises only the expression ‘tacet,’ 
printed in words three times, once each for its three movements. An explana-
tory note offers performers complete freedom of instrumentation and records 
the key information about its world premiere as one possibility for its perfor-
mance (Figure 3.4):

The title of this work is the total length in minutes and seconds of its 
performance. At Woodstock, N.Y., August 29, 1952, the title was 4’33” 
and the three parts were 33”, 2’ 40”, and 1’ 20”. It was performed by 
David Tudor, pianist, who indicated the beginnings of parts by closing, 
the endings by opening, the keyboard lid. However, the work may be 
performed by any instrumentalist or combination of instrumentalists 
and last any length of time.

This last indication is of special interest because all later performances in fact 
took this description of the premiere as their model and copied the act of 
demonstratively closing and opening the instrument. The duration specified 
in the title also remained an untouchable taboo, even though Cage made it 
absolutely optional in his instructions.

In earlier versions of the piece, the music was not described verbally, but 
in a more musical form of notation, with staves and rests in proportional 
notation indicating adequate spaces for every movement. The effect of this 
difference seems mostly psychological: when given the later, and more open 
version, I suppose, musicians seem to feel freer and more relaxed, according 
to my observations and the answers I found from the flutists concerning our 
next example.

We observe the same phenomenon when studying the two different ver-
sions of Luciano Berio’s Sequenza for flute solo. The first22 is notated in space 
notation and was used by the Italian semiotics professor Umberto Eco as a 
paradigm of his concept of the ‘open work’ (opera aperta),23 where the musi-
cian has to ‘fulfill’ the work (Figure 3.5). Here again, musicians tend to prefer 
the more open version in (rhythmic) space notation to the later, more explicit, 
exactly measured notation, although for the composer himself it was the 
other way around. Berio, after having attended several performances of the 
work and before the first recording by the famous Swiss flutist Aurèle Nico-
let, claimed that those performing his piece in a too-open manner (as had 
been suggested by Umberto Eco) were victims of a misunderstanding. In a 
letter to Nicolet that was later copied by generations of flutists and their stu-
dents, Berio transcribed the very beginning of the composition in a rhythmi-
cally exact (but mathematically ambiguous) manner and announced that he 
was planning a completely new edition, when he had the time to do it. This 
second version was published several decades later by Universal Edition24 in 
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order for flutists to avoid the misunderstanding Berio spoke about. But as we 
can see, there are two stylistic traditions for performing this work in concert, 
each with its own notated version.25 Here is Berio’s letter to Nicolet:

Dear Aurèle, […] about Sequenza, I  thank you, first of all, for your 
recording which is very virtuosissimo and very surprising. But let me 
make some remarks. This piece has been recorded several times and, 

Figure 3.4  John Cage, 4’33”. ‘Verbal Version’ from 1965, indicating three move-
ments, dedicated to American artist Irwin Kremen, with composer’s note 
and signature. Kind permission by Peters Edition.
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unfortunately, always in a rather imprecise way. This time I have the 
chance to intervene before the record is printed and I have the privi-
lege to have a recording made by an artist like you. I don’t want to lose 
the opportunity to have a performance that can serve as a model and 
reference to other performers. In your recording there is a misunder-
standing: it is with regard to the proportions of the times and speed. 
It is not so much a question of a faster or slower tempo but—once the 
tempo has been chosen—of the proportions of the durations. It hap-
pens, as a consequence, that it is also necessary to choose a tempo (I 
have indicated MM 70, which must be interpreted in a flexible way) 
which allows one to respect these proportions of duration. It is true 
that these proportions, because of the type of notation adopted, will 
always be a bit approximate. But I  have chosen this ‘proportional’ 
notation only to allow a certain accommodation on the part of the 

Figure 3.5  Luciano Berio, Sequenza (1), beginning. Synopsis of (a) Notenbeispiel 1, 
version in Berio’s letter to Nicolet; (b) Notenbeispiel 2, original version 
printed in 1958; (c) later edition of 1992.
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interpreter, in the extremely dense and fast passages. Each flutist can 
therefore adapt the degree of speed, but always keeping the propor-
tions indicated. For example, the beginning of the piece can be con-
sidered like this:

(see Figure 3.5a)

This is not meant to be a criticism but simply a friendly discussion. 
I know that my note for Sequenza’s performer is too brief, and I under-
stand very well how such a misunderstanding can take place.—Best 
regards, Luciano.26

This letter is clearly a statement about how to understand the musical 
notes correctly, claiming that Sequenza is not an open work at all, nor a con-
ceptual one. But what should we do with musical concepts that contain such 
radically reduced information as Cage’s, for example? How might we con-
serve them? We can collect them in their verbalized or graphic form, we can 
categorize them, and we can preserve them. This is the procedure adopted 
by a research project undertaken by the composer Urs Peter Schneider at 
HKB that resulted in an anthology of four hundred musical concepts.27 Of 
course, this edition is especially important for works that have only survived 
in manuscript form and have never been printed.

If a Baroque opera gives us only the skeleton of the music, an abstract 
musical concept gives us only a sketch: the idea behind the work. But how 
can we give life to this concept? How might we interpret it? And how might 
we conserve our own interpretation of it? And what is gained by doing so?

Preserving the work here also means video documentation, listening to 
the reactions of the audience and performers as eyewitnesses. Nevertheless, 
even a concept with such openness does not offer carte blanche for an ‘any-
thing goes’ approach. The Zurich Opera House staged Cage’s Europeras in 
1991—a work that is not as open as 4’33”, but that offers a good deal of 
freedom to its participants. On this occasion, some of the musicians abused 
this freedom to such a degree that Cage felt it necessary to react with an 
angry letter, accusing them of destroying his work. In reply, they put a ques-
tion mark after the word ‘work’ on the notice board of the Opera House.

Cage’s 4’33” is certainly the most radical work of art in the history of 
music because here the author’s intention and creative will have been reduced 
to the smallest conceivable minimum, while chance, or rather the creative 
agency of the performers, is given the greatest possible freedom. Cage’s 
piece and his philosophy were strongly influenced by the Zen master Suzuki 
Shunryū, and when he presented 4’33” at the hotspot of advanced contem-
porary music in Darmstadt in 1958, it was as if a bomb had exploded. His 
way of thinking immediately aroused the great interest of Pierre Boulez, at 
the time the main representative of serial music with the greatest possible 
control of all musical parameters. This great contrast between total openness 
and equally total determination—two approaches whose aural results are in 
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fact not so different—led to a long correspondence between the two men, 
marked by mutual interest and friendship.28

In a 1974 conversation with Jeff Goldberg, Cage explained his intentions 
regarding his work:

I think perhaps my own best piece, at least the one I like the most, is 
the silent piece . . . I wanted my work to be free of my own likes and 
dislikes, because I think music should be free of the feelings and ideas 
of the composer. I have felt and hoped to have led other people to feel 
that the sounds of their environment constitute a music which is more 
interesting than the music which they would hear if they went into a 
concert hall.29

This radical statement against music (or arguably for it!) stakes out a posi-
tion quite contrary to that of the authoritative composers and performers we 
encountered previously. In an earlier conversation, held in 1968 with John 
Kobler, Cage commented on his concept of silence. Here we find striking 
parallels to improvisation. He talks not just about “unintentional” music and 
the necessity to completely empty one’s head before playing (or composing), 
but also about the adventure of the unpredictable, and about the inclusion of 
the audience and its reactions:

They missed the point. There’s no such thing as silence. What they 
thought was silence [in 4’33”], because they didn’t know how to listen, 
was full of accidental sounds. You could hear the wind stirring outside 
during the first movement [in the premiere]. During the second, rain-
drops began patterning the roof, and during the third the people them-
selves made all kinds of interesting sounds as they talked or walked out.30

Almost proudly, thirty years after the premiere, he told Michael John White 
about the lasting effect of his most radical piece: “People began whispering 
to one another, and some people began to walk out. They didn’t laugh—they 
were irritated when they realized nothing was going to happen, and they 
haven’t forgotten it 30 years later: they’re still angry.”31

Even today, live in concert and on YouTube, one can encounter a huge 
variety of possible interpretations of Cage’s most famous piece. As a key 
piece of modern music history, 4’33” is often performed by many diverse 
ensembles and in diverse settings—and with many different audiences. Their 
reactions also depend on how the piece is framed and the expectations of the 
spectators and listeners. Especially when there is seemingly nothing to hear, 
one can listen to the noises of the environment (performances with open 
doors and windows can be especially attractive) and of the audience as a 
main co-player. In this musical concept, the audience is part of the game. This 
is a categorial difference: in the triangle composition–performance–reception, 
in type C there is an important shift to the last, to the audience, that fulfills 
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a work (as it is the interpreter of an open work). So an audio-only recording 
would be problematic, insofar as—depending on the recording design and its 
microphone settings—it may just catch more or less of the atmosphere and 
the reactions of the audience. But even then, similarly to type B, this can-
not portray the musician’s actions but only the reactions. And, concerning 
this reaction to a unique performance, you have to respect another fact: this 
concept works for each listener only the first time. It is like Joseph Haydn’s 
Surprise Symphony: you can’t get the same surprise twice.

Can we conserve music? Yes, we can! As we have shown, since the age of 
technical reproducibility, it has been possible to preserve almost all kinds of 
musical performances. However, depending on the type, very different prob-
lems arise, and very different solutions are found. But as different as these 
solutions are, what they have in common is the challenge of having to deal 
with a paradox: conservation allows for the repetition of something unique, 
but this ‘same’ that is generated by these repetitions is always perceived anew.
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The question of conservation haunts performance art. Most discourses 
around the medium dwell on its ephemerality, whereas conservation in the 
contexts of visual art and of archives tends to imply (rightly or not) the freez-
ing or stabilizing of a work out of a desire to maintain its original form over 
time. Notoriously, in this regard, performance studies scholar Peggy Phelan 
wrote in 1993: “Performance’s only life is in the present. Performance cannot 
be saved, recorded, documented, or otherwise participate in the circulation 
of representations of representations: once it does so, it becomes something 
other than performance.”1 But, while respecting the specificity of Phelan’s 
argument (after all, there is no point in arguing that a performance art event 
can be the same in a conserved or historicized form), I have long focused, 
rather, on the ways in which we do understand performances after they have 
been enacted.2

It was out of this research interest—how can we understand the complexi-
ties of a performance after the fact?—that I developed the project I describe 
here.3 These questions of how to present performance art so as to honor its 
vitality as a live form were foremost in my mind over the decade in which 
I researched, planned, and curated the exhibition Queer Communion: Ron 
Athey, which was presented in New York City and Los Angeles in 2021 
(Figures 4.1 and 4.2).4

This project allowed me to explore how curatorial practice could be a 
place to experiment with alternative ways of productively historicizing 
and providing new ways of experiencing live art, after the fact of its live 
enactment. Rather than attempting to create a fixed or final representa-
tion of performance art works by ‘curating’ a show of an artist’s individual 
 performances—which would be impossible since live art is not an object to 
be placed in a gallery—I specifically set out to explore how to honor the 
complexities of a lived career of performance through the formation of queer 
communities in and around the Los Angeles-based artist Ron Athey.  The 
argument I put forth was that Athey’s work is better understood by an overall 
view of his lived creative modes, connected to the various communities and 
aesthetics he has engaged and elaborated in his work and life.

4  Curating performance  
as conservation? Thoughts  
on Queer Communion: Ron 
Athey

Amelia Jones
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Figure 4.1  Installation view of Queer Communion: Ron Athey, Participant Inc, 
New York; February 2021; photograph by Daniel Kukla.

Figure 4.2  Installation view of Queer Communion: Ron Athey, Institute of Contem-
porary Art, Los Angeles, June 19–September 5, 2021; photograph by Jeff 
McLane/ICA LA.
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To this end, Queer Communion: Ron Athey was NOT an exhibition of 
performance art per se (that would be impossible), nor a conservation of the 
work in the traditional sense noted earlier. It was, rather, an exhibition of 
a performance/creative life and career, structured around the framework of 
community. This logic was carried through in the catalogue (which I co-edited 
with Andy Campbell) as well, and it now remains (as with documentation 
of the exhibition and the experience of those who attended it) as a reminder 
of both Athey’s career and the curatorial project. This essay explores both 
aspects of that project in an elaboration of my experience with Athey’s work 
across two decades, another layer of the story that becomes in turn a mode 
of ‘conservation,’ and thus yet another echo of Athey’s creative life, his per-
formances, and his queer communities.

“Curating” the live?

In my view, curating (in the conventional sense of organizing objects and/
or putting things in spaces designated for visual art) can be a form of recall-
ing performance, but not of ‘correctly’ conserving or representing it. This is 
because the museum was invented and designed by Europeans to contain and 
freeze objects as exemplars of groups of people: the art museum houses the 
high-status objects that Europeans make; the natural history museum houses 
the low-status objects produced by Indigenous and other ‘others,’ whose cul-
tures and selves are rendered subhuman, obsolete, ‘dead,’ subsumed by this 
mode of presentation. These two forms of conservation have a dark history.5

Performance art, as I have argued persistently throughout my career, is not 
more or less authentic as a live practice than static visual art works are. That 
said, performance art works are ontologically specific and different from 
the latter.6 (I will not address here the cases in which performance artists 
might test the boundaries of this ontology, sometimes through technologies 
of extending the ‘live’ body in time and space.) In most cases, performance 
art involves live bodies in physical spaces and takes place over time (the liv-
ing body takes place over time; thus, even a living body sitting still is ‘taking 
place’ in a temporal way). If a live body is treated as an object in a space 
associated with the display of static art works—as with Marina Abramović’s 
2010 retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art, New York, The Artist 
is Present, where she sat still on a chair in a large atrium, across from visi-
tors who filed in to sit staring at her one at a time—the body itself becomes 
reified.7 This is what art museums do. Because Abramović doesn’t question 
the status-giving powers of the art museum, she willingly submits herself to 
MoMA to transform her body into an object. Abramović’s body thus did not 
turn MoMA into a theater or transform what the museum could be (although 
arguably it turned the whole situation into a spectacle).

With these thoughts in mind, I knew the premise of the show could not be 
that it would ‘present’ Athey’s performances, which could only mean asking 
Athey to perform each one of dozens of different works again in the museum 
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spaces. This would have resulted in fatigue and ennui for both Athey and 
his audiences, as well as a false sense of accommodating the intensity and 
complexity of performance through reenactment, a topic I and others have 
written about elsewhere (among other things, performances were conceived 
and originally performed elsewhere, so it is still a conflicted project having 
them enacted again in the context of an exhibition, in a different time and 
place).8 Nor was I planning to attempt to conserve them in the museological 
sense previously noted. That said, I had a unique and lived relationship to 
the materials relating to Athey’s creative career. From 2015, when he was 
forced out of his long-term low-rent apartment, I was, as Athey’s friend, safe-
guarding his entire archive (including paper files, flyers, photographs, dia-
ries, notebooks with sketches, videotapes, slides, costumes, and props from a 
thirty-plus-year creative life of performance), which was from 2015 onward 
stored in my house in assorted boxes and bins (Figure 4.3).

For years I witnessed Athey’s performances but also sifted through these 
myriad materials, sometimes handling the very costumes or props I would 
have seen Athey deploy in a live performance a few months before, or read 
through notes and sketchbooks in which he developed ideas, or looked at 
boxes of analogue photographs. Clearly these materials called out to play 
some role in the exhibition. At the same time, they just as clearly did not 
fully ‘represent’ individual performance art works. They indicated something 
about Athey’s larger creative process and life. And this larger life work is 
what I decided needed to frame the show.

Figure 4.3  Bins of Athey props in Amelia Jones’s garage, 2016; photograph by  Amelia 
Jones.



104 Performance

Queer Communion: Ron Athey thus represented the culmination of sev-
eral intertwined interests of mine, all of which touch on the contexts of 
curating live art as well as on its ontology and how to understand or histori-
cize performances after they have been performed. The act of caring for the 
archive and curating the show as well as the exhibition itself were intensely 
personal—hence I felt it was imperative to make my investment and my role 
clear (as I do here). Putting Athey’s life work on view is no easy task for the 
curator, but it had to have been excruciatingly difficult in some ways for the 
artist whose life was displayed. Ron never wavered in giving me the space 
to do this work, which thus involved personal relations as well as strictly 
curatorial ones. Generally speaking, I will designate the artist as ‘Ron’ when 
writing about him as a friend, and ‘Athey’ when pointing to his professional 
role as an artist, even though the two are most of the time overlapping and 
inseparable for me. And by ‘life work’ I mean to include his performances 
and all the friendships, collaborations, and networks connected to them via 
his living creative experience.

Furthermore, I am and was drawn to Athey’s work not only because of 
the terror and beauty of his BDSM performances (BDSM refers to sexual 
practices that include bondage, dominance [or discipline], sadism, and maso-
chism [or submission]), but due to the motivations and vitality propelling 
them: they bring together networks of creative queers and allies to create 
and socialize. In this sense, Athey’s work could be said to participate in 
“queer worlding,” embracing the messiness and energies of queer alliances 
and sensorial experiences (which, as Martin Manalansan argues, can be the 
“building blocks for the creation of . . . emotional and affective regimes that 
inaugurate worlding as messy world-making and world-critique”).9 This 
social and creative context of Athey’s performance practice was, I decided, 
to be the framing device of the exhibition. Queer Communion: Ron Athey 
sought to evoke the energies of his ‘queer communion,’ signaling both queer 
community and the ‘communion’ of Christian religious traditions that Athey, 
who was trained as a Pentecostal minister during his childhood amongst a 
fundamentalist working-class family in suburban Southern California, often 
symbolically taps through his range of embodied iconography.

By extension, the exhibition also performed a particular kind of conser-
vation, but of process and community rather than singular objects. It spe-
cifically highlighted the contexts and conflicts in curating a performance art 
career in a gallery context; it did not seek to resolve these, but to provide 
one way of thinking about them by explicitly foregrounding context. Not 
only did the show include, for example, a cluster of snapshots of Athey and 
his friends and family, flyers (some with Athey’s scrawled notes), and music 
from his period as a punk and queer club performer in the early 1980s and 
early 1990s, it placed these within their various personal and social arenas, 
such as the AIDS crisis and the moment of the right-wing ‘culture wars’ of 
the mid-1990s, in which Athey’s work played a key role. I hoped to remind 
visitors of the larger cultural scenes of the work (in this case, with Republican 
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senators using Athey’s image on the floor of the US Congress to whip up anx-
iety and opposition based on Athey’s supposed ‘perversity’). The exhibition 
and catalogue also contextualized Athey’s work, as noted, within a range of 
movements, and of circles of collaborators and friends, each of whom social-
ize with Athey and many of whom also participate in performances and/or 
build props, make costumes, film and photograph the work, or otherwise 
facilitate the production of his performances and their documentation.

I curated Queer Communion: Ron Athey to put his work into history in 
a different way from its resonances through the bodies of those who have 
witnessed or participated in the live performances. As what I hoped would 
be experienced as queer worlding exercises themselves, the exhibition and 
catalogue were produced to delineate without presuming fully to narrate or 
to contain the vitality of a creative life, a career in performance art. But the 
project also functions as a meditation on curating (live art) in context—on 
conserving it in a dynamic, experiential way. Specifically, as a member of 
Ron’s community, and as the momentary keeper of his archive, I hoped to 
mobilize curating as a form of care (which all good historical research and 
exhibition-making should provide).10 After all, as the editors of this collection 
point out, conservation and curation share etymological roots and meanings, 
relating to caretaking, in different European contexts. I had great hopes that 
the exhibition and catalogue might provide an exciting and aesthetically as 
well as politically dynamic access to Athey’s life, work, and queer worlding.11

Following, I first turn to my own lived experience as a way of delineating 
what a living, caring curatorial practice of live art might look like—such a 
turn is crucial if I am to make the point of curating live art as an act of care. 
My argument is that such work has to begin with the embodied experience 
of the curator/scholar, the artist, the archive, the performances. There are an 
infinite number of other ways it could look, but this is my offering.

Live experience

After being introduced to Athey’s work by my friends Sheree Rose and Bob 
Flanagan in 1994 (they took me to a live performance of Athey’s Deliverance 
at 18th Street Arts Complex in Santa Monica), I moved from being put off 
by the emotionally challenging nature of his BDSM work to embracing it in 
a visceral way. The switch point was in the early 2000s, when my bourgeois 
life collapsed around me while living in England. By 2005, Ron had also 
moved to the United Kingdom (he was in London, I in Manchester). I began 
following his work in the United Kingdom and Europe, and—due to my own 
state of feeling eviscerated emotionally—the work suddenly spoke to me. 
I felt it in a deep, embodied way and wrote about that experience in 2006.12 
Following that, we coincidentally moved back to Los Angeles around the 
same time (2014–15).

In 2016, Ron got word that his Los Angeles rent-controlled apartment of 
twenty-five years, his affordable haven in an increasingly priced-out city, was 
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being sold—the owner having passed away. He began posting alarming mes-
sages on Facebook about throwing his long-accumulated archive of props, 
scripts, and miscellany out on the street and torching it all. . . . His rage at 
the carelessness, even violent refusal to care, of contemporary late capitalist 
societies was fully justifiable and understandable, but his posts put me on 
alert. As a scholar of past art and performance histories, I couldn’t let the 
archive go up in a billowing plume of smoke—no doubt rank and poisonous, 
due to its range of blood-encrusted polyester, leather, and vinyl costumes, 
tapes (analogue and digital), and other noxious products involved in the cos-
tumes, props, and visual documentation. Along with others, my life partner 
Paul and I rushed over to help; we picked up the archive in several loads. We 
helped Ron scoop items from half-organized drawers into plastic bins; we 
assisted in carrying metal filing cabinets, paper files, and box after box of cos-
tumes and props (including the five-foot-high wooden Judas Cradle featured, 
with Ron impaling himself on it, in the 2004–5 performance Judas Cradle) 
to our house a few miles away (Figure 4.4).

This set us off on a path of caretaking—not fully planned but embraced—in  
which our embodied home spaces were filled with materials relating to Ron’s 
life work.

From 2016 to 2023 (when the last of the archive found its way back to 
Ron), a full array of archival materials spilled out of the small closet in my 
home office, with the Judas Cradle and boxes and boxes of props filling part 

Figure 4.4  Ron Athey in his garage showing beaded curtain to Amelia Jones (with 
Judas Cradle stored in the background), 2015; photograph by Amelia 
Jones.
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of the garage, and related artworks adorning the walls (Franko B.’s extraor-
dinary needlepoint portrait and Lisa Teasley’s gorgeous jewel-like painting 
of Ron). About a year into this situation I was alerted that the J. Paul Getty 
Research Institute had committed to acquire his paper archive (after months 
of correspondence with me and Ron and others involved). With a deadline, 
in a panic, I realized I had only two months to sift through everything and 
pull out all the items needed for the exhibition—otherwise, once the Getty 
acquires an archive, its components are forever swallowed into the cushy 
storage areas of one of the wealthiest museums and art history study centers 
in the world. I compiled a checklist (frantically, with little sleep, and building 
anxiety), re-boxed the already haphazardly organized materials, and finally 
handed off about half of the paper archive to the Getty. Tellingly, they would 
not take any of the props or costumes. They deal in paper, which can be filed 
away. Bodily stains, messy garments, chaotic objects (such as a group of gifts 
Athey had received from friends over the years) have no place in the exalted 
collections of the Getty.

I lived with the archive as I organized the show and wrote my essays in the 
catalogue: to my right was Franko’s portrait, over in the office closet and in 
the garage were boxes of reorganized writings, notebooks, sketches, tapes, 
costumes, hundreds of photographs and snapshots (which peter out with the 
advent of digital imaging, around 2000), bric-a-brac, letters, and props. . . . 
To some degree, it felt as if I was living with Ron, although sometimes a 
few weeks would go by before I would actually see the person for one of 
his world-famous body-work sessions on my aching soul and flesh or at a 
performance or event.

Researching an artist can be—often is—an intensely intimate act. All the 
more so if you live with the detritus of fifty years of their life. All the more so 
when they have become a beloved friend. In this context research is an honor, 
a burden, a fearful yet joyous responsibility—an act of care.

The curatorial project

The idea for the Queer Communion project was generated many years ago 
out of an impulse to honor the multifarious practice of an artist who has 
developed and perfected modes of embodied creative expression across 
theater, art, opera, music; poetic, diaristic, and prose writing; social media, 
performance programming, and more. It is worth stressing here that in liv-
ing a life in which you are honored to follow artists’ careers and work over 
decades—I am living that lucky life—one learns from the work one engages. 
That is, I have never worked by ‘applying’ an external idea about perfor-
mance art to Ron Athey or any other artist whose work I  follow. Rather, 
I consider my writing and curating of artists’ works to be in dialogue with 
them via their work. My ideas about performance (and performance con-
servation) come from witnessing and engaging with Ron and his work over 
three decades.
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That said, by introducing this essay with my personal experiences of Ron’s 
work and archive, I make it clear that an authoritative ‘art-historical’ approach 
to the project would have been impossible as well as undesirable. In the  
case of an exhibition catalogue, such an approach would have excluded the 
very voices Andy Campbell (as my co-editor) and I  hoped would amplify  
the subcultural energies of Athey’s performance and life practices. To this end, 
this queer feminist ‘personal is political’ framework was extended through my 
decision with Campbell to solicit other catalogue contributions that would 
focus on the intimacies and intensities of ‘queer communion’ generated 
through Athey’s performances and central role in Los Angeles’s alternative art 
communities. And, finally, the dirty, messy, personal approach culminated 
in our decision to center the book (literally) on Athey’s own writings—from 
previously unpublished hallucinatory diaristic rants to examples of his regular 
late 1990s column in Honcho.13 We had Intellect Books print these as facsimi-
les on a different paper stock wedged into the center of the book to mark them 
out as highly personal and in-process sketches and documents (Figure 4.5).

Beyond these inspirations, key questions remained. How does one curate 
an exhibition of the life work of a performance artist who resists institution-
alization? How does one fully honor the vast and complex creative input of 
a cultural innovator who extends, transforms, or simply shatters previous 
forms of expression, an artist whose vast lifelong body of work nonethe-
less urgently demands some kind of historicization to preserve a sense of 
the energy and emotional impact of his work so that the vitality of it is not 
lost to history books or (worse yet) the clamor of the internet? How does 
one theorize Athey’s role in forming, extending, and commenting on various 
queer subcultural communities without romanticizing and thus oversimplify-
ing either the life work or the concept of queer community?

Queer communion/queer community

From the moment of his escape as a teenager from his Pentecostal family 
in Pomona to the labs of the Salk Institute in La Jolla, where he was (not 
surprisingly, given his later penchant for BDSM practices) highly valued for 
his lack of squeamishness over the necessary execution of lab rats, and then 
the streets and punk clubs of Los Angeles, Ron Athey found ways to re-form 
himself powerfully in relation to the culture around him, often reshaping 
it in return. Studying the materials documenting his life as well as getting 
biographical information directly from him, I  frequently found him mov-
ing very quickly to the center of the worlds he entered14—and by the time 
he was in his late teens, these worlds were explicitly queer. They hinged on 
(as Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick described such worlds) “a person’s undertaking 
particular, performative acts of experimental self-perception and filiation.”15 
Rather than being shaped by preexisting modes of gay male subjectivity or 
queer social space, Athey participated centrally in co-inventing whatever 
queer world he had entered, exploring and adopting some elements of them, 
transforming others.
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Athey’s kind of queer aligns with what Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner 
have called “criminal intimacies”:

Queer and other insurgents have long striven .  .  . to cultivate what 
good folks used to call criminal intimacies. We have developed rela-
tions and narratives that are only recognized as intimate in queer cul-
ture. . . . Queer culture has learned not only how to sexualize these and 

Figure 4.5  Ron Athey, “Radical Artists and Hardedge Hardcore Queers .  .  . Dyke 
women, they ground me,” c. 1992; handwritten diaristic musings on 
rose-embellished stationery, as reproduced in facsimile in Queer Com-
munion: Ron Athey catalogue, page 174.
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other relations, but also to use them as a context for witnessing intense 
and personal affect while elaborating a public world of belonging and 
transformation.16

These two slippery and multifarious definitions sum up what Athey’s per-
forming body/self does across various queer communities and spaces. They 
also articulate Athey’s generosity and openness to a range of modes of inti-
macy, all linked via his performing body through pseudo-religious, ritual-
istic BDSM visuals, strategies, props, and metaphors to criminal intimacies 
otherwise shut down by mainstream American culture, including (perhaps 
especially) the art world until very recently.

The idea of queer community goes back at least to the lesbian feminist 
sociological work of Esther Newton and Gayle Rubin, who might not have 
explicitly mobilized the term ‘queer’ but whose work in the 1970s and 
early 1980s (such as Newton’s influential 1972 ethnographic study of drag 
queen culture in US cities, Mother Camp, and Rubin’s influential 1984 
article “Thinking Sex”) pivoted around what Heather Love has termed a 
“protoqueer model of collectivity” emphasizing “shared marginality” and 
“collective stigma,” based on the material conditions of people excluded 
from social spaces on the basis of their sex/gender identifications.17 But as 
queers of color from Cathy Cohen to Josh Chambers-Letson have pointed 
out, ideas about queer community can also veil a liberal universalism that 
is white and cis dominant and excludes otherwise minoritarian subjects 
from consideration or inclusion. Cohen rightly asserts that queer and other 
coalitional politics should align with “one’s relation to power” and not 
“some homogenized identity.” She continues: “I am talking about a poli-
tics where the nonnormative and marginal position of punks, bulldaggers, 
and welfare queens, . . . is the basis for progressive transformative coalition 
work.”18

Athey’s queer communities were and continue to be—emphatically and 
precisely—punks, bulldaggers, and welfare queens (as well as gay men, les-
bians, and trans people of all identifications); they are comprised of bodies 
that are from all colors and classes of people and from around the world. 
In this context it is important to stress that Athey’s navigation of the class 
system in the United States is nuanced and not aligned with the common 
educationally upper-middle-class cosmopolitan white male subjects Cohen 
is addressing. Athey himself grew up in a poor white family in a largely 
African American part of Pomona, a working-class town east of Los 
Angeles. And, while globally known among performance art aficionados, 
he continues to live at the far margins of capitalist society, always on the 
verge of being canceled out either by major art institutions or by landlords 
and tax collectors.19 While queer community can be and often is claimed 
in a way that universalizes and excludes, a way that, per Lisa Duggan, is 
“homonormative” and, in Miranda Joseph’s words, colludes with capital-
ism to “legitimate social hierarchies,” it can also flourish organically out of 
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queer practices such as Athey’s myriad performance works and performa-
tive ways of being in the world.20

My strong claim in Queer Communion: Ron Athey was that his queer 
communion consistently shifts and mutates, never residing in a singular site 
or way of being for queer subjects—and thus never acceding to the kinds 
of white-dominant, capitalized, and socially restrictive modes of community 
that Cohen, Duggan, and Joseph identify as a problem. For example, Athey 
might himself get married (for immigration purposes), but he has not agi-
tated to normalize gay marriage (nor is he campaigning against it, ratifying 
a certain form of queer negativity and thereby judging those who choose to 
unite in the law).21 His politics are in and through his work. Athey’s queer 
communion activates what Cohen notes as “the radical potential of queer 
politics, or any liberatory movement, [which] rests on its ability to advance 
strategically oriented political identities arising from a more nuanced under-
standing of power.”22 None of this, however, is explicitly intended as far as 
I can tell. It is Athey’s instinct to expand and circulate within queer social 
spaces, exploring the role of ritual in scripting bodily pleasure and pain, 
bonding with those attending, and thereby forming new alliances and nodes 
of empowerment—this becomes a political move in the sense that he gives 
others (and most likely himself) hope through forming connections out of 
generosity and care.

The mess of Ron Athey’s archive

As Martin Manalansan has argued, queer lives are often compromised, 
messy, and deeply resistant to neat categorization. So, following these vicissi-
tudes, are queer archives. The aforementioned description of Ron Athey’s liv-
ing space, books, and things—turned into an archive by the pressures of the 
harsh real estate market—makes these mutual states of messiness clear. And 
any scholar feels especially blessed when she encounters an archive before the 
archivists at highly capitalized institutions such as the Getty (wonderful as 
they are) get down to business and make sense of materials that were being 
lived with, in, and through—but might well not have had any logical organi-
zation at all in their lived state. Can we even call materials from someone’s 
apartment an ‘archive’ if they have not been organized as such? The Getty 
will inevitably rationalize the archival materials and force them to make a 
kind of sense they in fact do not organically hold.

Certainly, this archive is messy and confusing, as well as radically incom-
plete (to cite one example, the masses of snapshots of Athey and his friends 
stop in the early 2000s with the advent of digital and smart phone photog-
raphy; and the snapshots tend to be dominated by select friends who, one 
assumes, clearly respond to the camera, while other friends are absent or 
nearly so). These quirks speak to the particularity of queer communities as 
well as to those of shifting technologies. In Ann Cvetkovich’s study of queer 
lives, An Archive of Feelings, she theorizes that “trauma challenges common 
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understandings of what constitutes an archive.”23 In this case, the traumas 
that Athey mines in his performances are manifold: from the systematic 
abuse he faced and witnessed among family members as a child, to his radi-
cal fear and rage in navigating his HIV positive status and watching friends 
and lovers die, and the difficulty of continually working at the margins of 
the art world’s remunerative structures and being perennially on the verge of 
eviction.24 Certainly, Athey has had little support to help him conserve his 
work—most of the archiving he has done himself on an ad hoc basis, and 
hence its vibrancy and messiness, a messiness that itself might be thought of 
as queer. This idea is expanded upon by Manalansan, who argues that it is 
precisely the messiness of the everyday lives of queers, who are so often liv-
ing precariously, that aligns with the messiness of their living/lived archives 
of stuff—in the process of what he calls ‘queer worlding.’ Athey’s situation 
makes it clear how useless a romanticization of this lifestyle as ‘bohemian’ 
or ‘creative’ can be in the face of actual poverty and continual precarity—
Manalansan acknowledges this paradox, and points to the way in which 
mess can “gesture to moments of vitality, pleasure, and fabulousness,” while 
also revealing serious struggles to survive.25

Such ideas, born of the relationship to queer trauma and queer archives 
in Cvetkovich’s and Manalansan’s work, find resonance across queer theory 
in ways that return us to the idea of queer community—for example, Lauren 
Berlant’s and Michael Warner’s interest in focusing on “forms of affective, 
erotic, and personal living that are public in the sense of accessible, available 
to memory, and sustained through collective activity.”26 These theories, then, 
provide a way of mobilizing the concept of the archive in the service of under-
standing the hinge between an individual life (here, Athey’s) and the commu-
nities and collective activities relating to his life and work—which he has 
formed or helped constitute, and in which he has participated. As Cvetkovich 
and others have argued, shared suffering (or trauma) has often defined queer 
community—most obviously as precipitated by the AIDS crisis and societal 
homophobia, but in this case also through Athey’s own family upbringing 
and shared experience with others who have been subjected to religiously 
motivated and/or family abuse. Such trauma, in Cvetkovich’s argument, can 
bring people together and, in the most productive cases, through joined and 
complementary creative energies, can form alternative communities and pub-
lics that make a difference, sometimes between the possibility of survival and 
life and the otherwise inevitability of a harrowing hardscrabble existence at 
the margins and early death.

In fact, this dynamic very often takes place through performance, as 
Cvetkovich notes: “Queer performance creates publics by bringing together 
live bodies in space, and the theatrical experience is not just about what’s 
on stage but also about who’s in the audience creating community.”27 José 
Esteban Muñoz explored this queer performative “worldmaking” as deeply 
connected to “queer evidence,” which is often of political necessity veiled 
or coded—such that “ephemera” often serves as evidence of queer acts in 
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history.28 To his point, while Athey is arguably one of the best-known perfor-
mance artists in the world among aficionados of the medium, few art histor-
ians have written about his practice, no one had ever exhibited the work in 
a large-scale retrospective until the exhibition in 2021, and his performance 
oeuvre has thus remained largely ignored by official histories of contempo-
rary art (performance studies is another story, but even there his work has 
been somewhat marginalized).29

How can we ‘exhibit’ Athey’s work via archival elements without destroy-
ing its power as uncontainable and uncommodifiable? Is it impossible? This 
question brings us back decisively to the question of conservation in relation 
to live art. By definition, any consideration of a live art work after its per-
formance has been completed requires relying on acts of preservation (even 
if only through spectators’ memories, for those who experienced the work 
directly as it was performed). In this sense memory is conserving the perfor-
mance and bringing it forward into the present. And of course texts on the 
performance and photographic or videographic documentation of it simi-
larly play a key role. Writing about or exhibiting live art through its remains 
(texts, documents, videos) are inherently acts of conservation and must be 
understood as such. In fact, one could argue that live art exposes precisely 
the conservational impulse behind all curation and exhibiting practices in the 
visual arts.

In this light it is instructive to look at one of Athey’s most intense works, 
and the only one that has been explicitly relational (directly involving the 
audience in the action). Incorruptible Flesh/Dissociative Sparkle (c. 2006) 
is a durational performance involving the direct participation of audience 
members to soothe the artist as he lies naked and penetrated by a baseball 
bat for six hours, with his eyes pinned back such that he requires caretaking 
with eye drops (as directed or performed by gallery assistants; Figure 4.6). 
It cannot be displayed as such after it is over because, as Jennifer Doyle has 
argued, “[t]he real ‘show’ in this performance is not Athey’s body itself, but 
the spectacularization of our communal relationship to it.”30

Indeed, precisely because of the violence of his self-exposure and render-
ing of himself vulnerable to us as audience members, Athey exacerbates the 
ontological potential of live art to activate the relationality of all interpreta-
tion, wherein we are called upon to engage in the circuits of meaning and 
value around the work (which does not exist as a ‘thing’ outside of these 
circuits). This does not mean that the work is ‘authentic’ because it is live 
performance (whatever that means). It simply points to Athey’s capacity to 
render the live body specific in its coextensivity with emotions, thought, 
pleasures of the flesh, and selfhood, and in relation to the bodies of oth-
ers—it is thus only by stroking his body or putting eye drops in his eyes in 
Incorruptible Flesh/Dissociative Sparkle that the performance takes place, 
making haptic engagement a hallmark of the interactive intimacy inher-
ent to the work.31 The lived experience of the work thus cannot be ‘con-
served’—by definition, as Phelan asserted, this experience is ontologically 
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distinct from any remainders that are displayed to memorialize the perfor-
mance. But the remainders from the performance (documentation, props, 
Athey’s and his audience members’ memories as expressed verbally and in 
writing) certainly can be, as my exhibition and its catalogue make clear. By 
attempting to display elements from Athey’s career-long performance prac-
tice and queer creative life, almost all elements drawn from his archive with 
which I had been living, I sought both to trouble what the art museum or 
gallery sets itself out to do and to provide some access to representative ele-
ments of Athey’s work, as complex and impossible to summarize or contain 
as it is (see Figure 4.7).

The archival bits point to the limits of the gallery’s tolerance for the 
detritus of the live (its drive to turn the live artist’s body into a fetish or 
 commodity—per the Museum of Modern Art’s reifying 2010 exhibition of 
the work of Abramović, noted earlier). The range of materials chosen for 
Queer Communion: Ron Athey, albeit in seriously redacted form since the 
spaces allotted are limited and performance materials have been damaged or 

Figure 4.6  Ron Athey, Incorruptible Flesh: Messianic Remains at Grace Space, Bush-
wick, New York, July 2013; photograph by Slava Mogutin.
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lost, pointed to the vast array of themes, symbolic regimes, and emotional 
registers activated in Athey’s work.

But, of course, the task of adequately ‘representing’ Athey’s career, his 
creative energy, or his queer life work is impossible. I could only suggest and 
make clear that the show represented only one way to imagine Athey’s life 
work. Muñoz understands the extent to which careers such as Athey’s pro-
duce ephemeral bits and pieces as historical ‘evidence’ of a complex queer life 
and creative project that challenges the Euro-American knowledge building 
process—whereby ‘great men’ produce large-scale singular ‘art’ objects that 
remain static through time, to be studied for the ‘truth’ of a culture and its 
histories and displayed in hallowed art museums or galleries. Athey’s prac-
tice, indeed, can be perfectly characterized per Muñoz’s notion of “Queer 
acts” that “contest and rewrite the protocols of critical writing,” and I would 
assert that the protocols of curatorial work and art-historical interpretation 
do so as well (and even more so). Hence my perhaps embarrassingly per-
sonal insertions in the catalogue echoed here. Since performances can only 
be remembered (conserved) as live events in the embodied experience of indi-
viduals who witnessed them, in exhibiting or historicizing performance, one 
should—in my view—make one’s perspective clear. This does not preclude 
exhibiting or historicizing performances one did not witness. It is to say that 

Figure 4.7  Installation view of Queer Communion: Ron Athey, showing vitrine with 
sketches and materials relating to Athey’s multimedia performance Joyce 
(2002) and his upbringing and interest in religious ritual; Institute of Con-
temporary Art, Los Angeles, June 19–September 5, 2021; photograph by 
Jeff McLane/ICA LA.
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such a project would just be different, having more to do with performance 
documentation than liveness.

In both cases, one is offering an interpretive framework, and one that itself 
changes the work. To this end, I take seriously Muñoz’s proposal that—with 
creative life projects such as Athey’s—we might better replace the idea of 
interpretation with the energy of “decipherment,” a term he borrows from 
Caribbean novelist and critic Sylvia Wynter. He cites Wynter’s text as follows:

Rather than seeking to “rhetorically demystify,” a deciphering turn 
seeks to decipher what a process of rhetorical mystification does. It 
seeks to identify not what texts and their signifying practices can be 
interpreted to mean but what they can be deciphered to do, it also seeks 
to evaluate the “illocutionary force” and procedures with which they 
do what they do.32

With the case of Athey and the complex ephemeral evidence of his career-long 
exploration of a range of performative, creative projects, we are definitely 
well-advised to heed Wynter’s idea of seeking to decipher the works, explor-
ing the “‘illocutionary force’ and procedures with which they do what they 
do.”33

Rendering a life work based on performance in more-or-less static physical 
form through exhibition is an extremely complex and challenging project. This 
complexity is arguably intensified with the queer archive of a queer person 
who produces queer BDSM performances, all of which evoke intense desires 
and feelings. I found, for example, blood-, sweat-, and mucus-encrusted cos-
tumes and props and (per the Judas Cradle) torture devices in various states 
of cleanliness and repair among the remnants of these works. Some were 
old and had not been retrieved in some time. Others were (and are) continu-
ally re-used by Athey and his collaborators: while I was holding the archive, 
Athey would often come over to my house to retrieve one or another prop to 
be mobilized in a work; and during the run of the show in Los Angeles at the 
Institute for Contemporary Art he pulled some of the props out of the exhi-
bition for a performance of Acephalous Monster down the road at Redcat 
(August 2021). So the archive was (and remains) still ‘living.’

These objects in their effects parallel the visceral emotional frisson pro-
duced by the handwritten texts in Athey’s archive—some scrawled as early as 
his teenaged years or during the period in his mid-to-late twenties when he 
removed himself from the world to deal with a vicious drug addiction. Some 
will (and should) remain private, but others that point to themes in key per-
formances Campbell and I chose to be printed in facsimile in the catalogue. 
Some of the writings and sketches, unpublished (in their original scrappy 
form) and published, appeared in their original form either framed or in vit-
rines in the exhibition (see Figure 4.7). There is nothing as wrenching as read-
ing a text labeled “Angry Pain,” for example, which binds together spiritual 
ecstasy and pain with bodily pleasure and suffering, these two coupled darkly 
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with the searing emotion that tends to accompany both (“my soul torn and 
defacated [sic] on”).

Because Athey deploys BDSM strategies of cutting, bleeding, binding, and 
piercing throughout his works, the ephemerality of his performances is all 
the more glaringly evident as a gap in understanding that is inevitable to 
displaying their documents and remains. As Amber Musser argues in her lyri-
cal study of the function of masochism in art, Sensational Flesh, masochism 
opens up the simultaneous internal/external effect (and affect) of sensation 
as related to power (after all, masochism is motivated by the desire to be 
dominated). She notes, in an observation particularly apt in relation to live 
performance, that an assumption that one’s sensation would be shared by 
others produces sensation as “both individual and impersonal; it occupies a 
sphere of multiplicity without being tethered to identity.”34 Artists deploying 
BDSM explicitly refuse the structures of authentication that function in art 
institutions to pin down the artist as identified. While we all may think we 
know that Ron Athey is a white gay male artist who is HIV positive, witness-
ing a performance will expose the limits of attaching these labels to a com-
modifiable quantity (to an art world ‘identity’ that can be mobilized easily 
within the late capitalist circuits of the gallery and its related institutions). 
This unknowability exacerbates the complexity of people as humans (rather 
than author functions, as Michel Foucault would have put it): in my case, 
I have known Ron for years, have lived his archive, and yet I hardly know 
him at all.35 Carla Freccero calls forth this poignant complexity in relation 
to queer lives:

teleology is so crucial to our imaginings of time: we’re born and then 
at the end, yup, we die. / When I desire . . . I struggle against the brutal 
hegemony of the visual’s conceptualization of the body—overwhelmingly, 
in this culture anyway, structured by linear time—for what might other-
wise be a far queerer experience of the body’s persistence in time.36

In the end, bleeding on stage cannot be contained or marketed with the 
same ease as the acts and materials associated with a performance such as 
Abramović’s offering of herself (her body contained, unmoving, and contem-
plative) as an object in her 2010 retrospective The Artist is Present. Feelings 
and desires are evoked and are unpredictable, individual, changing over time 
and through memory or misremembering.

The catalogue as conservation? Honoring queer time

I have admitted my partiality, my personal investment in Ron Athey’s career, 
my over-proximity to his archive, my inability to distance myself from his 
torn and shattered yet epically alive forms of embodiment. All of these none-
theless could not deter me from this attempt to “do queerness” (borrowing a 
term of Muñoz’s) through this attempt at mounting a retrospective of Athey’s 
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work.37 Whether or not this successfully honored the queerness of Athey’s life 
and work, such that others experienced aspects of it, will inevitably reside 
with the many who have experienced the exhibition and catalogue. The chal-
lenges are clear, and some of them outlined earlier. At the very least I hoped 
to honor queerness at least enough to produce curiosity and perhaps awe 
in visitors, instilling a desire to study and understand and encounter more 
of Athey’s work in relational ways that inspire them to accept the potential 
queerness in themselves.

Because Athey’s work specifically challenges our desire to make a singular 
subject of him (to identify him firmly), the best way forward in exhibiting or 
writing about (conserving) his work seemed to be to deploy a range of ele-
ments relating to past performances—the “ephemera as evidence” of which 
Muñoz writes so eloquently—and to place them in relation to the queer com-
munities Athey has, since his teens, been a part of. This strategy maintained 
the double advantage of avoiding the pretense that we could ever fully docu-
ment, exhibit, or understand his complex and relational performances, and 
of providing a model (one among many possible) for how to understand 
queer histories and BDSM performance art in particular (in this case through 
the work of Athey). Accordingly, the exhibition was divided into sections 
reflecting the communities Athey has helped form, circulated within, produc-
tively skirted, or otherwise engaged throughout his career—Religion/Fam-
ily; Music/Queer Clubs; Performance Art; Culture Wars; Literature/Opera/
Theater; and Communion (which included artworks by friends, including a 
series of portraits of Athey, as well as a rolling slide show of over one hun-
dred photographs of Athey with friends from over the decades, mostly from 
the archive). The sections were arranged in a roughly chronological fashion, 
indicating the order within his life in which he began to participate in or to 
help form the community.38 But the chronology was never intended to be 
neat and teleological; it was, rather, recursive and overlapping, mirroring the 
queer time of Athey’s complex, multifaceted life work.

If anything, the queer time of Athey’s work points to what Freccero has 
called “intergenerational quasi-relationality” (although here, it is worth not-
ing that Athey and I are the exact same age; it was future viewers and schol-
ars interested in his work whom I hoped to address through this evocation of 
queer temporalities).39 Athey has long embraced multigenerational audiences 
and friends and collaborators. For example, by the early 1990s, when he 
moved out of the punk and club scenes and lifted himself beyond addiction 
and the therapeutic frameworks connected to that moment, Athey’s work 
began directly bringing diverse generations of people together or cementing 
communities; he began acting with increasing confidence as solo artist, col-
laborator, creative director, producer, boss, mentor, inspiration, colleague, 
and/or friend or lover from this time. These bonds are actual and continue to 
this day—and they are relational and intergenerational. They mark Athey’s 
increasingly wide circuits of friendships and fierce erotic and/or platonic love 
connections, but are also sometimes attenuated or sundered by death (often 
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from complications due to AIDS) or estrangement. They tie together crea-
tive people from a vast range of backgrounds, primarily in the United States, 
Canada, and Europe (but also Mexico and beyond).

Producing performances that enact communal imaginings of aestheti-
cally yearning queer lives, Athey has always worked within and across 
generations of queer creatives in a way that makes life worth living for his 
compatriots at the subcultural margins of Euro-American culture—although 
this is pretty clearly not his key motivation (which has more to do with a 
burning curiosity and creative impulse, an inability to do otherwise). In this 
way, Athey activates the power of filiation that saves those who remain 
unembraced by (or who violently reject) the heteronormative structures of 
nuclear family that dominate Euro-American concepts of self as belonging. 
As we saw Sedgwick describe this situation, queer is less about “identity” 
and more about alignments through “performative acts of experimental 
self-perception and filiation.”40 Filiation has the capacity to save us from 
isolation, even as we wend our way toward our inevitable ends (which are 
potentially so much closer for those diagnosed as HIV positive in the 1980s 
and 1990s, such as Athey). Existing relationally, those in this network of 
beloved Athey comrades refuse the radical isolation that an intolerant society 
forces upon the queer.

It was this consideration of the potential of Athey’s work to constitute 
networks of queer allies that guided the selection of authors in the cata-
logue as well. As co-editors, Andy Campbell and I, in fact, represent two 
different generations and approaches of historians/theorists committed to 
queer (and feminist) community, and we shared a concern to include authors 
from diverse generations, geographies, disciplinary points of view, family or 
cultural backgrounds, and manifested sex/gender identifications in selecting 
our choice of contributors. Nearly every thinker, friend, co-performer, docu-
mentarian/photographer, artist, curator, and historian to whom we sent an 
invitation replied with eagerness, exemplifying (as Andy put it to me) the inti-
mate bonds Ron has cultivated throughout his life. We were forced to leave 
out dozens more. But the main goal was achieved: to include multiple views 
from different community members or allies from a range of generations, 
geographical locations, parts of Athey’s life/work, and professional positions 
(some are scholars, others are curators, friends or former collaborators, and 
admirers from afar). The essays are written in a range of voices—some are 
scholarly, others (most) are more diaristic and personal.

In addition to the noted facsimiles of Athey’s writings from the archive, 
the catalogue also includes a series of “Object Lessons”—short essays going 
deeply into the psychic and embodied experience of engaging one object from 
the archive and appearing in the exhibition (see Figure 4.8).41

Complementing the physical/material, phenomenological, emotional, and 
psychological experience of the show (which was in both venues installed to 
draw the visitor through the various communities/moments of Athey’s life 
work), Campbell and Ana Briz (an emerging scholar of performance art) also 
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Figure 4.8  Andy Campbell’s “Object Lesson” (“HIV Lifecycle Model”) commenting 
on an object in Ron Athey’s archive, as published in Queer Communion: 
Ron Athey catalogue, page 314.
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produced a timeline for the catalogue, which includes key turning points in 
Athey’s life and career as well as contextualizing local, global, and national 
milestones.42

In this way, the catalogue acts today as an extension of the exhibition 
beyond its two moments in New York and Los Angeles in 2021. The cata-
logue is thus itself an act of conservation: a ‘document’ of the exhibition, 
even as the many archival materials act as ‘documents’ or remainders of 
the performances. Needless to say, the entirety of the show—including the 
many different forms of video, textual, and photographic documentation, 
costumes, and other materials—can never be fully experienced beyond those 
2021 moments, any more than Athey’s performances could be ‘represented’ 
by an exhibition or catalogue. These elements of a creative life in perfor-
mance art are incommensurate with ‘conservation.’ And yet we must try, lest 
entire careers be forgotten. The trying must be accompanied by extensive 
contextualization (like this essay), pointing out the moments of incommensu-
rability and acknowledging the ontological difference between performing or 
experiencing a performance live and understanding it after the fact.
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What does the concept of conserving performance entail from your 
unique perspective, and, while documentation may be a tool for 
conservation, why is it not necessarily interchangeable with the 
preservation of performance?

I see documentation as the precondition for conservation. In other words, 
documentation provides the data from which performances can be conserved. 
In my book Reactivations (2018), I argue that a beholder can reactivate a 
performance imaginatively from its documentation.1 This is the purpose of 
documentation—to make the performance accessible after the fact to an 
interested audience. I understand conservation to be an elaboration of this 
process, whereby the conservator reactivates the performance from its docu-
mentation and other archived materials for an audience. Conservation is thus 
a step beyond documenting and archiving documentation.

I should also say that by ‘reactivation,’ I do not mean only reenactment, 
but anything that gives an audience an experiential sense of the performance. 
Reenactment is thus a form of conservation, though it is not the only form. 
In this context, I often think of dance and the body-to-body transmission of 
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performance knowledge. As I understand it, this is how Marina Abramović 
works with the people who reenact her performances: she trains performers 
in the physical disciplines her work requires.2 These reenactments certainly 
derive from documentation (including Abramović’s memory), but her perfor-
mances are also conserved in the bodies of the people who reenact them as 
well as her own. These physical memories constitute a kind of documenta-
tion, but they also preserve the embodied performance itself, which docu-
mentation does not necessarily do. Such practices extend well beyond the 
art world. For example, there is a rock band called the Dark Star Orchestra 
that reenacts specific past performances by the Grateful Dead.3 This, too, is 
a way of conserving both specific performances and performance practices 
in the bodies of the musicians that also involves photographic and audio 
documentation.

How can we differentiate between the practices of documentation, 
archiving, and conservation, and what is the interplay between 
these activities in preserving cultural heritage and knowledge for 
future generations?

In short, to document is to create a record of a performance. To archive is to 
organize and preserve these records and other materials related to the perfor-
mance, and to conserve is to use the archived documentation/information to 
make the performance accessible after its original iteration (whatever form 
that took).

You say that you do not consider documentation to be synonymous 
with conservation but rather view it as a prerequisite for 
conservation. Furthermore, you suggest that documentation need 
not be limited to the pre-performance or performance stage but 
can also be generated retrospectively. In light of this, I am curious 
about the methods and techniques that can be employed to 
document performances retrospectively.

In some cases, reenactment is a technique of retrospective documentation. 
For example, the photographic documentation of Vito Acconci’s Following 
Piece (1969), for which he followed randomly chosen individuals through 
the streets of New York until they went inside, derived from his reenact-
ing something he claimed to have done previously. In a more general sense, 
documentation is always retrospective, even when it is produced contempo-
raneously with the performance, because it references the future by making 
the performance accessible after its initial iteration. Chris Burden’s docu-
mentary practices exemplify another kind of retrospective documentation, 
since the photos that depict his performances are modified from those of the 
performed event. For example, the most widely circulated image of Burden’s 
Trans-Fixed (1974), for which he was crucified on a Volkswagen Beetle, is a 
grainy, atmospheric, black-and-white picture in which the figure and the car 
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occupy the whole frame and seem to emerge from darkness. Other images of 
the event are brighter, in color, and show the nondescript garage in which the 
car was parked. The whole effect of these images is far more prosaic. The per-
formed event thus serves as raw material from which the documented perfor-
mance is created through post-production. Babette Mangolte’s film of Robert 
Morris’s performances, Four Pieces by Morris (1993), could also be consid-
ered a kind of retrospective documentation, though I think the category of 
conservation might be more useful here since the films provide access to an 
experience of the performance derived from documentation and memory.4

What is your perspective on conserving performances that only 
exist as photographic reality, despite never having taken place 
physically? I am curious about this in light of your statement 
that a performance can be considered real as long as it has been 
documented, regardless of whether it actually occurred in a 
physical space.

I’m intrigued by this question, but I don’t have a good response to it yet. 
I wonder whether, in such cases, documentation is co-extensive with conser-
vation since the performance took place only in the space of the photograph. 
To preserve the photograph is thus to conserve the performance. In light of 
what I  was saying earlier about reenactment as a means of conservation, 
I  suggest that such reenactments should take the same form as the initial 
work. In other words, a reenactment of Yves Klein’s famous Leap into the 
Void (1960), a photograph showing Klein leaping out of a second-story win-
dow, should be another photograph, not a live recreation of the action Klein’s 
photo depicts.

What about instances where a few photographs, or even a single 
image, come to be synonymous with the whole performance?

The iconic image often represents a performance as a single picture that peo-
ple associate with the entire event. The black-and-white image of Burden’s 
Trans-Fixed that I mentioned earlier is an example. While a single image may 
not accurately reflect the whole experience of a performance, I don’t believe 
it’s merely reductive. For one thing, a still image can convey more than meets 
the eye, as it implies what happened just before and just after the moment 
captured. Additionally, I’ve conducted experiments where I  showed a still 
image from American Moon (1960), a Happening by Robert Whitman, and 
then a film of the same moment. My audiences didn’t necessarily feel they 
gained more information from the moving image. I think the still image or 
single image can have more power than we give it credit for, and it may con-
vey more than just an isolated moment or a static representation of a dynamic 
event. For instance, Walter Murch, the celebrated film editor, used one image 
to represent each scene or significant moment in the films he worked on.5 
In short, while I acknowledge that the iconic image may not represent the 
entirety of a performance, I also believe that there is more to the still image 
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than is typically allowed for, and the representation of a performance in a 
single image may not necessarily be an ontological betrayal of the event. Nev-
ertheless, one of the things the restoration of performance art could involve 
is the rebuilding of our understanding of what a performance was by putting 
the iconic image back into the context of the performance as a whole.

What are your thoughts on the issue of authorship in performance 
documentation, particularly with regard to historical performances? 
It’s common for the documentation of a performance to be 
displayed under the name of the performer rather than the 
photographer or videographer who recorded it. What do you think 
about this practice?

I’ve been thinking about this for a while, especially in the context of historical 
performance art. In New York, there were photographers like Peter Moore 
and Babette Mangolte who made a name for themselves by documenting art 
performances. Moore was more active in the ’60s while Mangolte was more 
prominent in the ’70s. These photographers, and many others, became go-to 
sources for performers who wanted their work to be captured in photographs.

That performance art has been assimilated into the idea of the art object 
is evident from the ways photographers and videographers have documented 
performances over the years. At the start, the identity of the photographer 
was deemed less important than the work itself and the performer who cre-
ated it, just as if they were photographing a static work, and this remains true 
in most cases. However, more recently, some artists have begun to use perfor-
mance photography as material for their own work, which has led to a reas-
sertion of authorship over this documentation. For instance, Mangolte has 
staged exhibitions using her performance photography as material, which has 
enabled her to use it in ways that go beyond its original function, such as her 
installation Looking and Touching (2007), in which viewers were invited to 
sort through and compare multiple images of the same performances. While 
the photographer’s or videographer’s role in documenting performances tra-
ditionally has been effaced, there are now instances where their identity as an 
artist in their own right is more prominently asserted. This could betoken a 
shift in the way we understand the documentation of performance art.

Can you conceive of a performance that vanishes? While it is 
plausible for a performance to be forgettable or unremarkable, 
the idea that it vanishes is challenging, as it may still have some 
effect or sway on those who experienced it. Perhaps, after all, 
performance is more robust than its common understanding 
indicates.

This question is inherently paradoxical. If there is no evidence that a per-
formance ever took place, how can we know that it vanished? On the other 
hand, if there is evidence that it happened, then it hasn’t vanished entirely. 
In essence, we cannot discuss the prospect of a performance disappearing 
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entirely because we have no examples to draw from. Even performances that 
are largely forgotten still leave behind some remnants, whether it’s a trace 
of memory or a review in a magazine, which prevents them from vanishing 
entirely.

With a multitude of ways in which performance can exist and be 
preserved, is it feasible to completely eradicate, destroy, or ruin it?

In a world dominated by social media, in which everything seems to be 
captured in some form, it would require considerable effort to completely 
eradicate it! But there is a more subtle process of canonization at work that 
determines which performances are considered to be significant and, there-
fore, whose documentation and preservation are considered to be important. 
Non-canonical performances are less likely to be documented or preserved 
(or their documentation to receive this level of attention) than the canonical 
ones. As I point out in Reactivations, the process of canonization does not 
occur after the fact. We don’t document every possible performance then 
decide later which ones belong in the canon. Rather, the performances we 
take care to document and preserve are those we deem to be canonical a 
priori.

Are there aspects of performance art as a medium that inherently 
complicate the formation of a canon?

To expand a bit on my previous response, canon formation in the context 
of the history of performance art begins with documentation: performances 
that are considered to be important are more likely to be thoroughly docu-
mented. The issue of which performances are considered to be worth docu-
menting and preserving occurred to me while writing in Reactivations about 
theater scholar Michael Kirby and his editorship of the Drama Review dur-
ing the crucial period from 1969 to 1986. Kirby believed that writing was the 
best way to document and preserve performances, that written descriptions 
were more valuable than photographs. He also believed that the purpose 
of documenting performances was to preserve them for future audiences. 
Kirby aimed for a future utopian audience who would understand advanced 
performances better than we can now. But in editing the journal, Kirby had 
to make decisions about which performances were worth documenting and 
preserving for this future audience, and the result of these decisions helped 
to define the canon of performance art. The irony is that Kirby couldn’t pos-
sibly have known what the future audience would find interesting or under-
stand, yet he made decisions about which performances would be available 
to them. The canon, therefore, is a product of past decisions about which 
performances are worth preserving, and what we have access to now is a 
result of those decisions. So the issue of which performances are considered 
to be worth documenting and preserving is an important one, as it shapes 
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our understanding of performance history and what is considered valuable 
in the field.

Not that long ago, performance art wasn’t part of the art-historical 
canon at all, or barely so, because it was perceived as a practice that had 
no place in the art world, or only a very marginal place. And in a lot of 
instances—I’m thinking about the 1970s—some of what I would consider 
to be performance-based works were labeled as ‘process art’ or ‘conceptual 
art.’ For me, those kinds of distinctions are not necessarily that important. 
But even so, in a lot of cases, the work had to be assimilated to a standard art 
category, like sculpture, for example, in order to be considered as art at all. 
Performance art has only recently become a canonical category. And as we 
know, it’s only very recently become institutionalized through museums, gal-
leries, and festivals. Unresolved questions around how performance art fits 
into the cultural economy of visual art include: How is it saleable as art in the 
art market? How is it displayable as art in the realm of museums?

Given that a performance can take many forms and repeat through 
different times, places, and mediums—not to mention bodies—how 
do you define a performance work?

My approach to this question involves a fairly traditional notion of the work, 
namely, that a performance work employs performance as a key medium 
and has an identity and integrity. I do not limit performance works to live 
performances, and I tend to consider works that employ performance to be 
performances even in cases where others might think of them as films or 
photographs (Klein’s Leap into the Void is an example). I believe that each 
iteration of the work, whether a new rendition in a different medium or a 
new staging or interpretation, sheds fresh light on it and can reveal what it 
means or how it functions in a variety of different contexts. These iterations 
have to retain the identity of the work and, at the same time, further that 
identity. Otherwise, the idea of their being iterations of a work becomes 
meaningless. Unless the work is completely open-ended, there has to be at 
some point an iteration that is so far off from what the work is that it is no 
longer considered an iteration of that work. Although I adhere to a notion 
of the work as something that has a continuous identity across its iterations, 
I don’t consider the work to be deterministic of its iterations. Some pieces are 
structured to be more deterministic than others but, ultimately, I don’t think 
the work determines its iterations.

As I’ve said, there are canonical performance works, but there are also 
canonical iterations of performance works. David Tudor playing John Cage’s 
4’33” (1952) is a canonical iteration. People have even said if you don’t per-
form it the way David Tudor performed it, you’re doing it wrong.6 (They are 
referring to the gravity, focus, and elegance of gesture Tudor brought to the 
work.) I don’t agree with that, but it represents an attitude that lies behind 
many of the objections to reperforming historical works. There’s a kind of 
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privilege associated with the original performance—an Allan Kaprow Hap-
pening, for example—a supposition that it possesses some kind of aura that, 
the fear is, cannot be recreated through the reperformance. I  think that’s 
another aspect to consider—trying to avoid the trap of canonizing particular 
iterations of performances, let alone particular works.

Performance art, to a very large extent, started off as one-off events. 
Kaprow specifically said at one point that each Happening should be per-
formed only once.7 Fast-forward to where we are today. It’s as if that notion 
of the unique performance or the one-off performance is lost in the dust. 
Ragnar Kjartansson, whose work I enjoy a great deal, is a good example of 
an artist who not only distributes his works across different platforms (live 
performance and video installation in particular) but who also repeats live 
events at different venues. His An Die Musik (2012) is a piece in which eight 
pairs of singers and pianists spread out in the performance space perform 
Schubert’s song of that title simultaneously and repeatedly. It premiered at 
the Migros Museum für Gegenwartskunst in Zurich in 2012 and has also 
been performed at the London Contemporary Music Festival and the Reyk-
javík Art Museum, both in 2017. He is but one of many people whose perfor-
mances are completely designed for reiteration and to be performed multiple 
times in different places. The question that I’m pondering right now is, how 
different is this from theater? Earlier on, and in the minds of some people still 
to this day, performance art was thought to be a kind of performance that 
isn’t theater, even anti-theatrical. And I’m wondering if by now, it has become 
theater. Not entirely, because it’s obviously not institutionalized as theater, 
it’s institutionalized as visual art, but in terms of its processes and procedures 
and some of the assumptions behind it, performance seems to have become 
increasingly theatricalized.

Are there any examples you have in mind of iterations of 
performance works that you think are so false to the identity of the 
work, however defined, that they ultimately don’t count as  
the work?

As you know, I  wrote an essay about Cage’s 4’33”.8 As a consequence, 
I watched a lot of performances of that piece. I’m not going to say that if 
you don’t do it like David Tudor, you’re not doing it right. But I will say that, 
over time, I think this piece has become very diluted, to the extent that any 
framing of four minutes and thirty-three seconds—and maybe throw in a 
musical instrument—becomes a performance of it. I think Cage would prob-
ably be okay with this, and I don’t think it’s a hideous violation of the work’s 
integrity. But at the same time, we’ve reached the point where the substance 
of the work has gotten lost under the surface of the work, which is easy to 
replicate, while the deeper aspects of it, which have to do with the ideas of 
duration as the materiality of music and of the piece as an articulation of time 
in performance, are not. But I try to be open-minded about how performers 
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interpret their material. I  can’t think of a lot of examples of iterations of 
performances that betray the work because I’m not looking for them. As 
I said earlier, I do believe as a theoretical proposition that there is a limit past 
which an iteration is no longer an iteration of the work, but in terms of my 
experiencing things in the world, I’m not particularly hoping to find deviant 
interpretations to get upset about.

A work might iterate in different iterations or reenactments, 
reperformances and so on, and each of those is somehow similar to 
the original act. But the work might also spread out into  
relics—objects—documents that are no longer performative 
iterations. The work becomes something else. In the case of Nam 
June Paik’s Zen for Film (1962–64), the work becomes a filmic 
relic, no longer the projection. To keep a 16mm film in a film 
can and present it as such—a sacrosanct object prevented from 
performing its original function—seems to me close to a form of 
veneration familiar from religious objects. Perhaps we might speak 
of a relic of a filmic performance that documents certain aspects of 
the reality of a performance but that is no longer the performance 
itself.9 How might that complicate the identity of a performance?

Zen for Film is a really interesting example, and I  find your commentary 
on it compelling. I might come at it from a different angle. It seems to me a 
curious case in which the historical trajectory from cult value to exhibition 
value, identified by Walter Benjamin, has been reversed. A filmic performance 
intended to be projected (performed, exhibited) has been transformed, as 
you say, into an inaccessible object. As Benjamin observes, “Today the cult 
value would seem to demand that the work of art remain hidden,” and this 
is exactly what has happened with Zen for Film.10 This reassertion of cult 
value, its implicit refusal of exhibition value and its implications are fascinat-
ing subjects I hope we can pursue in another conversation.

To me, the term ‘relic’ suggests objects used in performances such as 
props, settings, furniture, etc., that may be exhibited as works thereafter. 
I have difficulty in thinking of these as iterations of the performance itself, 
however. Chris Burden used the term ‘relic’ to describe artifacts he used in 
performances then spun off as sculptural objects, often presented in elegant 
vitrines. Given the mortification of the flesh that many of Burden’s perfor-
mances entailed, his use of a term with religious overtones is surely not acci-
dental, though his relics are entirely given over to exhibition value. A relic 
of Burden’s Trans-Fixed consists of two blood-stained nails, presumably the 
ones with which he was crucified to the Volkswagen, elegantly displayed on 
red velvet. These objects fulfill one of the functions of performance docu-
mentation: they provide evidence that the performance took place. They 
also make the viewer’s reactivation of the performance more visceral: see-
ing bloody nails is not the same as imagining them. The fact that Burden 
always accompanied his relics with written texts in which he describes the 
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performance matter-of-factly in the first person suggests, however, that the 
relics do not convey enough information about the performance to serve 
as free-standing documents, but take on meaning only as concretions of an 
event described by other means.

What role does intention play in performance, and what role 
might it play in performance conservation? I’m thinking here not 
only of the traditional authorial model, but also a model that 
involves a network of different people involved in performance, 
perhaps including actors that are asked to perform a ‘delegated 
performance.’

There are multiple levels of intention involved in performance, its documen-
tation, and its preservation. Performance is always an intentional act, even if 
the intent is to allow for things to happen that are not predictable. Allowing 
for the unintentional to occur is necessarily intentional! Documenting perfor-
mance is also an intentional act, particularly in the choice of documentary 
medium and how the medium is used. Both Peter Moore and Babette Man-
golte, the two performance photographers I mentioned earlier, sought to sub-
ordinate their own presence as photographers to the intentions of the artists 
whose work they photographed.11 The institutionalization of performance art 
has also been intentional. There is a deliberate effort to make performance 
into something that can be institutionalized as art. This is not happening 
spontaneously. It’s driven by specific people—curators, gallerists, and artists 
themselves—with the fairly specific goal of trying to find a place for perfor-
mance art in the structures of the art world and art market. The processes of 
documentation, archiving, restoration, conservation, and curation we’ve been 
talking about all contribute to the process of institutionalization. I am neither 
a curator nor a conservator, so I don’t know to what degree the artist’s intent 
is seen as important in these contexts. But I find Wimsatt’s and Beardsley’s 
critique of the ‘intentional fallacy,’ an old concept in literary criticism, per-
suasive. They raise the question of how one is to determine the artist’s intent. 
If the artist did what they intended, one need only look at the work itself. If 
not, one has to look outside the work for something that is not actually an 
aspect of it.12 If I am restoring, or even just cleaning, a painting, let alone 
conserving a performance work, does my understanding of what I should do 
come primarily from the work itself or from information external to it?

The question of intention in the case of ‘delegated performance’ is com-
plex and requires a more extensive discussion than we can get into here. 
Going back to Happenings, Michael Kirby described the kind of performing 
he saw in them as task-based, and suggested that the performer need have no 
intention other than to execute a physical task, ascribing artistic intention to 
the artist who designed the event rather than the performer.13 I recently inter-
viewed Lyn Bentschik, a performance artist who reperformed some of Marina 
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Abramović’s work for European museum shows.14 Although we did not talk 
directly about intention, Bentschik’s comments suggest that their intention 
was not to recreate Abramović’s performances but to perform Abramović’s 
pieces faithfully, but in their own way. In thinking about reperformance as 
a mode of conservation, the question of how intention is construed on all of 
the levels I’ve mentioned is worth examining.

In some sense, even in a purely imaginative way, the internal 
experience of a performance has something to do with the 
spectatorship of a performance. How might that internal 
experience be transmitted and preserved?

One of the biggest questions regarding preservation and conservation has 
to do with the audience experience. Maybe things are changing, but, con-
ventionally and traditionally, what is preserved and documented from per-
formance is what the artist does and not the audience’s participation and 
reaction. This becomes obvious in the exclusion of the audience from docu-
mentation. For the most part, the documentation of performance has been 
much more in the fine art tradition of preserving the work than in the eth-
nographic tradition of gathering information about the event and all of its 
participants. I am not saying this as a criticism. I have thought a lot about 
audience over the course of my career, and I still find it difficult to imagine 
a good way of capturing or understanding the imponderability of audience 
experience, especially considering that each spectator may have a very differ-
ent experience from every other.

In the last chapter of Reactivations, I talk about a concept that I call “kara-
oke performance art.”15 The chapter addresses one idea about how people 
respond to performance art or any kind of performance. I suggest that people 
watching a performance inevitably want to know how it feels to do what the 
performer is doing. This is a large part of what lies behind the appeal of video 
games like Guitar Hero: they give us the opportunity to share somewhat in 
the experience of performing. The appeal of this is to be able to take on the 
identity and physicality of a rock musician for a moment. For the most part, 
exhibition practices and performance documentation do not acknowledge 
this desire or encourage people to explore it as part of their potential rela-
tionship to the work. Of course, sometimes the performers are doing things 
you can’t do, which is another very important part of performance—that 
you’re watching people who are able and willing to do things you can’t do. 
When I watch a performance, I’m always thinking, what would it be like to 
do that? Maybe I could do it or simulate doing it in a way that’s enjoyable, 
through Guitar Hero or karaoke. Or maybe I can’t; I have this image in my 
head right now of Matthew Barney crawling up the side of the proscenium in 
Cremaster 5 (1997), and I can’t do that, I’ve never been able to do that, and 
will never be able to do it.16 But I can still look at him and think, well, what 
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would that be like? What is that about on a physical and experiential level? 
That’s one of the appeals of endurance art. You will never do anything like it, 
but you can still imagine yourself performing for many hours or six months 
or a year. The tension between being able to imagine it while at the same time 
recognizing that this is an experience you will never have gives the idea of 
endurance its teeth. It is also what can make reperformance poignant. The 
fact that someone other than the artist can undertake the performance makes 
the experience seem more accessible.

The internal experience of the performer is also difficult to capture and 
include as part of the record. I’ve become interested in the phenomenology 
of performing and what it feels like from the performer’s point of view, but it 
is extremely difficult to find information about it. So far, I’ve looked for such 
material primarily with respect to musicians, but it’s very hard to find. You 
really need performers who are able to provide an account of what’s going on 
inside them and can talk about it in a way that doesn’t just fall into clichés or 
serve as a means of furthering their agenda.

That said, information about the internal experience of the performer or 
the audience is necessarily specific to a particular iteration of a particular 
performance. The experience of performing might be very different from 
occasion to occasion. Therefore, unless much data were gathered from mul-
tiple iterations, information about the performer’s experience would tend to 
privilege the particular iteration from which it was gathered. And the task of 
gathering this kind of information from multiple iterations of a performance 
is a daunting one, just as it is for studying audiences.

All questions were contributed by the interviewers. The question on 
authorship was contributed by Aga Wielocha.
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  1 Philip Auslander, Reactivations: Essays on Performance and Its Documentation 
(Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2018), https://doi.org/10.3998/
mpub.9870761.

  2 Philip Auslander and Lyn Bentschik, “On Reperforming Abramović: Lyn Bent-
schik in Dialogue with Philip Auslander,” The Art Section: An Online Journal 
of Art and Cultural Commentary, January 2023, accessed May 10, 2023, www.
theartsection.com/reperformancing. It is noteworthy that Bentschik, who per-
formed Abramović’s works at European museum retrospectives of her work, 
prefers the term ‘reperformance’ to ‘reenactment’ because of the latter’s seeming 
reference to acting.

  3 See Dark Star Orchestra (website), accessed May 10, 2023, www.darkstarorches-
tra.net/.

  4 The film is a reconstitution of the performance work done by the sculptor Robert 
Morris in the 1960s. Four Pieces by Morris, directed by Babette Mangolte (1993), 
16mm color film, 94 min.

  5 Koral Ward, Augenblick: The Concept of the “Decisive Moment” in 19th- and 
20th-Century Western Philosophy (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), 147.

  6 On August 29, 1952, David Tudor premiered the three-movement piece 4’33” as 
part of a contemporary piano music recital at Maverick Concert Hall in Woodstock, 
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http://www.theartsection.com/reperformancing
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New York, a venue for chamber music. The audience, which consisted mainly of 
connoisseurs of music and musicians, witnessed Tudor sitting at the piano and, to 
signify the start of the piece, closing the keyboard lid. This action was repeated for 
the second and third movements, with the lid being briefly opened to indicate the 
end of each movement. For a discussion of 4’33” from a performance perspective, 
see Philip Auslander, “John Cage’s 4’33”: A  Performance Perspective,” Naxos 
Musicology International (website), March 15, 2022, accessed May 12, 2023, 
www.naxosmusicology.com/essays/john-cage-s-4-33-a-performance-perspective/.

  7 “Perform the happening once only. Repeating it makes it stale, reminds you of 
theatre and does the same thing as rehearsing: it forces you to think that there is 
something to improve on.” Allan Kaprow, How to Make a Happening, MassArt, 
1966, vinyl record.

  8 Auslander, “John Cage’s 4’33”.”
  9 Hanna B. Hölling, Revisions: Zen for Film (New York: Bard Graduate Center, 

2015).
 10 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” 

trans. Harry Zohn, in Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken, 
1969), 225.

 11 Auslander, Reactivations, 81–85.
 12 William K. Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley, “The Intentional Fallacy,” The 

Sewanee Review 54, no. 3 (1946): 469.
 13 Michael Kirby, “Introduction,” in Happenings: An Illustrated Anthology, ed. 

Michael Kirby (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1965), 17.
 14 Auslander and Bentschik,“On Reperforming Abramović.”
 15 Auslander, Reactivations, 97–108.
 16 Cremaster 5 (1997) is the final part of The Cremaster Cycle, a series of five films 

completed by artist Matthew Barney between 1994 and 2002. In one scene, the 
character played by Barney scales the opera’s proscenium arch. Matthew Barney, 
Cremaster 5 (1997), 35mm color film with sound, 94 min.
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Introduction

According to sociologist Fernando Domínguez Rubio, museums’ practices 
are made for docile, contained objects such as paintings, and not so much 
for unruly objects such as media artworks and complex installations.1 When 
acquiring such works, museums apply their registration and documentation 
procedures (entry in the database structure, storage of physical elements in 
climatized, often remote facilities) to complex artworks and consequently 
tend to freeze the works and their behavior in order to make them fit within 
their existing infrastructure and mode of operation. This phenomenon also 
applies to performance art, an art form that has been increasingly collected 
by museums and other collecting institutions over the past two decades. Per-
formance art, which brings living, breathing bodies, sound, movement, and 
unpredictability into the museum, might even represent the ultimate unruly 
art form. Its live nature challenges the conventional museum logic, where 
most artworks remain safely stored between periods of display while a few 
chosen, stable works from the collection (often paintings) remain on perma-
nent exhibition. Performance, on the other hand, cannot be stored or hung 
on the wall but needs to be activated regularly to exist and preserve the 
knowledge necessary for its perpetuation.

Along with the surge of performance reenactments of the 2000s (nota-
bly illustrated by Marina Abramović’s Seven Easy Pieces in 2005 at the 
Guggenheim Museum in New York), museums also started collecting live 
performance works. The vast majority of performances entering museum 
collections around this time constitute what art historian Claire Bishop has 
called “delegated performances,” or works that can be performed by hired 
performers “on behalf of the artist,” on the basis of instructions.2 The format 
of the delegated performance has undoubtedly increased the genre’s collect-
ability for institutions because such performances are less tied to the artist’s 
identity and can be repeated several times a day to fit museums’ exhibition 
times.

As this chapter will further investigate, upon entering institutional collec-
tions, performance works often undergo change and transformation to fit 

6  Performance in the museum
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within museum workflows such as database logics or loan requirements. On 
the other hand, performance also pushes museums (and conservators in par-
ticular) to question their established practices and to find new strategies and 
ways of caring for so-called unruly artworks. In this light, recent conservation 
scholarship suggests that performance art (among other contemporary art 
forms) calls for other models of collecting, owning, and caring that enhance 
the reliance on external networks, knowledge, and memories.3 For works 
that are supported by a large network of people, sustaining this network and 
its engagement with the work over time represents the greatest challenge for 
their future activation, and more broadly for their perpetuation.

Yet while numerous scholars and research efforts highlight this new 
direction, the reality remains obstructed by multiple difficulties. Estab-
lished museum policies are not for contemporary art conservators alone to 
adapt; external practitioners and knowledge holders must be coordinated 
and retributed for their work, and the typical workload of museum staff 
doesn’t afford them the time required for the increasingly complex care that 
these works demand over time. Conservation documentation procedures, 
for instance, are becoming more complex and require regular review and 
updates. More over, in the absence of the event, performance persists through 
a broad archive of texts (scores, instructions) and objects (costumes, props, 
leftovers), as well as video and photographic documentation, all items which 
also demand preservation measures.

This is a paradox of live performance, which entered museums under the 
promise of immateriality, yet brings with it a tendency to over-accumulate 
relics and documents, often through fear of missing an important aspect of 
the ephemeral moment. While the accumulation of physical material and 
recordings can create a sense of duty accomplished, the charge of ensuring 
the long-term archiving, accessibility, and comprehensibility of these records 
over time is too often underestimated. All the while, the world is facing 
ecological, financial, and social crises that make it hard to prioritize care 
for artworks—and to justify the accumulation of objects and documents in 
energy-consuming storage rooms or digital repositories.

To inspire novel ways of thinking about performance conservation and 
continuity, the last part of this chapter will offer an analogy between the 
networks of performance and the mycelium that supports the fruiting bodies 
of fungi. Akin to the subterranean mycelium supporting the growth of mush-
rooms, performance is also supported by a living network, consisting not 
only of existing documents and archives, but extending to performers, con-
servators, and other supporting individuals. Both these networks can remain 
dormant in unfavorable conditions and need to be nourished and to find 
a hospitable environment to flourish again (or to make new performances 
possible).

While this idea is not by itself a solution to the many challenges of per-
formance conservation, I believe that linking ecological notions such as resil-
ience, decay, and regrowth to art conservation can help us bridge nature and 
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art conservation thinking, thus overcoming the old Western nature versus 
culture dichotomy. Following Maria Puig de la Bellacasa’s speculative eth-
ics of care,4 mycelium also brings forward the need to consider care for the 
larger social and ecological environment in which artworks exist in relation-
ships with human beings. At a time when many have come to realize that the 
art world can no longer ignore the ecological imperative,5 this perspective 
shall contribute to an expanded understanding of conservation that puts all 
living beings at its center.

How museums make performance art “docile”

In his investigation of the institutional dynamics of an art museum, 
Domínguez Rubio describes how the museum functions as an “objectifica-
tion machine” that transforms artworks into stabilized “museum objects” 
that can be preserved, displayed, and circulated.6 The success of the muse-
alization process depends on the material properties of the artworks and, 
specifically, on whether they behave as “docile” or “unruly” objects: docile 
artworks such as oil paintings, says Domínguez Rubio, are stable and defined 
objects whose material behavior is in concordance with the museum’s estab-
lished practices, as opposed to unruly objects—such as time-based media or 
performance art—which challenge existing policies and hierarchies.7 A con-
sequence of the increasing presence of unruly objects in museum collections is 
that their existence within the collection has to be regulated, in order to turn 
them into stabilized museum objects. Hence, to facilitate their navigation 
within museums’ pre-established workflows and between phases of storage, 
display, or loan, museum professionals tend to contain the works within the 
limits of the existing logic of classification and organization.

Conservation activities play an important part in the larger apparatus 
put in place by museums to make objects docile and thus to reinforce the 
museum’s narrative of control over the objects it owns. This situation high-
lights the problematic dichotomy of collecting practices: when an institution 
acquires an artwork, this act not only conveys a commitment to care for the 
work and preserve it, but also a claim of ownership and exclusive control 
over the work. Even before the work is acquired, during the pre-acquisition 
stage, conservators are asked to estimate the complexities and costs involved 
in maintaining it, already situating the work on a scale of complexity or 
unruliness. As conservator Jack McConchie points out, this constant need to 
provide “efficient, definitive answers” about an artwork’s identity and behav-
ior instills within conservators “an internalized desire towards establishing 
a permanent and stable final form for an artwork” that ultimately feeds the 
museum’s controlling narrative.8

The nature of performance art makes these transformational processes 
even more visible, because institutions struggle to integrate live performance 
into museum procedures that are even more inadequate for representing live 
art than they are for object-based unruly artworks. For instance, museums 
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are forced to establish legal ownership in the absence of a physical object, 
resorting to certificates of authenticity, numbered editions, and loan agree-
ments that may seem like artificial means of describing an immaterial work 
destined to be performed by living bodies. Added to the descriptive docu-
mentation produced or requested by conservators, this vast array of legal 
documents contributes to rendering performance more docile, sometimes 
unnecessarily transforming it or fixing it.

HIGHER xtn. in the museum

The recent acquisition of the performance HIGHER xtn. (2018) by the 
Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam sheds some light on these points of friction 
between performance and institutional practices. This example shows how 
the regular activation of a performance proves to be a difficult commitment 
for a museum to make, and how responsibilities and authority can be nego-
tiated between the artist and the museum to facilitate current and future 
activations of the work. It also highlights some of the difficulties of transfer-
ring the knowledge necessary to support the work’s future existence from the 
artist to the museum.

The Stedelijk acquired the performance HIGHER xtn. by Italian art-
ist and choreographer Michele Rizzo in 2018. Based on the choreographic 
work HIGHER that Rizzo first created for theater in 2015, HIGHER xtn. 
was adapted for the museum context. The work in its museum version is 
about thirty-five minutes long and includes a variable number of dancers 
(including Rizzo) performing a repetitive yet demanding choreography 
based on techno music composed by Italian musician Lorenzo Senni. The 
dancers repeat the same steps in synchronicity with increasing speed, almost 
to the point of trance and exhaustion, all the while moving across the space 
(originally the Stedelijk’s entrance hall) to generate encounters with each 
other (Figure 6.1).

The 2015 theatrical version of HIGHER continues to exist in parallel to 
the 2018 museum version and has been shown numerous times in various 
festival and theater venues. These two versions are defined as completely 
independent works because of their different contexts of activation. The 
modalities of production of the theatrical version are regulated directly by 
the artist and his production and distribution company,9 while the Stedelijk 
is responsible for displaying HIGHER xtn. in institutional contexts, as the 
legal owner of the work.

In practice, when HIGHER xtn. is exhibited at the Stedelijk, the museum 
bears the responsibility for both the costs and logistical aspects of produc-
tion. Meanwhile, Rizzo assumes the role of selecting and instructing dancers 
and participates as a performer himself. However, the scenario becomes more 
complex when the work is lent to other institutions: as the legal owner of 
the work, the museum logically retains the task of overseeing and approving 
the loan, providing all necessary instructions and elements. The borrowing 
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institution assumes the costs and logistics, while the artist remains in charge 
of all aspects of the artistic direction.

Yet given the multitude of loan requests generated by the work’s pop-
ularity, lending the artwork demands a significant allocation of time and 
resources, which could quickly strain the museum’s capacity to effectively 
manage the requests. This highlights how regulating the circulation of art-
works through loans is at odds with the nature of performance itself—a live 
occurrence with distinct production methods, budgets, and scheduling con-
siderations that cannot compare to the transportation and hanging of tradi-
tional paintings. In such cases, making a performance work conform to the 
same loan processes as object-based artworks is not a sustainable solution. 
To overcome this issue, Rizzo and the Stedelijk devised a solution wherein the 
artist was given the liberty to show the work independently in other institu-
tional contexts, limiting the museum’s involvement to the work’s activations 
within the Netherlands (in a similar manner to Rizzo and his production 
company remaining in charge of the theater version of the work from 2015). 
Formally, the acquisition took the form of a limited edition of 1/1, along with 
an “artist’s proof” retained by Rizzo.10 Originally derived from printmaking 
techniques, editioning has become a prevalent way to commodify not only 
prints but also other replicable art forms like photographs or videotapes. 
Nowadays artists use editions to sell digital artworks, installations, and even 
performances in limited editions, thus creating scarcity and increasing their 

Figure 6.1  Michele Rizzo, HIGHER xtn., 2018, performed at the Stedelijk Museum 
Amsterdam on February 3, 2019. Courtesy: the artist and Stedelijk 
Museum Amsterdam; photograph: Maarten Nauw.
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market value. In this context, artist’s proofs are copies or versions of a work 
for the artist to keep and are not intended to be sold.11 For performances 
which include extensive sets or props, these objects can be produced as many 
times as the edition count. But when the work is solely a scripted or choreo-
graphed action to be reperformed, the edition becomes above all a form of 
licensing that limits the number of times the work—conceived as a reprodu-
cible and collectible item—can be sold. Keeping an artist’s proof should allow 
the artist to continue to show the work independently from the institutions 
that own it.

Applying the concept of editioning to performance art may appear artifi-
cial at first, a way of imposing constraints designed for different art forms to 
make performance more object-like and therefore more compliant with the 
art market regime. Indeed, the edition and artist’s proof of a live performance 
appear to be the same work, simply distinguished to be sold several times and 
to guarantee the artist some control over the work even once it is sold.

Yet simultaneously, the existence of the artist’s proof facilitates the art-
work’s evolution beyond the museum’s walls, recognizing that the care of 
the work is linked to its ability to be performed regularly. This situation has 
far-reaching consequences, as it implies a form of collective stewardship of the 
performance, shared between the artist and the museum. It might also suggest 
a possible response to a broad concern of collecting institutions: like other 
recent art genres such as installation art and electronic media, performance 
requires regular activation as part of its responsible maintenance.12 This, 
however, challenges museums’ usual functioning, in which climate-controlled 
storage serves as a safe tool for preserving apparently stable artifacts, where 
artworks can undergo years of storage before being exhibited again.

From this perspective, the Stedelijk’s—and other museums’—efforts 
to allow performance works to exist beyond their institutional control 
demands closer attention. In my opinion, it is important not to interpret 
this over-simplistically as the disengagement of institutions from the costs 
and responsibilities of regularly activating performance works. Instead, it 
highlights the urgent need for an alternative framework that enables institu-
tions to steward performance art without retaining exclusive authority and 
control, allowing the work to exist and develop in different ways or contexts. 
This is crucial to ensure the viability of the artwork and its future modes of 
existence. Rather than resorting to the artificial versioning of performances, 
could this new approach potentially pave the way for collective ownership 
or shared custodianship agreements between museums and artists, or among 
multiple institutions?

Networks, ecosystems, memories: The dispersed knowledge of 
contemporary art

Today the ownership regime within visual arts museums remains largely 
unchallenged. Only the rising expenses associated with the preservation of 
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contemporary art—as well as some museums’ recent openness to exploring 
innovative ownership models—has sparked a few experiments in co-ownership 
or co-stewardship among institutions, or between institutions, artists, and 
communities outside of the institutional sphere. Time-based media artworks 
in particular have become subjects of joint acquisitions, where multiple insti-
tutions collaborate not only to reduce purchase costs but also to collectively 
document and maintain the work. In 2013, for instance, SFMOMA and the 
Metropolitan Museum jointly acquired William Kentridge’s five-channel 
video installation The Refusal of Time (2012), a work deemed so complex 
that two major museums were not too many to preserve it.13

A few examples of recent museum acquisitions of performance also reflect 
this tendency and recognize that essential knowledge is held outside of the 
museum. This is the case for Trisha Brown’s choreographic work Set Reset 
(1983), which entered the Tate collection in 2018. The acquisition comprises 
a set of elements for the stage installation, costumes, music, and archival 
documentation of the performance. Set Reset can be displayed as an installa-
tion, but it also encompasses a license for the Trisha Brown Dance Company 
to perform the choreography. Concretely, this means Tate can mandate the 
company to show the choreographic work but does not legally own this ele-
ment, which remains part of the company’s repertoire.14 Even though Tate 
owns the set elements of the work, they still depend on the company’s knowl-
edge to show and maintain its choreographic part.

The previous examples reflect a larger tendency within contemporary art 
conservation, wherein there is a growing acknowledgement of the intricate 
networks that enable artworks to exist over time and that are crucial to the 
long-term care and maintenance of complex artworks.15 Emphasizing the col-
lective and relational nature of artworks, these networks include a wide array 
of social and material agents, skills, and perspectives that all partake in what 
Vivian van Saaze has described as “doing artworks,” the collective labor 
of displaying installative or performative works.16 Knowledge about a work 
of art is dispersed not only across physical locations within the museum’s 
archive, but it also lives in the bodies and memories of those involved with 
the work—what Hanna B. Hölling refers to as the “virtual archive.”17 In the 
context of performance, Hélia Marçal has described in particular how the 
interpersonal exchange of experience and memories within these networks 
are essential aspects for the works’ preservation.18 Tiziana Caianiello has 
underlined the importance of memory for preserving impermanent artworks 
and has described the roles of documentation and new activations, respec-
tively, for consolidating individual and collective memories about these 
works.19 But this knowledge is not permanently preserved: in her descrip-
tion of memory functions, Caianiello argues that “if a work is not regularly 
presented and does not become subject to consideration in some form . . . its 
memory cannot be consolidated.”20

Consequently, when a work is not exhibited, reperformed, or at least con-
sidered for extended periods of time, the natural tendency to forget knowledge 
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that is not in active use, along with staff turnover within the museum and 
dissolved relationships with external agents, all hinder the future existence 
of the work. For this reason, museums rely heavily on audiovisual and writ-
ten documentation, which play a major role in consolidating memories and 
supporting knowledge transmission. Yet documentation cannot by itself 
replace the maintenance of personal relations.21 The transmission of knowl-
edge about a performance work to future performers or caregivers can be 
supported by documentation but is always mediated by human interaction, 
which builds further on embodied experience and memories.

Collecting institutions are facing a dilemma: they recognize that in order 
to sustain performance-based artworks, they need to create and maintain 
both an extensive documentation and an active network of people—which 
are in turn supported by regular activation—yet in practice they lack the 
time and resources to commit to frequent activations.22 Generally speaking, 
putting on a live performance entails resorting to sets of skills that are novel 
for museums, and which contribute to the aforementioned prohibitive costs: 
performers must be fed, paid, insured and generally cared for, not only for 
the duration of the performance, but also during the preparatory phase.23 
Choreographic works in particular may require an extensive phase of prep-
aration and professional expertise to cast and train new dancers. Besides, 
museums also need to engage specialized technicians for sound and light and 
implement adequate security.

The challenges of transmission

To activate HIGHER xtn., for instance, the Stedelijk relies on professional 
dancers possessing the technical skills and the embodied knowledge of the 
choreography necessary to reperform it. But the museum’s objective is also 
to guarantee the long-term preservation of the artwork in its care: as the 
piece has entered the Stedelijk’s collection, it has become the museum’s duty 
to ensure its ongoing existence. In anticipation of the artist’s absence, the 
museum must then prepare to undertake the transmission of the performance 
to future performers.

In this respect, the museum’s approach to preservation over the long term 
is twofold: Firstly, it involves collecting documentation and materials such 
as recordings of past performances, several artist interviews, and a video 
tutorial created by the artist during rehearsals. Secondly, the strategy relies 
on a network of trusted dancers referred to by Rizzo as “experts,” who 
have extensive experience performing the piece alongside the artist and have 
woven close collaborative relationships with him.24 These experts will in turn 
become responsible for passing on their knowledge to a new generation of 
dancers, with the help of the existing documentation and tutorials.

In practice, however, Rizzo has pointed out the difficulties he has encoun-
tered in maintaining a large enough pool of dancers at the same technical 
level, given the complexity of the choreography, and the fact that the dancers 
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are not part of any official company run by him, and are therefore not 
always available to perform the work upon request. One major challenge, 
he explains, is that most institutions are cutting back on rehearsal time and 
budget in order to be able to show the work, forcing him to always select 
the best-prepared dancers and depriving the less trained of the opportunity 
to practice. This vicious circle widens the experience gap between dancers 
and ultimately diminishes the pool of dancers well qualified to execute and 
transmit the choreography.25

For traditional choreographic works, the transmission of repertoire is an 
established practice within dance companies. But for performance works 
specifically collected in art institutions, this particular form of immaterial 
transmission is difficult to maintain as museums lack both experience and 
specialized staff. Museums must learn how to rely on and support this main-
tenance of practice externally, as demonstrated by Tate’s partnership with 
the Trisha Brown Dance Company to perform Set Reset. In the future, Rizzo 
might also establish his own company responsible for perpetuating the piece 
and thus make it possible to restage the performance at the museum when 
needed. Yet, currently, the Stedelijk already depends on the dancers trained 
by Rizzo as an external, dispersed entity keeping the work alive in their bod-
ies. The museum therefore must have the capacity and willingness to support 
the existence of this external network in order to sustain the work’s contin-
ued existence.

If museums excel at maintaining stable objects over extended periods, they 
lack the experience and frameworks required for sustaining the transmis-
sion of embodied knowledge across generations. The cyclical temporality of 
activations inherent to live performances, intertwined with the presence or 
absence of the people who make them, still stands in contrast to the museum’s 
traditional model of a repository. For artists like Rizzo, who perform their 
creations themselves, it is also disconcerting to contemplate the fate of works 
so closely intertwined with their own life experiences, and, ultimately, their 
mortality. Posterity, or the need to create an estate for their artistic legacy, 
are evidently not yet the concerns of a choreographer under forty years old. 
The question remains: Can the traditional museum model truly adapt to the 
specific temporality of performance?

Novel ways of caring and collecting

I believe that a current example of temporary custodianship offers a valuable 
inspiration: Tate recently engaged in a custodianship agreement involving 
the museum, the Guatemalan artist Edgar Calel, and the Kaqchikel people, a 
Maya community to which the artist belongs. The artwork, titled The Echo of 
an Ancient Form of Knowledge (Ru k’ ox k’ob’el jun ojer etemab’el) (2021), 
entered the collection in 2021. It consists of an installation of several large 
stones arranged as altars, supporting offerings of fresh fruits—an homage to 
the land and ancestors—and encompasses a ritual part that is essential for its 
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installation. Stefan Benchoam, director of the gallery Proyectos Ultravioleta, 
who oversaw the transaction, describes the agreement as follows:

Tate has not acquired indefinite ownership of the work but rather 
accepts temporary custodianship for thirteen years, through which 
Calel offers an opportunity to learn from the lessons stored within the 
work, and the system of knowledge that it holds. After which time, the 
temporary custodianship can be extended for another thirteen years or 
sold to a different institution. If no new custodianship is agreed, the 
work can be disassembled and go back to its rightful owner: nature.26

Embracing custodianship of this artwork implies not only a commitment 
from Tate to preserve the piece, but also a dedication to share the knowledge 
it holds and to financially support the community from whose ritual it origi-
nates. This concept of custodianship, rooted in Mayan traditions, stands as 
a direct challenge to the conventional Western concept of perpetual owner-
ship. Applied to performance, it could foster lasting collaborations that do 
not necessarily have to end up in the museum owning the piece for an infinite 
duration but would put an emphasis on the museum’s duty to learn, share, 
and transmit knowledge about the work.

For performance works (especially those, like HIGHER xtn., that include 
complex choreographic elements), one can argue that the museum, the 
artist, and the community of performers who make the work happen and 
hold knowledge about it are already, in fact, acting as co-custodians of the 
work. The notion of durational and renewable custodianship could therefore 
very well be considered further in the context of performance. The agree-
ment could, for instance, be reviewed at regular time intervals or at deci-
sive moments over the lifetime of the work. This would not only open up 
possibilities to amend contracts or instructions over time, as artists’ careers, 
museums’ missions, and society at large evolve, but also challenge the idea 
that artworks must live in museums ‘forever’ at all costs.27

For now, the legal framework (and mindset) to engage in diverse forms 
of co-custodianship—along with the appropriate handling of rights and 
responsibilities—is still missing. Yet, facing the pressing issues of sustainabil-
ity and social responsibility, museums must consider the ethical implications 
of owning works for which they cannot guarantee continuous, substantial 
care over time. Under these circumstances, temporary custodianship could 
help to strike a balance between the importance of conserving performance 
art in our cultural memory through its institutionalization and the necessity 
to direct support and resources toward artists and performers in the present. 
If a temporary custodianship were defined between the Stedelijk Museum, 
Rizzo, and some trusted performers, if would offer more flexibility to rede-
fine roles and responsibilities in the preservation of HIGHER xtn. It could 
reassure Rizzo about gradually letting go of his personal involvement with 
the work, while also putting less pressure on him to decide his options for 
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an undetermined, remote future. It might even leave the door open for the 
artist to decide that the piece in its current live form should end at a given 
point. Most importantly, the necessity to reevaluate the agreement periodi-
cally implies keeping the relationship between museum and artist open and 
ongoing, thus ensuring that the work’s stewardship remains a collaborative 
and relational endeavor.

While many museums are still grappling with the idea of shifting from a 
traditional ownership concept to a more distributed and relational undertak-
ing, some encouraging examples also demonstrate a willingness to evolve 
and adapt. In addition to the aforementioned examples of collective or tem-
porary custodianship, Tate conservator Libby Ireland, for instance, proposes 
to “shift the relationship between museum and artwork towards that of host 
and guest,” a new framework that might help the museum to “take respon-
sibility for the relationships it initiates” and to commit “as their host, to 
exhibit them.”28 Elsewhere, Brian Castriota and Claire Walsh suggest rede-
fining an artwork’s acquisition as “an extension of ownership,” in which 
“the contents of an institution’s collection and archive are affirmed as shared, 
common resources.”29 Understanding the museum as the ‘host’ of common 
resources—which aligns with stewardship practices already emerging from 
the field of ethnographic collections30—would help recognize that artworks 
have lives and meanings that extend beyond the museum’s walls, and that the 
museum should embrace their outside existence.

Ultimately, when institutions depend on external expertise and experience 
that they cannot ‘own’ in-house, this necessitates letting go of some control 
over the work, but also reimagining the role of the museum, especially as to 
how it can work with external parties in a truly supportive and reciprocal 
manner. So instead of aiming to make the work more docile and compliant 
with its closed system of recording and storing, the museum should embrace 
performance’s inherent vitality as a powerful and generative resource located 
in many places, in diverse forms and bodies—truly a living and functioning 
network of information, somehow comparable to an underground mycelium.

Caring for performance: Nurturing the mycelium

Whether we speak of networks, ecosystems, ecologies, environments, or 
meshwork,31 the idea of an (invisible) interconnected system is central to the 
way contemporary conservation approaches complex artworks and perfor-
mances. The life stories of the artworks themselves have been compared to 
rivers’ trajectories, including their meanders, estuaries, and sources.32 This 
analogy complexifies the notion of artworks’ biographies by accounting for 
“different beginnings, itineraries, dynamics and endings.”33 Building on these 
ideas, I propose to introduce mycelium as a metaphor for the complex sys-
tems and assemblages that support performance.

Mycelium is the vegetative part of a fungus, consisting of a vast network of 
thread-like structures called hyphae. It is vital to the life cycle of the fungus, 
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absorbing and distributing nutrients and supporting the formation of fun-
gal structures (mushrooms). Mycelium’s potential applications have recently 
gained much attention in pharmacology, agriculture, ecology, biotechnology, 
construction, and many other fields because of its sustainability and versatil-
ity: it can not only be used to decompose polymers and toxins, but also to 
produce new drugs, insulation material, or vegan leather. Its complex and 
mysterious nature has given rise to what anthropologist Anna Lowenhaupt 
Tsing names “mushroom fever”:34 Whether in the arts, in anthropology, or 
in psychology’s renewed interest in psychedelics, mushrooms are becoming a 
utopic symbol to overcome capitalism, to foster kinship between humans and 
non-humans, and even to imagine cross-species communication.35

In the midst of this “mushroom fever,” I believe that mycelium can also 
help us to grasp the complexity of performance: much akin to the complex 
neural connections within our brains, mycelium functions as a biological net-
work, facilitating the exchange of information between trees and mushrooms 
in the forest ecosystem. Mycologist Paul Stamets even describes mycelium 
as “the Earth’s natural Internet.”36 The robustness and vitality of this liv-
ing system come from its capacity to continuously strengthen existing con-
nections and create new ones, ensuring that information remains active and 
accessible. This structure is in many ways similar to the network of peo-
ple, knowledge, and memories underlying the existence of performance, and 
the ongoing subterranean exchange of information and nutrients described 
by Stamets compares to the exchanges that take place among human (and 
non-human) agents to support performance.

Moreover, mycelium is alive and needs nutrients and an appropriate soil to 
grow, but it can also remain dormant over extended periods of time in unfa-
vorable conditions. This resilience is evident in mushrooms’ ability to endure 
in the harshest conditions, including in “capitalist ruins,” in forests devas-
tated by human exploitation.37 Although mycelium is unique—each mush-
room is therefore a manifestation of the same bodily entity—each individual 
mushroom, while retaining the characteristics of its species, can vary greatly 
in size, shape, and color, depending on the conditions in which it grows. 
Likewise, unlike inanimate objects, the vitality inherent in performance 
can always reappear, even unexpectedly and in various forms. In museums, 
performance works that are not activated typically remain in a “dormant 
state,”38 which can last several years or even decades, but they retain their 
potential for return. When the work is in its “dormant state,” its existence is 
mainly known through existing documentation and from the knowledge and 
memories accumulated in the network, until it emerges in a new manifesta-
tion. Like a mushroom popping up in the forest, each new activation of a 
performance then becomes a unique, visible manifestation of a more complex 
entity growing in all directions. To push the analogy further, the ecological 
niche in which a mycelium can thrive would represent the contextual circum-
stances under which a performance can (or cannot) happen. Sometimes these 
circumstances may be defined by the artist,39 or else they are dictated by the 
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economic situation of a museum, by curatorial decisions or by art-historical 
moments (women artists and artists from minority backgrounds are now 
given more visibility in art institutions than in previous decades).

However, just as a dormant mycelium may never wake up, the dormant 
state of performance is not necessarily a neutral, stabilized state. As mentioned 
earlier, the ‘substrate’ of the network (its living members and memories) must 
be nurtured in order to survive. This means that even when a performance is 
not activated, its memory must be mobilized at regular intervals.

This risk can, nevertheless, also be mitigated by a third similarity 
between mycelium and performance: their versatility and ability to endure 
over time. Besides expanding their subterranean network, fungi can expand 
their reach by dispersing spores in the atmosphere, adding to the extraordi-
nary versatility of their reign. Performance can operate in a similar manner, 
when its archive inspires new generations of artists to reference works from 
the past, allowing them to resurge and establish new connections with the 
present and future.40 In this sense, the resilience of mycelium mirrors the 
spirit of performance, which, following Rebecca Schneider, “remains.”41 
Performance can live on not only in images and documents, but in the body 
as gestures and memories, through transmission, or even as reactivated 
only in the imagination from its documentation.42 This shared resilience 
and potential for reappearance can inspire new ways to envisage the pres-
ervation of performance and can help us address crucial questions: How 
can we strike a balance between the imperative to generate and accumu-
late documentation in order to support performance’s transmission, and 
the urgent need to spare resources in a world increasingly impacted by 
climate change? How can we recenter art conservation’s focus toward the 
people who make art possible? How can collecting institutions not only 
respect performance’s inherent power of endurance, but also support and 
nurture it?

Going back to this intricate network of knowledge, objects, documents, 
and memories—the “virtual archive”43 of performance, which could here be 
called the ‘performance mycelium’—trusting performance’s resilience means 
that we might place our faith in the endurance of this ‘performance myce-
lium,’ confident that if we nurture its existing network and diversify its pos-
sible modes of activation, the work will continue to assume new forms and 
adapt to new climates, ensuring its continued reemergence.

Translated to performance conservation, this means that while many 
museums will not be able to activate artworks on a very regular basis, 
they should make sure that at each activation of the work, the performers 
are guaranteed a safe and enriching experience.44 It means allocating more 
resources to performers and staff in the present, all the while reevaluat-
ing conservation’s obsession with perfecting documentation procedures 
and creating colossal archives. Instead, museums should support differ-
ent modes of performance continuation for the work to continue to exist 
elsewhere, and must let go of strict control over the work’s manifestations 
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to let performance spread beyond the museum’s authority. For instance, in 
April 2015, the Guggenheim Museum chose to support the spontaneous 
and widespread activation of a performance work from their collection 
by Tania Bruguera, Tatlin’s Whisper #6 (Havana version). These reactiva-
tions, triggered by Bruguera’s imprisonment in Cuba, were initiated by 
the artist’s sister as a global show of solidarity and simultaneously held in 
multiple non-institutional locations, including New York’s Times Square, 
London, and Rotterdam. The Guggenheim decided “not to treat this as a 
loan and to support the timely and global activation of the piece,” even 
though the conditions for activation stipulated by the documentation of 
the work were not explicitly met.45 These manifestations, which differed 
in many ways from a museum-sanctioned activation, actualized the work 
in response to immediate circumstances, which in turn contributed to 
enriching and expanding the work’s meaning and outreach. Such parallel 
manifestations could be encouraged through facilitated loan procedures or 
shared stewardship.

Of course, trusting this resilience should by no means dispense museums 
from providing conservation care to the best of their ability. Simply, it means 
that performance can be preserved (and emerge again) in many different 
ways, not only in documentation and through reactivation, but also through 
traveling ideas, storytelling, and rumors.46 Caring for performance, much like 
for mycelium, requires caring for a hospitable environment (in every sense 
we can give to this term), where the dormant mycelium and performance 
alike can awaken, flourish, and spread new spores. In this way, performance 
becomes an enduring force, capable of transcending challenges and nurturing 
creativity in ever-changing environments.

Returning one more time to HIGHER xtn., the idea of nurturing the 
network in the present can help reimagine the use of documentation and 
memories by the museum. Transmission, for instance, does not only concern 
dancers but must also happen within the museum: knowledge and experi-
ence about the artwork and the collaborative working process with Rizzo 
must be shared and perpetuated among changing staff members, supported 
not only by existing documentation but also through oral transmission and 
firsthand participation in activations of the work. To do so it is important to 
deepen the museum’s staff’s relationship with the work, taking time during 
moments of activation to spend time with the performers, to observe and lis-
ten to how the work unfolds. Such relational working processes are currently 
developed by Stedelijk’s time-based media conservator, Flaminia Fortunato, 
who, for instance, engages in a process of “active listening,” in which she 
aims to register both verbal and non-verbal forms of communication during 
artist interviews and in moments of observation.47 She has also built her own 
embodied knowledge by learning the steps along with new dancers during a 
rehearsal, with the aim to obtain a deeper understanding of the work beyond 
visual and verbal information.
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Conclusion

Taking as its point of departure the systemic difficulties faced by collecting 
institutions to accommodate performance works in their collections, this 
chapter has demonstrated how these works on the one hand undergo a pro-
cess of ‘making docile’ upon entering collections, while, on the other, rep-
resent opportunities to develop a more collective understanding of what it 
means to own and care for performance art. Ownership, as I have argued, 
must not be necessarily exclusive and indefinite in time, as this situation tends 
to hinder performance’s own modalities of survival and endurance.

This chapter has drawn a parallel between performance and mycelium, 
highlighting their unique vitality and resilience as complex, living networks 
capable of thriving in unforeseen circumstances. By underscoring mycelium’s 
interconnectedness with its environment, this comparison aims to reframe 
conservation as an activity encompassing the broader environment of art-
works within their socio-economic and cultural context. The bridge between 
art and nature conservation also serves as a reminder that care for human 
and non-human beings is intertwined with the imperative of preserving art 
in the first place, recognizing embodied experiences and memories as integral 
parts of a larger, biological archive. Eluding the division between docility and 
unruliness drawn by Domínguez Rubio, performance presents itself at times 
as alive and productive, and at other times dormant and awaiting nutrition.

In this spirit, one should imagine the ‘performance mycelium’ as a bur-
geoning entity which continues to grow, develop, and change.

Recognizing performance’s resilience can also encourage museums to rec-
ognize scarcity and spare resources in a society of over-consumption, slowing 
down the production and accumulation of largely unedited and unexploited 
audiovisual documents, and privileging the quality of documentation over its 
quantity. As the examples mentioned in this chapter suggest, it might even 
encourage museums to consider new forms of collecting, such as temporary 
or renewable custodianship, which are not only best suited for temporal and 
living art forms but additionally provide an alternative to the perpetual accu-
mulation that engorges Western museums.

Ultimately, thinking of performance’s continuation as a cyclic, organic 
process similar to mycelium’s cycle of growth, flourishing, and decay, can 
allow us to part with conservation’s obsession with infinite material pres-
ervation, and accept that even “processes of decay and disintegration can 
be culturally (as well as ecologically) productive.”48 Ecological studies and 
several non-Western ontologies emphasize the cyclical nature of life, suggest-
ing that what goes back to the Earth is not severed from the continuation of 
life cycles. Recycling, upcycling, and composting might become more crea-
tive and sustainable forms of conservation that our generation will have to 
turn to—for the sake of sharing resources and preserving them for future 
generations. Following this idea, Noémie Etienne also states that “concepts 
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of instability and impermanence must continue to transform both object con-
servation and art history.”49 In other words, embracing the impermanence, 
uncertainty, and potential endings of performance art can lead to unexpected 
growth and new artistic expressions. As brilliantly demonstrated by artists 
like Davide-Christelle Sanvee and Gisela Hochuli in this volume (see Chap-
ters 11 and 15), new artistic creations can emerge from the remnants of past 
performances, if we cultivate a cultural environment where artists, perform-
ers, and everyone involved with performance care can be supported and 
inspired.
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Puawai Cairns has worked in the museum and culture sector for twenty years 
and presently works as Director of Audience and Insights at Te Papa Ton-
garewa, Wellington, Aotearoa (New Zealand), where she oversees the 
audience-facing work of the national museum. She is of Māori descent from 
Tauranga Moana and belongs to the Ngāti Pūkenga, Ngāi Te Rangi, and 
Ngāti Ranginui tribes. In this conversation, Cairns responds to questions 
posed by Jules Pelta Feldman and the team members of “Performance: Con-
servation, Materiality, Knowledge” pertaining to performance, permanence, 
conservation, and keeping cultures alive in and outside museums.

Jules Pelta Feldman:  What strategies do you use to help culture feel alive 
and dynamic in museum contexts?

Puawai Cairns:  I’m a great believer in ‘bringing culture’ into a museum 
or enabling it to channel its way into the museum, 
and making sure it is nurtured and vibrant and real. 
That always starts with people from that culture, not 
with objects. It’s funny, if you had asked me that ques-
tion when I was working as a curator, I would have 
probably talked about the museum as a culture box. 
I wouldn’t have talked about the box itself. I would 
have talked about it as a staging area, as a collecting 
vessel, and not implicated the museum itself, and the 
design and build of the museum and its workforce, as 
being part of that. But now, as Director of Audience 
and Insights at Te Papa Tongarewa, pretty much about 
ninety percent of my work is looking at the organiza-
tion rather than the practices, which was my curatorial 
grounding.

Helping the museum work harder for Māori, by increasing the number 
of creatives who work in it and increasing the size of the Māori audience 
who are served by Te Papa, has been an important focus for me. Māori 
are already incredibly cultural. They are filled with communities of culture 

7  Reviving culture
Puawai Cairns’s vision  
for dynamic museums and 
performance conservation

A conversation with Jules Pelta Feldman

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003467809-10


Reviving culture 163

makers, culture consumers, and cultural connoisseurs. We managed to  
achieve—maybe for the first time in the museum’s history, I’m not sure—nearly  
fifteen percent of the domestic visitation were Māori.

I’ve been focused on organizational design, contributing to the discussions 
about how we build and sustain our workforce in order to do the work that 
is set out in our institutional strategy. This has meant I’ve had lots of recruit-
ment activity in my area. For a museum to be a place that is relevant to the 
groups it is trying to attract through the door, the workforce should have 
people that come from those groups: creatives and researchers with empathy 
and understanding of those groups, advocates for communities’ stories and 
community practices. Because if they do, you bring in more dynamism, you 
bring in more artists, you bring in more potential, more opportunities. When 
I was a curator, it would be about doing work that was about revealing an 
aspect of a community’s practice or something that was really important to 
them—bringing the community into the museum, bringing them with me so 
that the museum became a mirror for them, and they felt they were reflected, 
that they could see themselves. But I believe that you can’t have culture or 
dynamism unless you look at your workforce. You have to commit to bold 
organizational design—to make wise recruitment decisions so your work-
force looks more like the cultures and communities you are trying to service. 
One cultural appointment is not enough. For Indigenous cultures to thrive 
in these environments, they need companions and allies and friends. Create 
teams, create space on your leadership teams, create seats at your governance 
level, so the culture thrives at all levels. Once you do that, you will begin to 
see culture manifest in your museum.

There’s a big belief that you can decolonize the museum as a space, as a 
practice. I have written that I don’t think that’s possible because they will 
always be colonial models.1 No matter how many Māori I bring in here, no 
matter how many Māori work for me, or how many Māori projects I might 
greenlight, I fear that it will always be temporary. I liken it to creating a sort 
of utopic campsite. It’s going to be a campsite based on how long I stay here 
at Te Papa because Māori presence is not permanently assured. We get a 
new board, a new government, a new CEO, and the institution pivots with 
it. Our collected culture will be a long-term tenant in a museum, but our 
living culture is not permanently assured within a museum model. It has to 
be based on people bringing it in. It’s like we’re a transplanted kidney keep-
ing the old body alive, but the old body continues to try to reject us because 
we’re not naturally born of it. And like a transplanted organ, you have to 
continuously work to prevent the body from rejecting it. There’s also a bit 
of a pushback within Māori communities; some people say, don’t bring too 
much of our conceptual thinking and our culture into colonial institutions 
because all they do is appropriate them and spit them back in our face. 
There is truth in that suspicion. The colonizer does not have a great record 
of ethical practice when it comes to its treatment of Indigenous people and 
their culture.
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But I know that I’m always working against an erosion, a tense foreboding 
of rejection that I have to continue to spend energy on, anticipating, reading 
signs, staying ahead of the political winds. Museum organizations have an 
illusion of permanence. But when it comes to communities that do not look 
like the majority, our presence is very temporary. Māori like me have made 
changes, but I’ve seen many of those changes walked back, erased, only for 
a new generation to then try to rebuild what was taken away. In that vein, 
there is no such thing as a new idea when it comes to strengthening Indig-
enous presence in museums. Everything I  have said in a public realm has 
already been thought of by many elders who came before me. It might be 
that, at this moment, I have been able to achieve some part of what their 
speculations were. But I think when I finally leave and am replaced by some-
one who thinks differently to me, it will be unbuilt.

In trying to understand performance conservation, there is a synchronicity 
with Māori practices. The most useful thing a museum can do for Māori is to 
be a place for storytelling, to understand culture in motion, not culture in sta-
sis. There is a very famous essay by Mina McKenzie that I refer to over and 
over again called “A Challenge to Museums—Keeping the Taonga Warm.”2 
Mina was the first Māori museum director in Aotearoa and a great thinker 
and writer. Her essay outlines a path that museums can follow to be of ser-
vice to Māori, bringing Māori into the museum to work with the objects, 
creating spaces for elders to guide the staff, being part of the Māori desire to 
repair the threads that colonization severed:

There is an unbroken thread between the people and their past, present 
and future. When the people are alienated from their taonga, the thread 
is broken and the taonga are ‘cold.’3

That unbroken thread can be woven throughout a museum in many different 
ways. Increasing the thinkers and doers in your ranks, as explained earlier, 
but also understanding what our management of the collection holdings can 
do to continue to uphold that unbroken thread. That means understanding 
that the use of a collection’s objects by its communities means you may be 
contributing to the conservation of a culture, while taking risks with the 
object. I am not an advocate for blindly approving every single collection use 
request, but what is important is that, at the very least, a conversation is held 
where the institution has an open mind about what it is trying to protect in 
its decisions and understands the power it holds in that decision.

Pelta Feldman:  So what would permanence, or preservation, mean in this 
kind of work?

Cairns: Not having a museum. There’s a caveat to my belief that 
the museum can’t be decolonized. It can: if you blow the 
museum up and you rebuild it from the sublevel up. The 
way that power is transmitted, the way things are funded, 



Reviving culture 165

the way things are decided on, the way people are trained 
up to take these positions, the names of the positions, the 
configurations of the positions, the values that inform them, 
the audiences that are targeted, the patrons that are lured 
in—all of these things are little ribs that help a structure 
maintain its robustness. But if every single one of those was 
questioned and queried and rebuilt, you probably wouldn’t 
end up with the museum as you understand it now. But it 
might be doing the function of a museum, which is to trans-
mit storytelling. To become a hub for people to tell their 
stories, to reflect and interpret histories. That may not be 
a museum in the end, if it’s indigenized. But it will still be 
performing the same role.

There are some ways to create longevity within the museum system. You 
have to think about what are the things that endure through different staff, 
through trustees, through politicians, even through governments. A  lot of 
that would be, for us, legislative enshrinement of things that have to be in the 
museum. We have the 1992 Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa 
Act, which enshrines the responsibilities of the museum and its board, and 
stipulates that the museum

expresses and recognizes the mana and significance of Māori, Euro-
pean, and other major traditions and cultural heritages, and that the 
Museum provides the means for every such culture to contribute effec-
tively to the Museum as a statement of New Zealand’s identity.

But the legislation is very sensitive to the politics of the time it was formed, 
so it doesn’t reference the importance of the 1840 Treaty of Waitangi, which 
basically established the fundamental rights of Māori as promised by the 
British Crown. So you could potentially decolonize if you rebuild every sin-
gle little element of what makes a museum into something else. You would 
start with legislation, policies, procedural documents. That would hopefully 
endure past all of the changeable elements of the museum. But then you have 
to be really careful because museums also need to change. You can’t enshrine 
everything in order to assure that it’s going to be the better version of itself. 
Māori culture thirty-five years ago, when Te Papa was still an idea, is not 
reflective of Māori culture now. We’ve changed. Our priorities have changed, 
communities will change.

Transformation takes letting go of something. It takes a sacrifice of some 
sort. You have to leave something behind to turn into something else. Muse-
ums and other kinds of cultural organizations say that they want to trans-
form, but they also want to stay exactly the same. You can’t transform until 
you leave something behind. And what are you prepared to cut, sacrifice, to 
make that change?
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Pelta Feldman:  Do you think that performance can play a role in that 
transformation?

Cairns: Yes, I do. That relates to the discussion around the Kim Kar-
dashian dress.4 When she wore Marilyn Monroe’s dress to 
the Met Gala in 2022, ICOM, the International Council of 
Museums, released a statement saying that internationally 
or nationally significant garments should never be worn. I’m 
not fixated on the dress; I know there’s a lot of attachment 
and nostalgia about it, but the dress for me is not important. 
I  challenged ICOM about their hardline position because 
I believe it’s not as black and white as that.5 Sometimes it’s 
more important for culture to endure through an object 
being used. You may lose a bit of it, you may suffer some 
loss, but you always trade that off. And museums are always 
making that trade-off. The moment you pull a drawer out 
and you expose a garment to light, the moment someone 
handles it, the moment it gets put on a mannequin to go into 
a show, there is some loss.

It was an interesting few weeks when I critiqued the ICOM Costume Com-
mittee’s stance across my social media platforms. I wasn’t that interested in 
the dress’s appearance on the red carpet; the dress being worn was never my 
reason for speaking out. But it was very interesting noting the difference in 
debates held by both me and my pākehā CEO Courtney Johnston. She noted 
that the level of vehemence against her on forums like LinkedIn was fairly 
slight compared to the anger aimed at me, given that she was repeating what 
I was saying on her page.6

I received a number of invitations and requests for papers after I took this 
stance, too. I haven’t said yes to many of them; I’ve only said yes to those who 
I know are working in this same advocacy space from where I was launching 
my argument—that collection management practices can enable incredibly 
rich dialogues with communities who see museums as places to help continue 
relationships with their material culture, not to police or obstruct.

Coming back to our context here in Aotearoa: there are nearly four hun-
dred finely woven cloaks in our collection. Weaving a fine cloak is the apex 
of weaving skill. It takes a long time to master; enormous effort goes into 
the gathering of the materials, and honing the graceful skills needed to con-
struct an object of status, spirituality, and richness. But cloaks are made to be 
worn, and Māori have a belief that there is a mauri, an animate force, within 
everything—a rock, wood, a garment. These all have a mauri, a living force. 
And sometimes to use something is to reawaken a mauri or to acknowledge 
it. The process of wearing or using a taonga—especially one that has been 
handed down—can be about reconnecting back to that original master who 
made it, and to the original wearer. It’s about honoring and respecting the 
birds whose feathers were used in that cloak, and the flax that was treated 
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and processed in order to create the foundation of the cloak. It’s honoring 
the fact that it’s endured this long. By wearing it, you are bringing its mana 
back. You are honoring its mana, its importance. That is the important part 
about a culture that’s in motion. For our culture, anyway, we were not about 
conserving our objects. We were about using them for the way that they 
were intended. And when they can’t be used anymore, you put them to sleep. 
There are all these cloaks in the collection. Some of them can never be worn 
again because they’re so fragile, but some of them can. And so we’re always 
in constant conversations with people who want to wear them. Just after that 
Kardashian drama, our curatorial team went into a very challenging conver-
sation with members of the Māori community who wanted to wear some of 
our cloaks at a Māori new year ritual. And it was hard. It was tough, but 
the curatorial team managed to do it because it was about culture enduring 
through the act of using those objects.

When I was working as a curator, I worked with the Māori performing 
artist James Webster, and I collected his Māori instruments, but then we also 
commissioned him to do a performance so that I would always be able to 
show people in the future what his material would look like in performance 
(Figures 7.1 and 7.2). There are other examples of Māori musical instruments 
being played. I worked with artists at the museum, especially performance 
artists, who wanted to use some of the Māori instruments in our collection, 
especially stuff that James Cook collected. These are our oldest recorded or 
oldest documented objects. They’re small flutes made of stone or longer flutes 
made of wood. Beautiful. Unplayed, because, as a conservator would tell 
you, when you use it, you’re putting damp breath into a dry environment; 
you’re creating a vibration, the woodwind interaction between the user and 
the instrument. Some of these Māori instruments are bound with flax fiber, 
and they’re very dry and brittle. We discussed with our objects conservator, 
Nirmala Balram, what conservation strategies could be put in place so that 
these instruments can be played at least for a little while, so we can record 
them, because it would be a shame if they stayed silent. They were made to be 
played, and we had a lot of musicians who wanted to record them to use in 
their songs. We ended up bringing some highly skilled and renowned Māori 
instrumentalists into a studio, and took all of these instruments into the stu-
dio, with the collection manager and conservator there ready with cotton 
buds and various other conservation goodness. The Māori instrumentalists 
played every single one. Then the conservator came in and dried the instru-
ments off and tried to minimize any damage. And now, we’ve at least got 
this recording; we can give it to any other musicians who want to use it. It’s 
a question of what is important—the object or the sound of the object, the 
use of the object, documenting the use of the object, the ongoing sound being 
used in other performances. Even then it’s quite limited because a different 
instrumentalist may have got different sounds out of it. We may be asked 
again to bring them out. I think we should always try to say yes because we 
should be about perpetuating culture, not just physically preserving it. That 
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Figure 7.1  Artist Hinemoa Jones, onstage with two karetao-pūoro, for the original 
performance piece she composed with James Webster, Tokotū (CA001227; 
‘Tokotu’ by Taowaru: Karetao-pūoro performance by James Webster 
and company; Webster, James; May 10, 2016). Courtesy Puawai Cairns. 
 Copyright Te Papa 2017.

seems to be what performance conservation is about: helping culture endure, 
not just preserving it as a static moment.

‘Intangible collecting’ was such a big thing around about ten, fifteen years 
ago. It’s going to change the world, people thought. I was really interested 
in the Māori home, especially the Māori kitchen and the different practices 
within a Māori kitchen. There are a lot of different—we call them tikanga—
beliefs, rituals, practices around certain things. Directly translated, tikanga 
just means ‘the right way.’ We’ve got tikanga around what to do with food 
and what to do with the body. A lot of things don’t mix. For example, our 
heads are our most sacred part. So things like hats and brushes and things 
to do with our heads don’t go anywhere near food. Things like tea towels 
that we use to dry our dishes—none of those are allowed to be washed with 
our clothes. Kind of like how Jewish people separate certain foods. Every 
Māori kitchen will have a tea towel bucket, and it will be marked ‘tea towels’ 
because nothing else is allowed to go in there. No mops, no undies, no noth-
ing to do with bums or floors. There used to be a thing, a mid-century, early 
twentieth-century European thing, where they would put pictures of our 
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chiefs on tea towels—because pākehā like to get all nostalgic about Māori 
chiefs the same way that Americans used to get nostalgic about Sitting Bull 
and all that. People would buy the tea towels as souvenirs, but they wouldn’t 
use them on their food. They would put them up on their walls so they would 
become portraits, and so these tea towels would never ever be used as tea 
towels. They would be put up as an honored picture of the Māori king or 
revered ancestors.

In a museum context, I could recreate that—a materialization of the Māori 
kitchen that would indicate the ways that Māori live our lives, with the 
beliefs around what we eat and how we eat and the hygiene practices within 
our houses. You could do a diorama of my kitchen, but it would never be a 
Māori kitchen because it would never have the sounds, the smells, the talk, 
the singing, the conversation, the laughing. One of the thought experiments 
around the tension between intangible and tangible is that I could collect the 
food, I could collect the cooking vessels, the tea towels, the tea towel bucket, 

Figure 7.2  Artist James Webster, onstage using customary Māori instrument, a kū, as 
part of an original performance he composed with Hinemoa Jones, called 
Tokotū (CA001227; ‘Tokotu’ by Taowaru: Karetao-pūoro performance 
by James Webster and company; Webster, James; May 10, 2016). Cour-
tesy Puawai Cairns. Copyright Te Papa 2017.
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the old stove, the worn wallpaper, the dining table—I could easily collect or 
fabricate all that, but I could never bring in what it is actually like to be in a 
Māori kitchen. Performance conservation for me is not just about the glam 
stuff around the cloaks and the Kardashians and all that. It is also about what 
culture looks like in the moment, how it sounds and smells.

It’s trying to capture a whole four-dimensional reality. But because of the 
confinements and the constraints of how we practice in museums, we have to 
capture it in little slices. So we capture the material, we capture the metadata 
about the artist, and then we try to capture what it was like in the moment. 
But it’s very difficult to recreate them, to bring those little cross sections back 
together for people to understand what it was actually like. The moment 
something is out of time, it will immediately take on a different resonance.

To take an object from a community, sever it, and place it into a museum 
will change that object and that community forever. Repairing the severed 
thread becomes a lifetime of work, but a part of me thinks it can never be 
the full recreation of what it was intended to be. An object returns, or is used 
in ritual; there will always be a sadness because it’s out of time and context. 
Colonization has inserted itself in that thread. I think anything that we pull 
out of time and conserve, even if it slips out by an hour, will always be odd. 
We have to accept that. I don’t know how we can recreate an environment, 
with all of those little cross sections, to be exactly as it was when it happened. 
Unless we invent a time machine.

Pelta Feldman:  That’s something we face in performance art, too—that you 
can’t go back to the time and place of the performance; you 
can’t return to that moment. But a question we ask our-
selves, and perhaps it is relevant for your work too, is: Can 
you create a new moment?

Cairns: Yes, you can. You can create the new. The future of museums 
is when we change the power dynamic between the museum 
and the community. As a curator, I would take people into 
the collection stores, my own people, Māori, into the collec-
tion stores. They would often act as if they’d entered into 
some very reverential space. And I  never knew what was 
going to happen at that moment, whether somebody was 
going to cry. I’ve had someone faint. I’ve had some people 
get a bit angry. I’ve had people express regret, feeling very 
sorry for the taonga. That’s the moment that the museum 
has the most power over the community, because the things 
that are no longer in the community, the practices that are 
no longer in the community, are now held in this small 
room. It’s a stark reminder about what they don’t have. And 
why is it all here? And what does it all mean? Why don’t 
I know what that object is, and what it’s supposed to do?
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What does a future look like? It’s when the museum no longer has emotional 
power over my people when they are moving into their storage area. When 
they walk into collection storage and say, oh, yes, we use that item—they 
know exactly what that is. Oh, yes, we’ve got a couple of those items that are 
better than what you’ve got. So the rarity and mystery of what we hold has 
been disarmed. And that can only happen when more culture is happening 
in Māori communities than in museums. What museums can do is play more 
of an active role in helping to restore culture within communities outside of 
their doors. So you should be applying your commissioning money, your 
exhibition money, with the intent to help a community into the making of 
things. If you’re going to spend 80,000 dollars on a cloak at an auction in the 
United Kingdom, why would you not spend 80,000 dollars on commission-
ing a cloak from a community that will understand where it came from, what 
it was made of, what it was intended for, rather than some salvage collecting 
that adds to the economy of another country? Why not use our institutional 
privilege to support the practice of making in the community itself? I prefer 
a model of museum practice where we are trying to let go of our power in 
holding the most precious and the most rare, and, instead, we will just hold 
the most mundane. You can create new relationships, new conservation prac-
tices, new moments. Redo it again? Yes, absolutely. But redo it in a way that 
might be more relevant for the community, not for the institution. I’m saying 
we have to cut off an arm to transform.

This conversation took place on September 5, 2023. Questions were con-
tributed by Hanna B. Hölling and Emilie Magnin.
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The group Black Art Conservators was founded in 2020 to address racial 
injustice in conservation. Here, four members of the group—Valinda Carroll, 
Kayla Henry-Griffin, Nylah Byrd, and Ariana Makau—discuss the signifi-
cance of conserving Black art and culture, highlighting the lack of resources 
in many institutions to properly preserve these artifacts. Their experiences as 
Black conservators allow them to bridge cultural gaps and better understand 
the context and value of artworks within their communities. The conser-
vators advocate for people-centered conservation, where objects hold emo-
tional and cultural significance, and they recognize the importance of oral 
traditions and body language in preserving performance art, which may not 
be adequately captured in written documentation. Regarding biases in con-
servation, the conservators argue for the inclusion of specialists from com-
munities associated with the items to ensure a more equitable and contextual 
preservation process. They envision a future in conservation that embraces 
diverse cultural practices and perspectives, calling for more research and rec-
ognition of the work of Black artists, like Elizabeth Catlett, to better under-
stand their contributions to the field. The conservators also discuss conserving 
emotionally charged artworks and the challenges of preserving objects that 
may have been used to oppress marginalized groups. They emphasize the 
need to approach such objects with sensitivity and to involve the community 
in decision-making processes.

Valinda Carroll: I’m a paper conservator in private practice right now, 
but I  previously worked in libraries as well as in 
mostly history museums and regional centers. While 
Nylah and Kayla are both emerging conservators, I’ve 
been in the field for over twenty-five years. So I have a 
wide range of different experiences with different types 
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of collections and haven’t really in my professional 
work encountered performance art, except when 
I was working at the Hirshhorn Museum as a con-
tractor, because they did have some things that were 
the documentation or parts of performance-related 
works. It was interesting, what things were the tangi-
ble objects that belonged to the museum, as opposed 
to the things that had to be recreated each time the 
work was presented to an audience. What I was deal-
ing with as a paper conservator in some cases was the 
contract from the artist, and in other cases was maybe 
a box that has a printed work, and then also a digital 
file on a disk or on a jump drive. It’s really a wide 
range of things.

Kayla Henry-Griffin: I’m currently Media Collection Specialist for the 
Audiovisual Media Preservation Initiative (AVMPI) at 
Smithsonian Libraries and Archive. Formerly, I  was 
a fellow at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, where 
I worked closely with the time-based media conserva-
tor. And as part of my practice, I’m also looking at per-
formance artworks and how to preserve all or a bit of 
the performance. What makes the performance? What 
do we preserve, and what part of it? Is there anything 
tangible that we keep as part of the performance or 
is it more a—I don’t want to say time-sensitive—very 
ephemeral piece of work? In time-based media, a lot of 
things are ephemeral.

Nylah Byrd: I’m specialized in object conservation and library/
archives conservation. I graduated from the WUDPAC 
program in 2022 so I’m an early career professional. 
I am interested in conserving the ephemeral. There is 
the physical thing, but there is also what the thing is 
giving off, that’s often ephemeral. Being able to con-
serve a document in ways that are outside of writing 
is really interesting to me and something I  want to 
explore.

Jules Pelta Feldman: We would first like to ask you all: What does it mean 
to be a Black conservator today? And why is it impor-
tant to you personally to be part of this association of 
Black Art Conservators?

Byrd: For me it definitely does mean something, but I feel 
I don’t know if it should, in an ideal world. Today, 
it means having to carry a perspective that’s differ-
ent, to always be aware of that difference, thinking 
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of it and being ready to voice that because nobody 
else will. I  think it’s important because Black art 
and culture is also an underserved area in terms of 
preservation. Who’s really going to have the cul-
tural ties and understanding to be able to work 
with Black artifacts in their fullness, besides other 
Black people?

Carroll: So many collecting institutions in the places where 
I’ve worked—in particular on the east coast, in Phila-
delphia, Virginia, and Washington, DC—that have 
the wealth to have conservation staff also tend to be 
those collections that don’t emphasize African Ameri-
can culture and African American history. There are 
a lot of small organizations that do emphasize Black 
culture, but they lack resources to do conservation. 
I worked for thirteen years at a historically Black col-
lege, and I was the only full-time conservator. There 
are 107 historically Black colleges and universities 
in the United States, and most of them have never 
had a conservator on staff. Some of them are start-
ing to have a preservation officer or conservator 
because they’ve been able to get grant money to sup-
port that. But for most of their history, they have not 
had access to those resources. So I  think that being 
someone who bridges those two sides of the cultural 
heritage sector, being a Black conservator, makes me 
uniquely qualified to see where some of the gaps are 
in our practice.

Henry-Griffin: I  want to echo what Valinda and Nylah have both 
said. For me it’s about filling in those gaps. We have 
a lot of artwork—in my case, time-based media  
artwork—where things get lost in translation due to 
the fact that someone may not be from our culture, or 
from that area of expertise or geographical region. It’s 
not as if someone who isn’t Black cannot do conserva-
tion work on an artwork made by Black artists. But 
I  already have that knowledge and an idea of what 
that artist is doing with their video work. I don’t need 
to think twice about the elements of the work that I’m 
identifying as significant.

I felt that I needed to join Black Art Conservators because I was going through 
a lot personally, with my professional life, and trying to understand my place 
within conservation. Recognizing and being aware that there are also other 
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Black conservators—I was very grateful for that. I’m still very grateful, but 
now there are other reasons why I’m part of the Black Art Conservators.

Hanna B. Hölling: And Nylah, how can we understand what the Black 
object is? You also mentioned that there are methods that 
you would like to employ that are not necessarily con-
nected with writing. Could you elaborate on those two 
aspects?

Byrd: I  was thinking about a colleague of ours, LaStarsha 
McGarity, who was working on a piece that involved 
mustard seeds.1 And she already knew the cultural signifi-
cance of that being used in an artwork, whereas someone 
else who wasn’t Black might not have understood that, 
just because they didn’t have that cultural background. 
Little things like that are expressions of Black culture, 
and a white person just probably wouldn’t automati-
cally be able to understand without having to do some 
research.

I don’t necessarily have other established methods outside of writing. I feel 
like in conservation, the documentation generally involves just taking some 
pictures and writing a report. Beyond just taking pictures, how do we docu-
ment something without writing it down? Because one of the symptoms of 
white supremacy is worship of the written word. Obviously writing is impor-
tant, but I don’t want it to be the only way. So that’s where that’s coming 
from. But realistically, I just write a report.

Carroll: I have a history of having done dance as a child and then, 
later, modern dance as a teenager. While there is dance nota-
tion, a lot of the transmission of dance takes place through 
the oral tradition and through watching and learning from 
your teacher. I’m a practitioner of Esoteric Buddhism, in 
which hand gestures are based on physical mimicry and 
learning through watching and doing—it is another form of 
transmitting performance information that isn’t written.

Henry-Griffin: My best friend’s friend had a dance performance last year, 
and he didn’t want it recorded. And of course, as a conser-
vator, I asked, how is it going to be preserved? But then it 
made me really think about his reasoning behind not hav-
ing it recorded. And that reason was due to the fact that 
his dance performance was based on Black memory and 
having a Black paradise. Sometimes this Black paradise is 
only within our Black minds rather than through writing or 
through other forms. The continuity of this performance is 
basically me repeating what I’ve seen, whether that be I’m 
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dancing it myself, or just through word of mouth. I know 
a lot of people who are interested in performance art are 
thinking of oral traditions. But, as Nylah said, there’s this 
big emphasis on writing. Why are we so dedicated to writing 
and less to body language and other forms of communica-
tion? It’s essential to not only think about writing but also 
whether there are body movements that someone else can 
adapt.

Pelta Feldman: I’m wondering if you feel that there is a kind of performance 
or performative aspect to the work that you do, if perfor-
mance does come into your work as a conservator, either 
from the side of the artworks that you’re caring for or from 
your own activities as a conservator?

Henry-Griffin: I’m thinking of an example where I had to get documenta-
tion on this software-based artwork and writing a report 
was not going to work out because I would have missed out 
on so much information about it. What I  ended up doing 
with my supervisor was to make a video recording that 
recorded the artwork’s behaviors so that another conserva-
tor in the future will understand this behavior. In my experi-
ence, time-based media works are kind of performances; the 
artwork behaves in such a way that it stimulates my interac-
tion with it. That is more than just doing a condition check 
or writing up documentation.

Byrd: As conservators, we sometimes perform cleanliness, espe-
cially when taking pictures for websites and social media, or 
when we host people: “Oh, my God, we got to clean up the 
lab.” You have things out in a kind of stage where it’s almost 
the way you would work on something. But in the picture, 
you’ve got a great posture, and you’re holding your breath. 
When we had an open house, we had to clean the lab and 
organize the cabinets. And obviously it is nice to take time 
and clean up your space every once in a while. But the place 
isn’t always in order, and that’s okay.

Pelta Feldman: That also comes up often in critiques of performance docu-
mentation—that you might have a beautiful photograph of 
a performance that actually doesn’t represent most of what 
that performance was like. In a similar way, if people in the 
future are wondering what early twenty-first century conser-
vation was like, the photos Nylah is talking about might not 
actually give them a very accurate sense of things.

Carroll: From my perspective as a paper conservator, a lot of the tech-
niques of how you roll or lift paper when you’re handling 
it and how you apply a lining have been influenced by the 
Japanese tradition of scroll mounting, or hyogu. There’s a 
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certain amount of knowledge that you can transmit in writ-
ing or through video, but a lot of it is being there and doing 
this physical act. You learn through repetition. You learn the 
texture of paste and how it’s supposed to feel when you’re 
making it after you’ve made multiple batches of paste, in a 
physical action. There is a physical performance associated 
with a lot of our conservation techniques.

Emilie Magnin: Traditional Western conservation is an object-oriented dis-
cipline. But objects are also carriers of other values, so that 
when we conserve an object, we’re not only conserving its 
material aspects. I was wondering if you could think of prac-
tices of Black art conservation that could help conserve not 
just objects as items but also values or cultural relationships 
that are linked to them.

Byrd: I try to practice people-centered conservation, which means 
that objects are important because they’re important to peo-
ple. I think about a family heirloom that’s been in your fam-
ily for generations. Maybe it is a really expensive piece of 
jewelry. But you keep it because your grandma gave it to 
your mom, and then your mom gave it to you, and you’re 
going to give it to your daughter. That’s the practice. While it 
is still about the object, it’s also about its meaning to people 
and the feelings and memories that it invokes for those who 
possess or connect to the object.

Henry-Griffin: What Nylah said reminds me of home movies. There are 
protocols that professional film preservationists follow, but 
not all are applicable to home movies. In home movies, it’s 
more relevant whether a person can see their dad in the film. 
It’s very interesting that just keeping people in your mind 
changes your perspective on conserving things.

Carroll: I  worked on a project called Save Our African American 
Treasures (SOAAT), before the Smithsonian’s National 
Museum of African American History and Culture opened 
in 2016.2 I also worked on a community archiving project 
connected with the National Museum of African American 
History and Culture. These projects were directly related to 
people’s own photo albums, home collections, scrapbooks, 
family Bibles, etc. What we can bring to the field is our abil-
ity to also look at the existing practices with traditional col-
lections and tease out additional narratives. One example is 
the well-known sculptor and printmaker Elizabeth Catlett, 
whose work was oriented around civil rights and who 
was eventually blacklisted by the US government, acquir-
ing Mexican citizenship. During my work at Hampton 
University, an archive of her documentation was acquired 
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from the artist and art historian Samella Lewis; Catlett was 
actually on the faculty there during the time when Lewis 
was a student. A  letter from the archive describes a print 
series for which there was a decision to make two differ-
ent print runs. One run would be printed on Arches paper, 
which, of course, is standard fine art paper. And then the 
second print run would be printed on less expensive paper 
to be sold as a fundraiser for Freedomways, which was a 
civil rights-oriented magazine. The choice of a less expensive 
paper was made in order for the prints to be accessible to a 
wider audience. They would make a larger number of prints 
and they could sell them at a lower price compared to the 
Arches paper, which is more expensive and was printed in a 
numbered limited edition. There was a conscious effort on 
the part of the artist to do this.

I see that the British Library is doing a two-day symposium on Da Vinci’s 
papers, and I have a couple of books that Peter Bauer has written about J. 
M. W. Turner’s watercolor papers. As far as I know, no one in the art con-
servation establishment has been doing any sort of exhaustive study of the 
papers of the prolific printmaker Elizabeth Catlett. Why do we not have a 
two-day symposium and a monograph on the topic of Catlett’s choices for 
her papers?

Pelta Feldman: Conservators very often are not the loudest voice in the 
room, and sometimes their decisions don’t carry the same 
weight that those of other museum professionals do. Still, 
do you think there are changes that can be made within con-
servation to make the symposium on Catlett’s paper choices 
more likely? Or do you think that’s something that has to 
come from the outside because you’re already doing that 
work from the inside?

Carroll: Technical art history tends to privilege painting. There have 
been a few very notable African American easel painters, 
and that’s where there’s tons of research and lots of publica-
tions. There’s a hierarchy; certain types of art are perceived 
as more prestigious than others. Breaking down this hierar-
chy creates space to study other kinds of work.

Hölling: Continuing the discussion of affect, I wonder, can we con-
serve emotionally charged artworks or artifacts that may 
not personally resonate with us or that evoke a different 
response? And, by extension, how do you approach the 
conservation of artworks that you have adverse feelings 
towards, perhaps works which you wouldn’t treat as Black 
conservators?
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Byrd: I don’t need to be involved in preserving anything that was 
made in order to oppress me. Somebody else can do that.

Carroll: I take the opposite view. In my work, both at Hampton and 
at the National Museum of African American History and 
Culture, I have had to treat a lot of things that were pro slav-
ery, pro segregation. Part of the research and understand-
ing of those collections is that there’s material of that type. 
And one case in particular is the racist series of prints, the 
Darktown comics series by Currier and Ives, a very popular, 
iconic American print company. The Darktown series was 
one of their most popular series, and a lot of people have 
forgotten that this series existed. I think it’s really important 
to remind people how mainstream that level of racism was 
in society, because it’s very easy to say that it was a long 
time ago, and it was just a fringe element. No, that wasn’t on 
the fringes! This was very, very, very mainstream. So I did 
have to treat one of those virulently racist prints when I was 
at the National Museum of African American History and 
Culture. And then there were also materials from the KKK, 
and other similar materials. When people talk about the 
Holocaust, they say: “Never forget!” In that sense, I think 
it’s important to preserve the memory of racism and make 
sure that people don’t forget how mainstream that type of 
thought was in society.

Henry-Griffin: I haven’t been in a situation yet where I feel uncomfortable 
doing conservation work for personal reasons. I’ve pre-
served artworks where I find myself to be not the best fit to 
preserve those artworks. When I was working at a university 
library, there were Indigenous works that I preserved to a 
degree, but I had a lot of questions: Am I the right person to 
do so? I don’t have this knowledge and cultural competency 
to preserve this the way that it should be preserved. In those 
cases, I try to talk to someone who is part of that culture.

Byrd: I’ve had a similar experience and feeling working on African 
ethnographic works from a specific region. As an African 
American through and through, with disconnected fam-
ily history, I don’t have that kind of cultural knowledge of 
any specific place or culture in Africa. This could have been 
something that was related to me at some point, sometime 
way back down the line. I don’t have the cultural compe-
tency to know the best way to conserve it. So I put that in 
the report: “This is what I did. I made this decision with this 
knowledge, hoping that it will stabilize the object.”

Pelta Feldman: Given the different paradigms of conservation and the differ-
ent cultural and personal perspectives you’ve all presented, 
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do you believe that performance can be conserved? And if 
so, how, and under what conditions? What constitutes per-
formance conservation for you?

Hölling: And, by extension, is there a concept of Black performance 
and Black performance conservation?

Byrd: Yes, performance can be conserved, but with the caveat that 
you have to broaden your definition of conservation beyond 
doing treatment on a physical object. I feel that memory is 
conservation, both muscle memory and the things that your 
brain conjures up when you’re recollecting something. If 
we’re intentional about using our memory as conservation, 
it can be really powerful.

There definitely is such a thing as Black performance, and there are oral and 
performance traditions that come from Africa. But when I think Black, I have 
in mind African American. I feel that so much of our African American cul-
ture has been created through circumstance. I’m thinking about code switch-
ing, how you speak more colloquially with other Black people and how you 
speak professionally or on the phone so that maybe the customer service 
agent can’t tell that you’re Black. That’s a performance that we do, but I feel 
it’s only brought out through the necessity to assimilate.

Henry-Griffin: This might be controversial, but we have to realize as con-
servators that some things may be forgotten. We need to 
make peace with the fact that we will not be able to preserve 
everything. It’s hard for me to say that, but if you can’t pre-
serve everything, preserve the things that are not just valu-
able for the object but valuable for people to understand its 
meaning and get it across. Maybe we need to preserve the 
object’s history, but it may not mean that the object will be 
preserved. This goes back to not relying on just one mode of 
documentation.

Byrd: What gets conserved now tends to be because the object, or 
the person associated with the object, is very famous. But 
there needs to be a push for conserving mediocrity, for lack 
of a better word. When I first got introduced to textile con-
servation, I asked myself: The Forever 21 clothes that I have 
in my closet, are those going to end up in a museum some-
day? It’s a very mainstream, cheap brand of clothing that a 
lot of people interact with. If we’re talking about preserving 
our culture, that’s what it is.

Henry-Griffin: Right! It goes back to the hierarchy that we were talking 
about earlier with Valinda and Hanna, that with conserva-
tion there’s a lot more emphasis on paintings than on things 
that we see in our everyday lives, such as photographs or 
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paper. I  would include time-based media as well because 
time-based media comes in as a thumb drive, and we see that 
every time we’re in our office or in our homes.

Hölling: I’d like to ask about the future of the Black Art Conservators 
association. How do you envision it?

Byrd: I have a vision of the future. But I also feel like my vision 
of the future could be happening right now. We have the 
resources to do it. So I’m almost deliberately not answer-
ing your question, because I want the vision of the future to 
remain the biggest dream it can be.

Henry-Griffin: I agree with Nylah. How to improve and make conservation 
more equitable—it’s my dream, but we can achieve so much 
more. But at present, what I would like to see is not necessar-
ily having more Black art conservators, even if that would be 
wonderful. I would like to see other people, non-Black con-
servators, starting to take actions in terms of making con-
servation a more equitable field and conservation practices 
more open. By ‘open’ I mean not restrictive to certain proto-
cols or practices but recognizing that different practices exist 
outside of Western knowledge, or even outside of Indigenous 
knowledge. I would love to do more research on how we can 
collectively ensure that whatever we work on, whether that 
be objects, paintings, paper, textiles, or time-based media, 
we’re treating these works not just with an appreciation for 
their material but also with an appreciation for the cultures 
from which they originate.

Ariana Makau in an email conversation with the PCMK project 
members

PCMK: What does it mean to be a Black conservator in today’s world, 
plagued by inequality and social injustice, and why is it important 
to you to be a part of the association of Black Art Conservators?

Makau: Unfortunately, it still is quite unique to be a Black conservator 
in 2023, which is why it’s important to be part of an association 
of other conservators who understand and can commiserate with 
experiences that are unique to our situation of place, person, and 
perspective. As one of the people who has close to three decades 
of professional experience, it is invigorating to see how the newer 
conservators are entering the workforce. I also feel like I am con-
tributing by sharing how I have navigated through, or parallel to, 
the system to carve my own path within the preservation field.

PCMK: Conservation—despite its claims of ‘scientific objectivity’—is not 
neutral, and conservators come with their biases that will influence 
how ‘conservation objects’ are handled and treated. How, in your 



Black objects, performance, and the future of conservation 183

perspective, can we overcome, or at least acknowledge, these biases 
in conservation practice?

Makau: First and foremost, by acknowledging what you just stated, that 
conservation is not neutral. Second, by seeking out specialists in the 
object that you are conserving . . . not necessarily in its preservation, 
but in its place in which, or for which, it was originally made. If you 
can’t find a primary source, go to the community. There needs to 
be more inclusion—of all cultures. Think of it like a stool. Even a 
simple stool needs three legs to be stable. You can have experts who 
are conservators and curators, but if the context of community is 
missing, the stool is unstable and won’t ‘hold up’ over time.

PCMK: What does Black conservation mean to you in the present moment? 
How do you envision this meaning unfolding in the future?

Makau: I was recently appointed the Interim Collections Care Director for 
the public art of Destination Crenshaw (an historic Black area in 
Southern California). One of the descriptors of ‘D. C.’ is that it is 
unapologetically Black; they are very intentional about who is pre-
serving their work. By breaking down the perception that the only 
way to maintain the art is to cast far afield to find people skilled 
enough to do this work, they are exemplifying to the art world (and 
more importantly) to the Crenshaw community that folks right 
there are extremely competent to do it themselves.

PCMK: Are there works and objects and practices that lend themselves 
particularly well to Black conservation? Are there Black ‘objects of 
conservation’?

Makau: As mentioned in the previous statement, there are works made by 
Black artists which would receive an additional type of care from 
a Black conservator. It might be intangible, but the thought pro-
cess or contextualization might be inherent because of similar life 
experiences. That isn’t to say that art care needs to be color-coded 
via skin color; that’s an extremely dangerous path to take. But an 
understanding of place certainly plays a part.

PCMK: Traditional Western conservation has always been a very 
object-oriented discipline. Are there practices from ‘Black conser-
vation’ that could help to conserve not just items, but also values, 
cultures, and relationships?

Makau: Yes! I recently stated that Black culture has been preserving work 
for generations; it just hasn’t been acknowledged as official ‘conser-
vation.’ When an elder tells a story of an area’s history, it becomes 
a past and current historical event.

For example, I have been working with the Mount Zion Baptist Church Pres-
ervation Society, which is working to preserve and repurpose a church into 
a Black Culture Center for their community in Athens, Ohio. One of the 
board members, President Ada-Woodson Adams, who attended the church 
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as a child, is Baptist and was married in the church. Adams is a genealogist, 
local historian, community organizer, and civil rights activist. She advocates 
for historical preservation by recounting oral histories of underrepresented 
people and places. Ada-Woodson’s involvement has been included in a video 
documentation series spearheaded by Trevellya ‘Tee’ Ford-Ahmed, PhD, 
Director of Communications and Media of MZBCPS. Tee has actively woven 
Mount Zion’s significance into current events, such as integrating the series 
into school curricula. Highlighting the building preservation as a conduit for 
discourse about community inequities has drawn the attention of the National 
Trust for Historic Preservation, from which the MZBCPS has received a grant 
through the African American Cultural Heritage Action Fund.

PCMK: Are there works and objects and practices that you would rather 
not treat, and why?

Makau: That’s a hard question. Working on something that oppressed peo-
ple, depicted them in a demeaning way, or worse, would be dif-
ficult. But it could also be an empowering experience that the only 
way it could be preserved is by the expertise of a Black conser-
vator. I  think, in the latter case, I would have to insist upon the 
acknowledgement of a power shift (to the conservator) and also the 
understanding and support of colleagues and an institution, if that 
is where the work is happening.

PCMK: On the similar topic of feelings and emotions: How to conserve 
works which are emotionally charged but which aren’t necessarily 
resonating with us, or which resonate on a different level?

Makau: To continue the earlier example, it’s extremely important for those 
working around Black conservators to consider the emotional toll 
of working on specific objects.

PCMK: How can performance be conserved, from your particular perspec-
tive? What is specific about Black performance in the context of 
conservation?

Makau: Black performance can be conserved in multiple ways and medi-
ums. Of course, digital and audio are currently what people think 
of in preserving a performance. But one can also think more about 
community involvement as a part of conservation. Consider line 
dancing. It has a few steps that are repeated, then one turns a quar-
ter turn and the steps are repeated again. People of all ages can 
join in—the nuance and interpretation are what highlight the more 
accomplished from those who are just learning. It’s by watching 
while engaging that the dance becomes ingrained in a new group of 
folks who then can disseminate it in new spaces and venues. It’s by 
this action that the core dance is preserved.
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Notes

 1 In the Christian Bible, Jesus makes reference to mustard seeds in describing faith’s 
power to overcome adversity: “For truly I tell you, if you have faith the size of a 
mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’ and it will 
move; and nothing will be impossible for you” (Matthew 17:20).

 2 National Museum of African American History and Culture, “African Ameri-
can Treasures,” accessed July 31, 2023, https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/initiatives/
african-american-treasures.
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In a conversation with Emilie Magnin, Brandie Macdonald, a citizen of the 
Chickasaw Nation and Executive Director at the Indiana University Museum 
of Archaeology and Anthropology, explores the complexities of caring for 
living heritage and Indigenous knowledge, including the preservation of oral 
tradition and spiritual performance.

Emilie Magnin: Dear Brandie, we are eager to hear your perspective 
on objects that come from past performances or that 
are involved in rituals and practices, to think about 
how performance is also preserved through objects, 
and how we can engage with these objects not only 
as museum holdings, but as part of a living, vibrant 
heritage. To initiate our conversation, could you tell 
us about your experience working at the Museum of 
Us? We’re particularly interested in learning about 
the obstacles you’ve encountered and the encouraging 
transformations you’ve witnessed in this context.

Brandie Macdonald: Until recently, I  held the position of Senior Direc-
tor of Decolonizing Initiatives at the Museum of Us, 
San Diego.1 As a member of the Chickasaw Nation 
with ancestral ties to the Choctaw Nation, and hav-
ing a Scottish biological father, my Indigenous herit-
age is rooted in my maternal lineage. Reflecting on my 
time at the Museum of Us, I’ve witnessed remarkable 
growth, both during my tenure and throughout the 
museum’s evolution. Initially, our efforts were concen-
trated within a single department, but we have since 
expanded our focus to drive systemic transforma-
tion, as it became evident that there was a collective 
desire within the organization to engage in this work. 
My primary endeavor has revolved around establish-
ing a fluid, adaptable, and nonlinear framework that 
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advances the practice of decolonization—because 
we’re not going to achieve full decolonization, prob-
ably not in my lifetime. Our journey is centered on 
ongoing decolonization efforts, recognizing that strat-
egies that were relevant five or six years ago might 
not align with the current needs of our communities. 
My role involved conceptualizing structural change 
and implementing it across the entire organization. 
This included contemplating the implications for vari-
ous spheres, such as human resources and cultural 
resources. Our collaborative efforts aimed to cultivate 
spaces for change both within the institution and in 
our society, in our local and global communities. On 
the one hand, we were committed to effecting change 
within our own organization. But simultaneously, we 
were thinking about how we can also hold the broader 
field accountable and set a standard that inspires oth-
ers to build upon our achievements, to use our suc-
cesses as a foundation for change within their own 
contexts.

Magnin: There is currently a lot of discussion about decoloniz-
ing museums,2 but I assume there is also some resist-
ance to these efforts. I even suspect that it sometimes 
comes from conservators, who are not always the most 
prone to change.

Macdonald: And change is hard, right? Indeed, the process of change 
can be scary, for many people. One of the challenges 
my team and I faced in our work is that museums are 
slow. This is largely rooted in the deeply ingrained pat-
terns of Euro-American-centric and colonial practices 
that have historically defined these institutions. These 
practices have been imposed upon non-Euro-American 
communities and traditions that are being oppressed. 
Our mission is to create bridges and dismantle that 
colonial space to help recognize Indigenous authority 
and autonomy. This requires acknowledging and valu-
ing different ways of knowing and thinking, of know-
ing and being, that exist outside the confines of the 
binary thinking that museums tend to adhere to. The 
cyclical dimensions of Indigenous epistemology and 
ontology, for instance, contrast with the linear struc-
ture commonly employed by museums, a model that 
doesn’t readily accommodate these multidimensional 
concepts.
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Personally, my Indigenous heritage is firmly rooted in nonlinear practices, 
characterized by cyclical interconnectedness that transcends temporal bound-
aries. I’m connected to my past, just like I’m connected to my future. This 
perspective contrasts with the conventional mindset of museums, which typi-
cally follow linear temporal structures. So the challenge we faced lay in effec-
tively communicating this perspective and instigating change within a system 
deeply rooted in linear thinking. This encompasses various aspects: reshaping 
our development practices, reevaluating financial allocations, reconsidering 
how our team approaches and touches items, transforming the manner in 
which we document, and how we interact with folks. An additional aspect 
worth considering is how to navigate communication with funders.

Another significant challenge that I’ve experienced during my tenure is 
what comes after the enthusiasm our team initially displayed for decoloniza-
tion efforts. There was a genuine eagerness to align with ethical principles and 
do what is right and ethical, without causing harm. Both our team and our 
board shared this commitment. But when it comes to actually enacting tan-
gible change and confronting the implications of historical actions, a certain 
level of resistance can emerge. It’s defensiveness. A reluctance to accept any 
responsibility for past actions. The pushback can manifest as statements like, 
“I wasn’t involved in that,” and a defensive posture that hinders progress. 
For instance, discussions around repatriation might be met with skepticism 
and questions like, “Why should we repatriate this object?” “What purpose 
does this repatriation serve?” This presents a complex challenge that we are 
actively grappling with. There were instances where we engaged with board 
members who expressed genuine support for Indigenous communities and 
the work we do. They readily offered financial backing for our initiatives. Yet 
when the conversation delved into the topic of addressing colonial harm and 
the necessity of restorative actions, a noticeable shift occurred. Some board 
members questioned the need for such actions, leading to conversations that 
required a delicate balance of education, advocacy, and patience. Negotiat-
ing this space demands a strategic approach to bridge the gap between intent 
and action.

Magnin: Can you tell us about the significant change of name of your 
institution, from ‘Museum of Man’ to ‘Museum of Us’?

Macdonald: I didn’t pick the name, but I appreciate that it’s different, and 
the new name has garnered positive reception. Shifting away 
from the Museum of Man was important to me as it held layers 
of celebration tied to the pioneers, the patriarchy.3 The aware-
ness about the Museum of Man and the ways in which it has 
harmed Indigenous people, Black people, and peoples of color 
has been with me since I entered the museum sphere about a 
decade ago. And so this shift was crucial. Our process involved 
extensive data gathering rather than a unilateral decision. We 
included historical information, even from the 1970s, as people 
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had expressed the need for change over time. We organized 
small focus groups, engaging with our museum community 
and external voices to understand their wishes. We also had 
a cube inside the museum for people coming in, and post-its 
to crowdsource ideas for the new name. We compiled all of 
this data and identified some of the recurring and unique name 
suggestions, or the ones that we felt really resonated with what 
we are. These options were put forth in a survey to our staff, 
board members, funders, and community. The final decision, 
ultimately made by our CEO, was informed by this collective 
wealth of information. We initially planned on doing it in 2023, 
but the pandemic prompted us to realize that the time was now 
because we don’t know the future, and our organization really 
valued the power of action. Decolonization is a verb. It’s about 
putting these concepts into practice, which is why we decided to 
take action.

Magnin: I notice also your use of the terms ‘ancestors’ and ‘relatives.’ It 
signifies a more profound and meaningful level of relationship 
compared to the terminology typically employed by museums, 
such as ‘objects’ or ‘human remains.’ Is this shift in language 
something that has arisen from this recent policy change as well?

Macdonald: Absolutely. We realized that language was one of the first areas 
where change was needed. The language we use can perpetuate 
harm over and over again, and also sets the cultural climate 
within our organization. It articulates our intentions and our 
approach; it shapes our practice. Early on, we made a shift away 
from terms like ‘collections’ because that conveys a sense of 
collecting others, of detachment from the community. Instead, 
we now refer to these as ‘cultural resources,’ since everything, 
whether it’s art, textiles, or historical items, holds significance as 
a resource to the cultural community, representing their mate-
rial culture. We’ve also moved away from terms like ‘artifacts’ 
to simply ‘items,’ and from ‘objects’ to ‘belongings.’ When dis-
cussing what were previously termed ‘human specimens,’ we 
now say ‘ancestral human remains’ or simply ‘ancestors.’ We 
also deliberately replaced terms like ‘storage rooms’ with ‘sanc-
tuary spaces,’ where these items live, where they’re cared for, 
or where our ancestors reside until they can return home. This 
transformation intentionally reflects our commitment to mini-
mal disturbance and the understanding that each item is not an 
inanimate object. Everything is so much more, unless we’re told 
otherwise. We encountered a few European communities with 
whom we were collaborating, and who explained, “This is just 
an object!” So we wrote it down: “Great. It’s just a bowl!” If 
that’s their interpretation, we respect it. However, for the vast 
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majority of other communities we engage with, it’s not just a 
bowl; it carries deeper cultural significance. Our general prac-
tice of not committing any harm is to make sure we understand 
that it’s more than just a bowl, unless explicitly told otherwise.

A further challenge we faced was our cultural resources collection, which 
represents a diversity of communities, each deserving of our responsibility. 
These communities have different knowledge systems, ways of existence, dis-
tinct priorities, and they’ve suffered different impacts of colonization. Muse-
ums also have done terrible things differently to each of them. In our practice 
toward decolonization, our approach to conservation, we had a general base-
line. But within that baseline, our team had to remain adaptable. Maybe 
some communities want their ancestors talked to on a regular basis. Maybe 
some folks want their ancestors to stay in the box and never be touched 
until they go home. The consideration extends to our stewardship of cultural 
resources—questioning whether display is appropriate or if repatriation is 
the rightful path. The team has to stay flexible; they can’t get in a static state 
because it constantly changes. The museum approach must align with the 
evolving needs and wishes of the communities it serves.

Magnin: It must be complex to account for all these Indigenous knowl-
edge systems in the process of preservation. I suppose that even 
inside one community, there is not a single point of view or a 
single perspective. So how can you responsibly present Indig-
enous practices and knowledges in a museum? Are museums 
always suited to welcome these practices, or are there forms 
of Indigenous preservation that must take place outside of the 
museum?

Macdonald: I believe that a responsible approach within the museum con-
text involves actively listening to and recognizing the voices of 
communities—specifically, Black, Indigenous, and communities 
of color that exist outside of the museum. Museums are not the 
experts. Museums shouldn’t be the experts on people’s culture, 
traditional practices, and on what conservation means to them. 
It is important to acknowledge this because museums often 
become obsessed with the idea of preservation: “We’ve got to 
save it, it has to be frozen in time and perfect so that it lasts five 
hundred years.” But for the community that created the item, 
it was never meant to last five hundred years. Many items were 
created with a specific cultural context and lifespan in mind. 
This distinction is immensely important. Responsible conserva-
tion is intertwined with ethical considerations. Museums do not 
hold sole ownership over these objects or their creation. So who 
are we to decide?
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The community should be the ones to decide if an item needs to go back 
in the ground or go back to the Earth. To me, that’s conservation. Because 
these objects are more than just inanimate objects; for many communities, 
they are connections to our past, our present, and our future. They’re living 
beings, they’re entities, they have spirits inside of them. That’s how we talk 
to our ancestors. That’s how we talk to our future generations. Embracing 
conservation in this way of knowing and being involves preserving its vitality 
and inherent purpose. Even as it returns to the Earth, it’s still living, and it’s 
still being preserved in its intended purpose within this cyclical space.

In the context of performance, conservation takes on a unique form. 
For instance, when dealing with artifacts like Mayan ocarinas (little flutes), 
which hold cultural significance, preservation involves ensuring their contin-
ued use in alignment with their intended purpose, which means they need to 
be played by Maya people. We’ve been working with Maya consultants for 
an exhibit, and these consultants played the ocarinas—items possibly hun-
dreds of years old, maybe even thousands. They picked them up and played 
them for the first time in decades, in the museum, next to all their resources 
and relatives, revitalizing their connection to Maya heritage. In essence, the 
conservation here lies in the act of touching their ancestors and playing their 
music once again.

Following this idea, conservation involves acknowledging specific require-
ments. This might entail storing a rattle with a particular plant material, tend-
ing to an item periodically, or providing water and sunlight in specific ways 
because it needs to continue to know that the outside is there. This active 
care is an integral part of conservation, extending beyond mere acid-free box 
storage and telling people not to touch.

Magnin: I’d love also to hear you talk about the living culture that is 
behind these objects. Can we think of these objects as, in a way, 
tools for preserving something else that they are attached to? For 
instance, to preserve oral traditions, performances, or dances? 
What roles can museums play in that kind of preservation?

Macdonald: Here I can speak from my perspective as an Indigenous person. 
So many dances within North American Indigenous commu-
nities are often intricately connected to a specific tribe, indi-
vidual, or clan (an exception is pow-wow, which embodies 
Pan-Indianism). However, there are stories and narratives that 
unite these dances, guided by protocols. When contemplat-
ing these spaces, adhering to these protocols is crucial. Should 
you want to record it, then there needs to be consent, as it per-
tains to intellectual property. Our endeavor at the Museum 
of Us involved understanding intellectual property in both 
its tangible and intangible forms. Conventional American or 
Euro-American-centric perspectives typically view intellectual 
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property as mere objects—it’s just this glass. In contrast, for 
Indigenous people, it encompasses songs, words, oral tradi-
tions, dance, movement. It embraces the protocols that go along 
with it. These protocols are not merely guidelines: a protocol is 
a spiritual performance, a form of practice, our commitment to 
our ancestors and to our future. Should we decide to transcribe 
this knowledge, we need consent, and we need to ascertain the 
desired usage—whether documenting it is acceptable, if storage 
is appropriate, and whether public access is suitable.

This is an issue that museums are currently struggling with, and Indigenous 
communities in both the United States and Canada are asserting themselves. 
The problem arises from the numerous song recordings that were acquired 
through unethical means, stolen with hidden microphones. These recordings 
are now being considered for public release, prompting a reevaluation of 
copyright laws. But from the Indigenous perspective, these recordings should 
never be made public. They are meant to be heard only within specific con-
texts, such as during certain seasons.

Museums need to step up and need to implement policies and assume 
responsibilities to only conserve with consent. They need to hear and pri-
oritize what the communities want, and adjust their policies to grant them 
autonomy and control over their cultural materials. And maybe the role of 
museums might evolve into that of custodians, safeguarding these materials 
for future generations of Indigenous people. But even in the role of a custo-
dian, the idea of researchers extracting and utilizing these materials without 
restraint raises concerns. Museums must embrace the responsibility of col-
laboratively building access policies with Indigenous communities.

Magnin: The conventional Western perspective would be to say that we 
can record performances and keep artifacts within museums. 
But for these dances or songs to continue to happen, it’s impera-
tive to also safeguard the environment in which they are meant 
to occur. There’s a shift currently happening in conservation, as 
there’s a growing recognition of the interconnectedness between 
the environment, social aspects, and museums themselves. 
Merely preserving objects is insufficient; the source and context 
of these objects must also be cared for. It’s obviously taking a 
lot of time for such change to happen, but, nevertheless, I see an 
opportunity for museums to evolve beyond being mere reposi-
tories and to become genuine partners in the preservation and 
continuation of cultural practices.

Macdonald: You’re absolutely right, museums shouldn’t be mere storage 
facilities. Within the space that I’m familiar with, in the United 
States, there have been shifts driven by Indigenous practices and 
demands. This has led to the transformation of these spaces 
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into real cultural resource centers. They provide both prayer 
spaces, where you can have a fire or smudging ceremonies, but 
there are also large rooms where you could bring items into 
performance, songs, and dance. Notably, the National Museum 
of the American Indian and many other Indigenous-led muse-
ums have adopted this approach. The Museum of Us is figuring 
out how to do that, but the challenge lies in financing such ini-
tiatives, as the necessary resources aren’t available. They have 
other spaces, existing rooms that were repurposed to accommo-
date cultural resources. But it remains crucial to envision how 
an entire building designed with these pockets of spaces would 
enable communities to engage in performances either inside 
or outdoors. This, I believe, represents the future of museums, 
because, as you rightly suggest, it should transcend the concept 
of the storage facility.

Magnin: This would be a transformation for conservators, too, because 
we traditionally live in the basement. And I think this discon-
nection between conservation and the public has also been 
harmful because we are not trained to speak up. Conservators 
have this privileged connection with the objects that we care for, 
and we need to learn that in order to care for them in the best 
way, we have to talk to the people who are intimately involved 
with these objects.

Macdonald: That shift, too, needs to happen! Could this be the reason 
behind the belief that objects are not supposed to see the sun-
light? Because, as Indigenous objects, they must remain con-
nected to the outside world. The Museum of Us has in its 
possession items passed down by our ancestors or entrusted to 
it by the community that need to be by a window, otherwise 
they’re going to die. What is inside of them will die if they’re 
deprived of sunlight. Consequently, we’ve taken them out of the 
cardboard boxes, because these objects are also our folks, and 
it’s our responsibility to ensure they experience sunlight. This 
is a new mindset. Our responsibility is to change the concept 
of conservation. It’s sunlight and fresh air instead of acid-free 
containers—an evolved form of conservation.

Here’s another example: at the Museum of Us, we collaborated with a 
Maya muralist artist for the Maya exhibit reframing.4 In this process, we 
were striving for a decolonized approach, as claiming ownership in situa-
tions where it’s not warranted reflects colonial practices. We worked with 
the artist to craft a contract agreement about the mural that respects the 
share of cultural knowledge. We funded the mural (Figure 9.1), but the artist 
retains ownership, departing from the conventional model where a museum 
commissions and claims ownership of an artwork. Instead, she maintains 
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intellectual and cultural authority over her creation, while the museum serves 
as a catalyst, as a supportive platform. This mirrors how the museum now 
handles other objects—we are essentially the people that steward them. This 
approach pushes back colonial concepts of ownership and recognizes that the 
items are (and have always been) the community’s, even though the museum 
legally owns them. The legal team sometimes raised concerns, but the CEO, 
who is also a lawyer, supported this perspective.

I believe that the path forward in terms of ethics is through this decolo-
nized lens. This perspective will remain fluid and adaptable, as its relevance 
will vary based on the community, artists, and societal context. However, 
it’s possible to set some flexible parameters, like guiding principles around 
decolonizing initiatives, while acknowledging, at the core of this approach, 
that museum staff are not the experts. Granted, we certainly possess scientific 

Figure 9.1  Artist Alicia María Siu paints a mural on the walls of the Museum of Us 
as part of the exhibit Maya Peoples: Heart of the Sky, Heart of the Earth, 
June 2022. Photograph: Brandie Macdonald.
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knowledge about chemicals, temperatures, and environmental conditions. 
But the community also holds knowledge about ways of understanding and 
creating—how it was created. So we need to create a space for us to grow 
together and to privilege and honor those communities’ voices and ways of 
being. This will lead to a shared understanding and agreement.

To give you a tangible example: at the Museum of Us we had cultural 
resources and we were taking care of them as stewards. These items were 
stored in acid-free boxes, and we monitored the humidity levels. The com-
munity had also requested that we attend to the spirits inside of them, feed-
ing them with ground meat, corn, and water, as these objects are believed to 
house hungry spirits. And maybe they need some plant materials placed next 
to them to maintain a connection with the prairies. The museum operates 
in a hundred-year-old building, with a variety of creatures everywhere, such 
as critters, rats, bugs, fungus, mold—though at the time, our nemeses were 
mice. And so we had to find a balance between fulfilling the wants and needs 
of the community and sticking to our commitment, but also accommodat-
ing the constraints of the building and materials we were working with. Our 
commitment revolved around finding the most effective means to serve those 
in need. We deliberated over decisions like whether to leave food out over-
night, and we proposed to limit this to an hour, all the while explaining the 
reasons why to the community.

Similarly, we strived to house all the Ancestral Pueblo items together 
because we wanted to keep relatives together. These seemingly mundane 
objects, like a simple bowl, they’re not just a bowl; they are bound by rela-
tionships and connections that echo through generations. However, if the 
environmental conditions within the space do not allow us to provide such 
support, then we need to find a way to ensure that enough of their kin are 
relocated to be alongside their ancestors, so they’re not alone. Throughout 
this process, we always communicated the underlying reason and clarified 
our actions with statements like: “Our intention wasn’t to separate com-
munity members, but in these circumstances, we had to. Nonetheless, we’re 
still dedicated to applying the community’s directives, including the use of 
muslin shields and other measures that the community has requested.” As 
we contemplated the way ahead, we sometimes found ourselves constrained 
by the space we had to operate in. But we can blend these paths together 
because they don’t have to be mutually exclusive; this journey is a collabora-
tive endeavor. The Museum of Us is a vast institution, housing thousands and 
even hundreds of thousands of items and ancestors. Conservation extends 
beyond individual items, it involves communicating with communities at 
large, and recognizing that you are part of a whole society and a whole 
world. This commitment to transparency and effective communication is of 
great importance.

To me and my team, this was both a performance and a profoundly impor-
tant statement and practice. Across all our engagements with external com-
munities, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, particularly during consultation 
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processes with communities’ representatives, we remained very transparent 
about the provenance of the resources, of the ancestors within our digital 
archive. We openly discussed the journey that got them here and linked that 
with pivotal moments in the process of colonization. For instance, during 
our consultations with Mayan community members, we encountered cul-
tural resources that had been removed from their place of origin and taken 
into our archives. The documentation reveals a story where a man employed 
at the Chiclet factory went swimming in a lake and discovered three pots at 
the bottom of the lake. Astonished that someone had thrown them there, he 
proceeded to take them. Perhaps unknowingly, he stole things from a spir-
itual lake, and this act constituted a colonial pathway.

It was essential for us to convey this origin narrative to the Mayan com-
munity, in addition to acknowledging the impacts of genocide linked to the 
Chiclet chewing gum factory on their land. Transparency was at the heart 
of our approach. It’s not merely a matter of accepting a donation; it goes 
beyond that: How did we get it? What happened in that time period? How 
can we trace its history? And when we didn’t know, then we admitted we 
didn’t know. Furthermore, we were apologizing for our involvement in this 
chain of events, acknowledging our role in profiting from the consequences 
of colonization and perpetuating harm by holding these cultural artifacts 
apart from their land of origin and from the communities they belong to. 
I think these are practices and actions that should be embraced by all muse-
ums, whether art museums or anthropology museums.

Provenance research is something the Museum of Us was dedicated to 
expanding further. We were collaborating closely with both the cultural 
resources department and the exhibits department to develop informational 
panels around the provenance of objects and the historical connection to 
colonial harm. This initiative started with the Maya exhibit, and our objec-
tive was to have these panels throughout the museum. Visitors need to know 
how these items arrived here, and the reasons behind their presence within 
the collections, including aspects such as their association with individuals 
linked to white supremacy or colonial regimes.

Magnin: Museums tend to prioritize documentation and written records 
for whatever posterity we are thinking about. However, we 
know that a lot of knowledge is transmitted orally, both out-
side and inside museums. For instance, many of the insights 
and anecdotes about the objects we handle are shared among 
conservators but might not find their way into writing. How do 
you approach this aspect of knowledge transmission?

Macdonald: At the Museum of Us we didn’t always write everything down, 
which presents a significant challenge in museums, primarily 
because it revolves around consent. There are different con-
versations when community members engage with us, differ-
ent things that are okay to write down and not. Our foremost 
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commitment was to honor those boundaries. Much of this 
knowledge is likely rooted in oral traditions, and not necessar-
ily meant to be written down. If the community wanted it to be 
conserved in that manner, then we respected that choice. When 
we considered conservation options, our approach involved 
ensuring the oral transmission and remembering of this knowl-
edge, as it is a piece of ancestral practices.

For example, during a consultation with a Masai community member, he 
shared all these fantastic stories, and the cultural resources team’s hands were 
itching. They wanted to immediately start writing it down because it was 
so compelling. However, there’s an important lesson here—you have to get 
consent first. We’ve been working on training our team not to instinctively 
grab their pencils and paper and start sketching, but instead to ask first: “Is 
it acceptable if we write this story?” Or, to refrain from interrupting and, 
instead, inquire afterward: “Would it be alright if we documented this story 
so that it becomes a part of our cultural resources? And if you’re comfortable 
with us writing it down, do you consent to it being accessible to the general 
public, or would you prefer it to be accessible only to descendants when they 
visit to see this cultural resource?”

Even within the context of consultations, we were careful to set those 
boundaries, because not all information is meant for a broad museum audi-
ence. Sometimes, it’s intended solely for the museum to keep it alongside that 
cultural resource for the benefit of the next Masai community member. This 
is how we can safeguard oral tradition while recognizing the responsibility to 
pass it down because that was the customary practice.

As an Indigenous person, storytelling plays a huge role in my work. It’s 
through tangible examples and stories that I convey complex ideas and theo-
ries in practice. It’s different from some of my colleagues who may be more 
inclined to record and write things down, as our cultural approaches stem 
from distinct spaces.

This conversation took place on February 18, 2022. Questions contrib-
uted by Hanna B. Hölling and Jules Pelta Feldman.

Notes

 1 As of the publication of this interview, Macdonald has shifted her professional 
focus to work as Executive Director at the Indiana University Museum of Archaeol-
ogy and Anthropology.

 2 See, for instance, German Museums Association, Guidelines on Dealing with 
Collections from Colonial Contexts, 3rd ed. (Berlin: German Museums Associa-
tion, 2021); Brandie Macdonald, “Pausing, Reflection, and Action: Decolonizing 
Museum Practices,” Journal of Museum Education 47, no. 1 (2022): 8–17, https://
doi.org/10.1080/10598650.2021.1986668; Brandie Macdonald and Micah Parzen, 
“Decolonizing Initiatives in Action: From Theory to Practice at the Museum of 
Us,” in Race and Sociocultural Inclusion in Science Communication: Innovation, 
Decolonisation, and Transformation, ed. Elizabeth Rasekoala (Bristol: Bristol 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10598650.2021.1986668;
https://doi.org/10.1080/10598650.2021.1986668;
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University Press, 2023); and Dean Sully, ed., Decolonising Conservation: Caring 
for Maori Meeting Houses outside New Zealand (Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast 
Press, 2007).

 3 In 2020, after forty years as the ‘Museum of Man,’ the anthropological museum 
in San Diego’s Balboa Park changed its name to the ‘Museum of Us,’ reflecting a 
broader effort to redefine its role in the community and address gender-related 
concerns amid the Black Lives Matter protests and national rebranding efforts by 
companies. See John Wilkens, “As It Moves Forward with Decolonizing, Museum 
of Man Gets a New Name,” The San Diego Union Tribune, August 2, 2020.

 4 Alicia María Siu, a Nawat-Pipil/Maya from her mother’s side and of Cantonese 
descent from her father, is an artist and muralist featured in the permanent exhibi-
tion Maya Peoples: Heart of Sky, Heart of Earth at the Museum of Us. The col-
lectively built exhibit celebrates Maya continuity. See “Maya Peoples: Heart of 
Sky, Heart of Earth,” Museum of Us (website), accessed August 30, 2023, https://
museumofus.org/exhibits/maya-peoples-heart-of-sky-heart-of-earth.
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Introduction

A museum curator is always in a state of uneasiness. At least, if one consid-
ers the etymological origin of the term ‘curator,’ which stems from the Latin 
term cura,1 meaning ‘anxiety,’ ‘worry,’ ‘concern,’ or “the devotion of care or 
attention to a thing,” among others.2 One couldn’t think of better words to 
describe what is needed if an institution acquires an ephemeral work of art, 
specifically a performance, and wants to ensure that the work is kept ‘alive’ 
for generations to come, that is, that it can be looked at, watched, heard, iter-
ated, reperformed, or exhibited.

Without such actions of ‘care,’ the volatility of the work means that it 
would, after some time, fade without a trace from collective memory and 
would be forgotten. In the extreme case, the institution would lose the ‘sub-
stance’ of its work, which would then be memorable as an inventory entry 
only, perhaps leaving behind a few relics to which no one could assign any 
meaning.

Therefore, a museum may want to take measures to ensure that a physi-
cal and digital trace of the performance work is maintained. Obviously, the 
performance work could be photographed and filmed; documents created by 
the artist and relating to the performance, like drawings, sketches, or scores, 
could be reproduced. Props and remainders of the performance would be 
preserved, as is customary for objects in museum care, or they could be newly 
fabricated for a reperformance, if needed. After some time, changing social, 
political, environmental, or museological requirements may even necessitate 
adjustments to the content of the performance artwork.

The aforementioned measures, however, could infringe on the artist’s copy-
rights regarding the performance artwork, since they may violate the artist’s 
exclusive right to reproduce the work or have its integrity respected, among 
others. Thus, this chapter explores the potential copyright implications 
of preservation measures in connection with performance art. It will sin-
gle out common strategies for preserving and perpetuating performance art 
employed in institutions worldwide, paying particular attention to so-called 
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‘performance relics.’ First, however, a short introduction to international 
copyright law is given to set the legal stage.

The basics of international copyright

The territoriality principle

Copyright law follows the ‘territoriality principle.’ This notion holds that a 
state has no competence to prescribe legal rules to govern activities that occur 
outside its national borders.3 In somewhat simpler terms, this means that 
copyright law only applies within the borders of a single country. In order 
for this essay to be useful in as many countries as possible, it must be written 
from the perspective of international copyright law. Given the constraints of 
this essay, this can naturally only be done in an extremely abbreviated form.

To be precise, there

is no ‘international copyright’ in the sense of a right which is one and 
the same throughout the world and can be claimed everywhere, so that 
a judgment concerning the right in one country will be automatically 
effective in all other countries.4

On the other hand, national laws on copyright share much in common 
because of widespread adherence to various international treaties.5 Among 
others, the Revised Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and Artis-
tic Works (‘Berne Convention’), which has been ratified by 176 countries, 
sets internationally valid minimum standards for the protection of authors.6 
Perhaps even more importantly, the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects 
of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS)7 is an international legal agreement 
between all the member states of the World Trade Organization (WTO)—
164 adherents to date—which has brought national law into more immediate 
compliance with the Berne Convention.8 Still, it is important to keep in mind 
that it is essential to always check the admissibility of a planned preservation 
measure according to the applicable national copyright law, as the national 
laws differ mainly in the details.

The protection of ‘artistic works’ under international copyright law

When writing a regulation, it is indispensable to determine the subject matter 
to which it applies. To this end, a set of definitions is usually provided. Since 
the Berne Convention seeks to protect “literary and artistic works,” it needs 
to address the question of what is meant by these expressions. As with any 
regulation, a fine balance must be struck when attempting a definition. On 
the one hand, a great degree of abstraction is needed in order to be able to 
capture an infinite number of cases with the wording; on the other hand, it 
has to be specific enough to ensure that the addressee of the regulation still 
understands what is actually covered by it. The Berne Convention tries this 
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balancing act in Art. 2 para. 1, first with a general wording, stating that the 
term “literary and artistic works” includes “every production in the liter-
ary, scientific and artistic domain, whatever may be the mode or form of its 
expression,” followed by a list of examples. This enumeration is introduced 
by the phrase “such as,” thus demonstrating that it is exemplary rather than 
conclusive; or, putting it the other way around, that a certain artistic expres-
sion is not included in Art. 2 para 1 of the Berne Convention does not mean 
that it can’t be ‘artistic work.’

Anyone who has ever tried to define ‘art’ knows that this is an almost 
impossible endeavor. It is therefore understandable that the Berne Conven-
tion lists numerous categories that are traditionally considered as art forms, 
including books; dramatic or dramatico-musical work; choreographic and 
cinematographic work; fine art, like drawing, painting, and sculpture; and 
photographic works as well as illustrations; although, to be precise, a ‘book’ 
is not usually an art form itself, but is a physical object that may contain a 
written form of one, for example, a novel. The definition in Art. 2 para. 1 of 
the Berne Convention therefore clearly has its weaknesses. It is also outdated, 
having last been updated in 1979, obviously at a time when today’s technical 
capabilities were unimaginable. Consequently, it misses out on many con-
temporary artistic practices, for instance, art that involves time-based media; 
though, honestly, this probably applies to most copyright laws.

‘Performance art’ is also not mentioned in the Berne Convention, but this 
is not really surprising when you keep in mind that an infinite diversity of 
possible artistic expressions is subsumed under this term. It’s possible that a 
specific performance could be perceived as a ‘choreography,’ as listed in Art. 
2 para 1 of the Berne Convention, but if that’s not the case, the work could 
simply be covered by the general term ‘artistic work’ and still be protected. 
The same could be the case with time-based media art or other practices that 
were unknown at the time of the Berne Convention’s conception and its revi-
sions, and that were therefore not included.

However, it is important to note that the Berne Convention is not limited 
to classic ‘artistic’ expressions, but also covers maps, plans, sketches, and 
three-dimensional works related to geography, topography, architecture, and  
science. Therefore, it could be said that around the world, the “literary  
and artistic works” protected by copyright range from high art, such as 
poems and paintings, to purely informational products,9 like sales brochures. 
To protect them, copyright grants exclusive rights to the ‘author’ of the work, 
who will now be discussed in more detail.

The author and other involved individuals

The author of a work is usually identified as the natural person (i.e., an indi-
vidual, as opposed to a corporation or other ‘legal entity’) who conceived and 
executed the work.10 Often, however, more than one individual is involved 
in creating a piece of art. If two or more authors have contributed to the 
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development, or, more precisely, the artistic content of the work, legislation 
in most countries will treat them as co-authors and co-owners,11 or ‘joint 
authors.’12 But the piece may also involve individuals who are not authors. 
They could be nonprofessionals or specialists in other fields who are hired to 
undertake the job of being present and performing at a particular time and a 
particular place on behalf of the artist, and following his or her instructions in 
a “delegated performance.”13 It may come as a surprise to learn that while ‘per-
formance art’ is not mentioned in the Berne Convention, “performers,” which 
are defined as “actors, singers, musicians, dancers, and other persons who act, 
sing, deliver, declaim, play in, interpret, or otherwise perform literary or artis-
tic works or expressions of folklore,”14 are granted economic and moral rights 
apart from the authors. These rights are called ‘neighboring rights,’ and the 
respective individuals’ contributions are “thought to fall outside the domain 
of literary and artistic works and to lack the authorial creativity required for 
admission into the cathedral of authors’ rights.”15 Neighboring rights mainly 
regulate the recording of performances and their distribution16 and need to be 
observed (though they are not the focus of this essay).

If the copyrights are not the subject of a testamentary disposition to the 
contrary or have already been transferred by the author to other persons dur-
ing his or her lifetime, in many countries they are inherited by the author’s 
legal successor(s) after his or her death. These may be heirs such as children 
or spouses, but also legal persons who are appointed as successors by testa-
mentary dispositions, e.g., a foundation. Any necessary consents must then 
be obtained from these right holders. In cases where there is more than one 
heir, care should be taken to ensure that the required consent is given by all 
heirs or by an heir who can effectively represent the other right holders. If 
the work is ‘orphaned,’ that is, if the author or present right holders or their 
whereabouts are unknown, the work usually cannot be used unless local law 
expressly provides for a licensing system for the exploitation of orphaned 
works. This means that, for example, if the author is unknown, a painting 
cannot simply be reproduced and the resulting digital image uploaded to the 
internet; a text cannot be put into a new publication or a play performed in 
public—unless we can deduce from various indices that its author must have 
died a long time ago,17 say, if a text was first published in the middle of the 
nineteenth century.

Also, in many countries, artists’ collecting (or rights) societies have been 
established, which represent many artists or their legal successors regarding 
their copyright.18 If a specific artist is indeed represented by an artists’ rights 
association, negotiations on the use of a work generally must be conducted 
with the respective association.

Economic and moral rights

Common law, which emerged in Anglo-Saxon countries, and civil law, which 
is mainly found in Central Europe, have developed different rights for the 
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author. Many modern laws still reflect these historical roots. Common law 
is the source of the utilitarian notion that production of the widest possible 
variety of creative goods should be stimulated at the lowest possible price,19 
and that this can best be achieved if authors have the right to decide whether 
copies of their work can be made. This was further developed into today’s 
‘economic rights.’ The most important one is the right of reproduction, 
which was introduced into the Berne Convention in 1967. Art. 9 para. 1 
reads: “Authors of literary and artistic works protected by this Convention 
shall have the exclusive right of authorizing the reproduction of these works, 
in any manner or form.”

Other economic rights are less universally endorsed and may vary from 
country to country. The most common comprise the author’s right of dis-
tribution, that is, “the right to control dissemination of physical copies of 
the work”;20 the right of adaptation, which refers to the author’s right to 
decide about the “transformation of their work into another type of presen-
tation, for instance by translation, by changing a novel into a film script or 
by transcribing a musical work for piano into one for full orchestra”;21 and 
communication. The last includes a wide field of activities, such as—and 
most relevant for our context—to perform a work in the presence of the 
public and to relay it beyond the physical site where it originally took place, 
which traditionally would involve radio or television transmission. In a court 
case in Hong Kong it was held that ‘distribution’ nowadays also includes the 
internet.22

In civil law countries, on the other hand, the idea of a ‘droit moral’ was 
able to gain initial acceptance and is now recognized worldwide.23 Moral 
rights relate to the protection of the personality of the author and the integ-
rity of the work.24 Among others, the right of paternity (also called ‘right of 
attribution’) is the right of an author to be associated or identified with his 
or her own work,25 but also to publish anonymously or pseudonymously.26 
The author can also determine when, by whom, whether, in what form, and 
on what terms a work will be made available to the public for the first time 
(‘right of disclosure’).27 The author can also object to any distortion, mutila-
tion, or other unauthorized modification of the work in order to preserve the 
work in the form in which it was created,28 since it is traditionally assumed 
that the author has an artistic and personal interest in the unchanged preser-
vation of his or her work.29 However, it is recognized that the extent of this 
right of the author depends on the art genre. For example, a tacit consent 
of the author may be assumed regarding minor changes and adjustments of 
a letter to the editor in a newspaper, or of a play by the director,30 whereas 
inserting a different color in a painting may not be acceptable.

In summary, international copyright law gives authors extensive rights 
to decide how and by whom their works may be published, reproduced, 
or modified, or, in short, exploited. From the perspective of a ‘user,’ that is, 
someone who, as an example, intends to upload an image to the internet or 
reproduce small 3D versions of a sculpture to sell, this means that—at least 
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in principle—these actions require authorization on the part of the author. 
There are, however, some exceptions to this rule, which will shortly be dis-
cussed in the following section.

Restrictions of copyright

Whenever the law gives a specific interest a special legal position, it attempts 
to strike a balance with other interests. In the case of copyright, this is 
attempted with specific restrictions that allow certain users to utilize works 
without the author’s consent and compensation.31 These limitations on copy-
right are aimed at various user groups, especially memory institutions, which 
are important mediators of works in the service of society. For example, in 
many countries, museums may reproduce works for a museum catalogue 
or for the purpose of a work’s preservation. Their need to display works 
through means of digital technology is recognized and supported by the law 
of some countries, as is the use of copyrighted works whose author or rights 
holder is unknown or unlocatable (‘orphan works’).32 Other countries grant 
the right to use protected works in citations or for scientific purposes.

However, with regard to copyright limitations, local law varies even more 
than in the case of authors’ rights: “Limitations and exceptions on copy-
right have never been harmonised at the international level.”33 Therefore, it 
is essential to always check the applicable law prior to any intended use of a 
copyrighted work.

In the second part of this chapter, the knowledge gained will now be 
applied to the specifics of performance art.

Performance art and its legal protection

When assessing whether a specific preservation measure is compatible with 
copyright law, several steps should be taken.34 First, it is necessary to check 
whether the artistic creation is copyrighted; if that’s the case, one must iden-
tify what exactly is planned, whether the measure infringes on the author’s 
rights, and whether limitations may apply which allow taking the desirable 
measure without the artist’s approval and remuneration. If the planned meas-
ure requires the author’s approval, it is necessary to identify and approach 
the right person or group of persons (see above, under ‘The author and other 
involved individuals’). Finally, the work must always be connected with the 
author’s name.

Copyright for performances?

In recent decades, performance art has gained increasing importance for art-
ists, collectors, institutions, fairs, and the art-savvy public alike. However, 
this is not reflected in legal regulations, in which performance art is mark-
edly absent. As already mentioned, it is not mentioned in Art. 2 para. 1 of 
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the Berne Convention’s classifications of art forms. Indeed, in view of the 
multitude of possible artistic forms of creation referred to as ‘performance 
art,’ it seems impossible to subsume it under a specific classical art form, 
since performances may consist of, involve, or make use of drawing, paint-
ing, sculpture, photography, video, works of applied art, illustrations, maps, 
plans, sketches, speech, or music, among others; and numerous performances 
are closely related to choreographic works.35 Pieces of performance art there-
fore often defy an easy classification36 and, at the same time, draw heavily on 
other art forms.

From a legal point of view, it is irrelevant whether a piece of performance 
leans more toward one form of ‘classic’ artistic work than toward another, 
or towards any at all; yet, on the other hand, rooting a performance in tradi-
tional art forms does not automatically make it a copyright-protected work 
in its own right.

When assessing the copyright protection of a particular work, three 
aspects common to many pieces of performance art can significantly com-
plicate matters.

One, classical art forms usually produce works that are physically well 
defined or whose scope can be easily determined—for instance, a painting or 
a novel. They ‘embody’ the artistic creation protected and, apart from signs 
of wear in the case of physical objects, do not tend to change significantly 
over time. With performances, it’s not always simple to determine what actu-
ally constitutes the work. The exact form and the dimensions or manner in 
which it needs to be performed are sometimes not precisely fixed or outlined, 
so that they cannot be implemented without any doubt or room for interpre-
tation. Performances have this problem in common with art forms that use 
living materials and which therefore represent a challenging phenomenon 
for the practice of conservation: “What is the essence of artworks that are 
constantly changing and eventually may die?”37 From a legal point of view, in 
describing the subject matter of protection, it is equally necessary to identify 
precisely what it is that is to be protected.38 This is a challenge for artists, 
curators, and conservators alike.

The second issue is the aspect of ‘originality’ or ‘creativity.’ While the 
Berne Convention does not require, as a condition of protection, that a work 
should be ‘original’ or result from a creative endeavor in order to be pro-
tected, it is generally accepted that a work must be classified as fulfilling the 
criterion of originality or creativity in order to be covered by the categories of 
protection which are within the scope of the Convention.39 Countries follow-
ing the common law tradition (the United States and Great Britain, among 
others) generally require ‘originality’ of a work to connote that it originated 
with the author and no one else; civil law countries (for example, most coun-
tries in Central Europe) usually look for some imprint of the author’s person-
ality. The work must be the “author’s own intellectual creation.”40

While it seems self-evident at first glance that a piece of performance art 
will always be the result of a creative process, its outcome is not necessarily 
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‘original’ in the sense that another individual couldn’t also create the same 
form.41 This poses a legal challenge for pieces that consist of everyday courses 
of action, like normal step sequences or ordinary human interactions, which 
happen millions of times every day.42 For instance, the US dancer, choreog-
rapher, and filmmaker Yvonne Rainer (born November 24, 1934) incorpo-
rated everyday movements into her early works. In her 1968 piece Horses, 
which she showed at the Anderson Theater in New York City, six dancers 
“run across the stage. They move from one corner to the other and back, 
like a herd of animals.” The dancers were shown against a backdrop photo-
graph of Thomson’s gazelles moving in an orderly fashion, thus likening the 
humans to the gazelles and giving a “sense of embodied order in the social 
life of animals.”43 While the running itself cannot be copyrighted, the copy-
right status of the whole piece would need to be determined. Court cases 
dealing with these issues are rare. Therefore, a Swiss case dealing with a car-
nival performance is particularly interesting. The cantonal court in St. Gallen 
ruled in 2002:

Whether a work has individuality is judged by the overall impression; 
details are not to be considered separately. For the assessment of indi-
viduality, indications such as surprise effect and novelty, otherness, 
freedom of purpose as well as popularity and success of the creation 
can be taken into account.44

Other everyday occurrences also clearly belong to the public realm and 
cannot be protected by copyright per se. For instance, sleeping, bathing, sit-
ting, lounging, and interacting with spectators through visual contact were 
the main occupations of performance artist Marina Abramović for the 
twelve days that she spent on a three-part raised platform in her piece The 
House with the Ocean View, in a New York gallery in 2002.45 The three 
rooms, stark in their clean design, with their wooden furniture and ladders 
boasting knives as rungs, may exhibit the ‘originality’ required for copyright 
protection, while the artist’s individual activities are everyday human actions 
and thus do not. Therefore, it would infringe on the artist’s copyright to 
reproduce the backdrop to her performance without her permission (if she 
authored the scenery), but not Abramović’s acts, which are repeated by most 
of us every day and cannot be copyrighted. This separation of setting and 
actions may seem artificial and does not do justice to the performance as 
such, since only their combination results in this specific piece. Still, it is 
important to note that a performance may consist of various elements, some 
of which may be protected by copyright, while others may not. This is espe-
cially important if an object stemming from the performance is marketed as a 
separate entity and the question arises as to whether it is copyrighted.

Related to the aforementioned facet is a third aspect, the criterion of con-
figuration: “Most laws require, either specifically or by implication, that the 
work must have a certain form in order to be protected”; common law states, 
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especially, in general require that the work must be fixed in some material 
form in order to receive copyright protection.46 ‘Fixing’ would require an 
actual painting on a canvas, writing down a composition on musical sheets, or 
describing a performance in detailed writing or by providing sketches. Hence, 
a pianist’s free improvisation or a piece of performance art that is not described 
or written down in a ‘score,’ which may, for example, consist of annotations, 
sketches, texts, or plans, would be without protection. In sharp contrast, civil 
law countries allow protection for creations that are not fixed. Switzerland, 
for example, expressly states in Art. 29 para. 1 of its Federal Act on Copyright 
and Related Rights: “A work is protected by copyright as soon as it is created, 
irrespective of whether it has been fixed on a physical medium.”

These aspects show how much the laws of individual countries can differ 
despite the international convention framework, and how important it is to 
know the legal situation in the country in which a specific measure to pre-
serve a performance is planned.

What has been planned?

If it is established that the work—or components or documentation related 
to the piece—are in copyright, it needs to be examined whether the planned 
measure would infringe on the copyright and whether limitations on the 
 copyright could permit taking the action without involving the artist (or 
more precisely, the copyright holder). It is obviously not possible to describe 
all the procedures that can be carried out to restore or conserve a work of art, 
its components, or the associated documentation. Therefore, three groups of 
cases are formed for the purposes of this essay, in order to make some basic 
statements: measures to reproduce via photographing, filming, scanning, or 
similar methods; dissemination on site or via the internet; and treatment of 
performance relics. Surely many more groups could be added.

Reproduction

Photographing and filming a piece of performance art are amongst the most 
widely used techniques of preserving a performance. While documenting 
a work by photographing and filming may seem the obvious solutions to 
preserve at least certain aspects of its activation, and may be seen to be in 
both the collection’s and the artist’s interest, doing so generally requires the 
author’s consent; however, there may be exceptions to this rule (see in the fol-
lowing). As mentioned above, authors of literary and artistic works protected 
by the Berne Convention have the exclusive right of authorizing the repro-
duction of their works, in any manner or form. It is stated that the “words 
‘in any manner or form’ are wide enough to cover all methods of reproduc-
tion: design, engraving, lithography, offset and all other printing processes, 
typewriting, photocopying, xerox, mechanical or magnetic recording (discs, 
cassettes, magnetic tape, films, microfilms, etc.).”47
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This guide or commentary, which was written in 1978, clearly shows 
some signs of ageing, as most procedures are no longer in regular use; but, on 
the other hand, it is open to future technical developments, as it is explicitly 
stated that the definition of “reproduction” includes also “all other processes 
known or yet to be discovered. It is simply a matter of fixing the work in 
some material form. It clearly includes the recording of both sounds and 
images.”48 This guide is obviously intended to make artists aware of the vari-
ous existing and future technical possibilities for fixing their works, thus ena-
bling artists to exploit them, especially in countries that recognize copyright 
protection only when a work is fixed.

Therefore, in general, any digitizing of a performance, or of sketches, 
drawings, scores, or other documents, by way of photographing, filming, 
scanning, etc., infringes on the respective author’s or authors’ right (and, not 
to be forgotten, the additional rights of performers, musicians, etc.). It should 
also be noted that in many countries, photographs and films made for the 
purpose of reproducing works of performance art are protected as separate 
works.49 Their use may require the consent of two authors: the one who 
created the artwork, and the one who photographed it. Take, for instance, 
photographer Manfred Tischer (1925–2008), who famously photographed 
the artistic action Das Schweigen von Marcel Duchamp wird überbewertet, 
organized by Joseph Beuys, who was assisted by his student at the time, Nor-
bert Tadeusz, on December 11, 1964, in the state studio of Zweites Deutsches 
Fernsehen (one of Germany’s main public service broadcasting corporations) 
in Düsseldorf. The exhibition of unpublished photographs of that action in 
Museum Schloss Moyland in 2009 was taken to court by Beuys’s widow Eva, 
who claimed that the action was ‘changed’ by Tischer’s photographs. The 
German Federal Court (Bundesgerichtshof) did not decide whether Beuys’s 
action was a protected work or whether it was ‘changed’ by photograph-
ing it, but it did hold that the photographing of such an action would be a 
reproduction of the action.50 Tischer’s photographs, on the other hand, are 
protected by German copyright law.

However, certain limitations may be applicable that permit the use of a 
copyrighted work by photographing, filming, etc., without first obtaining the 
author’s consent. Museums

must ensure that they have an accurate inventory of the objects in their 
collection and that these objects do not deteriorate, get lost or become 
obsolete. Making reproductions of works in their collection can there-
fore become necessary. Digital technology appears as the ideal means 
to preserve or restore their collections.51

Because of this rationale, the right to reproduce is recognized in many countries’ 
copyright regulations. However, its exact content varies considerably—even  
within the European Union, although Article 5(2)(c) of the Europe Direc-
tive 2001/29/EC on Copyright in the Information Society52 allows member 
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states to adopt limitations in respect of specific acts of reproduction made by 
publicly accessible libraries, educational establishments, or museums, or by 
archives, which are not for direct or indirect economic or commercial advan-
tage.53 Therefore, museums and photographers alike must either make sure 
that they act within the ramifications of applicable copyright limitations or 
obtain the author’s consent for the reproduction.

Dissemination

It is obvious that once a piece of performance art is documented, the wish may 
arise to make this documentation available to the public—that is, to dissemi-
nate it. This can happen in multiple ways. Historically, a museum or collection 
would print a catalogue or publish other printed media. Today, however, art

is going online. You can now view hundreds of thousands (and count-
ing) of famous works of art from anywhere with an Internet connec-
tion. It’s not just the big museums that are digitizing their collections, 
either. Galleries, artists, and collectors are putting their pieces online in 
increasing numbers.54

And this holds true for performance art, too. Countless videos of perfor-
mance art pieces can be watched online.

The communication of protected works to the public clearly infringes the 
right holders’ rights to control the reproduction and dissemination of their 
works. However, multiple countries allow the use of reproductions of copy-
righted works in printed museum catalogues and even for “the purpose of 
advertising the public exhibition or sale of artistic works, to the extent neces-
sary to promote the event, excluding any other commercial use.”55

Dissemination via the internet, on the other hand, is a different matter 
entirely. Making works available online normally involves digital reproduc-
tion of the work and the communication of the work to the public,56 both of 
which are author’s rights. It is noted that with

the significant technical and social changes brought about by the advent 
of information technologies, museums are now forced to adapt their 
ways and to consider digitizing and disseminating their collection via 
the Internet, if they wish to remain socially and culturally relevant in 
the 21st century.57

However, limitations that allow the use of copyrighted works on the internet 
without authors’ consent and remuneration are hard to find.58 If they exist, 
they allow only the publication of small-format images or short excerpts of 
films and videos in an inventory.59 Therefore, dissemination via the internet, 
including via social media, frequently requires multiple licenses from rights 
holders or collecting societies.60
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Treatment of relics (‘remains,’ ‘remnants’)

When performing, artists often use, create, modify, or leave behind a variety 
of objects and materials: “From common household items to gently decom-
posing organic matter to swept-up debris,”61 the remnants of performance 
art are as multifaceted as the art itself. Their perception also varies greatly. 
They may be recognized as documents62 of the performance piece, as Joseph 
Beuys expressed in 1984:

Such an installation is ultimately the documentation of something in 
which imaginary movements—the actual form of action—is long gone. 
It occurred at a specific time, and in the end, what really still exists is 
just a monument that testifies to what once happened in the documen-
tary sense.63

On other occasions, the same artist determined that the remains of perfor-
mances were to be considered works of art in their own right. For instance, 
the installation Richtkräfte einer neuen Gesellschaft, of 1974–77,

is considered to be the first work of art in which Beuys assembled relics 
from previous performances or actions into a fixed artwork. . . . The 
core of the installation is made up of 100 school blackboards covered 
with chalk drawings and texts, as well as three easels and a lightbox 
arranged on a wooden platform.64

Beuys had previously used the chalkboards on various occasions. Also, the 
purpose of relics may be “to create a moment of reflection rather than being 
art in itself . . . to celebrate life by being a reminder of the actual art.”65 Oth-
ers perceive relics as “objects, which are results of the transformation from 
states of ‘mere’ material to ‘autonomous’ artworks created or used during 
performance art.”66 Whether or not artists consider performance relics to be 
autonomous works of art, that is, regardless of their status or the function 
ascribed to them, performance relics have a long history as collectibles and 
have attracted interest as exhibits worthy of display and publication.67

Objects that are used, created, or left behind by an artist or performer in a 
piece of performance art may roughly be divided into groups according to the 
differing intensity of the creative process invested by the artist to create them. 
The rationale behind this categorization is that this artistic process could give 
us an indication as to whether the relic might be an ‘artistic work’ possessing 
‘originality’ or ‘individuality,’ and would therefore be eligible for copyright 
protection in various countries. Whether or not the relics would be perceived 
by the artist (or by art history) as art in their own right, or would be consid-
ered collectible by institutions or the art market, is not decisive, though not 
necessarily irrelevant, in this context. I fully acknowledge, being a lawyer as 
well as an art historian myself, that this can be extremely confusing, but it’s 
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a good example of the many clashes between art history and the law in the 
assessment of works of art.

Five of these categories are distinguished below, followed by a discussion 
of legal implications that focuses on the legal status of the relic as a distinct 
work, leaving aside the work of performance art itself. Again, the separation 
of relic and performance may seem artificial, but it is crucial to determine the 
relic’s copyright status in the event that it is separated from the performance 
piece, such as when relics appear as stand-alone objects on the art market, or 
in institutions, outside of the performance art context.

a. Objects that are prefabricated by a third party (for instance, a manufac-
turer) and used in a performance without being manipulated by the artist.

In many pieces of performance art, everyday objects like chairs, tables, or 
clothes, and technical equipment like projectors, microphones, speakers, 
etc., are part of the scene as props,68 or are used in other ways without 
them being modified. For instance, one hundred women wore nothing but 
flesh-colored nylon leggings in Vanessa Beecroft’s VB 55, which was per-
formed in the Neue Nationalgalerie, Berlin, in 2005;69 and Christian Rizzo 
had his dancers wear hoodies in the piece Mon Amour, which, through 
“garments considered appropriate for young people,” gave the performers 
the appearance of “strange totemic figures.”70 These prefabricated objects 
may be of vital importance for the performance; nevertheless, they would 
not be considered copyrighted solely because they were used in such a 
fashion. Of course, if the hoodies used by Rizzo were designed in an unu-
sual way, they could be protected by copyright for that reason; however, 
it would not be Rizzo who could claim this copyright protection, but the 
hoodies’ designer.

b. Objects that are prefabricated by a third party (for instance, a manufac-
turer) and used in a performance, and which are manipulated or remod-
eled by the artist, performers, or other individuals.

Whether an artist smashes a piano, as occurred in a performance by Ralph 
Ortiz at MOCA, Los Angeles, in 1989;71 has gallery visitors paint a wooden 
crib, as Yoko Ono did in Add Colour Piece. Add all colours of hope, in 
1994;72 or sets fire to a tablecloth and dishes, as did Elena Kovylina in her 
piece Would you like a Cup of Coffee, 2010,73 artists’ actions can have a 
huge effect on objects and may have extraordinary outcomes, which may 
make them highly collectible and considered ‘art’ by the art world. However, 
artists’ interventions do not necessarily entail copyright protection for such 
objects. Whether or not they would be recognized as copyrighted works will 
depend on a specific country’s law. In Switzerland, for example, copyright 
protection requires an “individual character,”74 and smashing things or set-
ting fire to them arguably may not be sufficient.
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c. Objects which are created by the artist him- or herself, or according to his/
her instructions, prior to or during a performance. They may be manipu-
lated or remodeled by the artist during the performance.

Many artists create intricate objects that set the stage for their performance, 
for example Monster Chetwynd’s huge installation made of cardboard, 
paper, glue, PVC tubes, plastic bags, and spotlights, which served as scenery 
for her piece The Fall of Man, A Puppet Extravaganza, in 2006;75 or they 
invent mutable costumes, like Carlos Amorales’s carapace resembling reptile, 
robot, insect, and bird, in the piece Spider Galaxy, which was shown on 
a stage made of four hundred wooden blocks arranged in an intricate spi-
der’s web pattern at the Atrium, New York, in 2007.76 These highly inventive 
objects would probably be recognized in most countries as works protected 
by copyright.

In summary, we can say that the less the artist relies on prefabricated 
materials, and the more she or he invents, creates, or shapes an object in his 
or her own artistic way, the more likely the relics or remains are individual 
creations, ‘artistic works’ that may be protected by copyright—regardless of 
whether the performance art work itself is copyrighted or not. On the other 
hand, even if prefabricated materials or commonplace objects are used, they 
may be important for the performance to actually take place. They may not 
be copyrighted as works of art in themselves but may still form an integral 
part of a piece of performance art, with specific meanings attached to them, 
and may therefore be irreplaceable for the piece. Consequently, they may be 
part of the copyrighted piece of performance art itself.

Complex challenges may arise in deciding whether these materials should 
be included in collections and museums, and how they should be treated, pre-
served, and exhibited. In any case, a curator would probably wish to include 
in the collection objects that have been worked on or created by the artist, 
regardless of their copyright status. With everyday objects, she would prob-
ably consider whether all the objects required for a performance can or must 
be taken into the depot, or whether they can be easily retrieved for a new 
performance in each case, which might save a lot of space and, in the long 
run, money. Thus, detailed questions must be asked: Which relics are really 
to be considered part of the piece, and which could be disregarded? Did they 
take on a specific meaning or significance by having been used in the perfor-
mance, or are the objects interchangeable? If so, do they have to correspond 
in detail to the objects that the artist originally worked with? Would it be 
sufficient to include certain types of commonplace objects (for example, any 
Eames lounge chair in black), or is the specific object actually used in the 
performance ‘irreplaceable’? How should the objects be stored? Could they 
be exhibited in the museum without reperforming the piece? These questions 
are for the artist to answer (and, depending on the answers, for the institu-
tion to determine whether the actual piece of performance art is worth the 
effort from its point of view). It would therefore be advisable for the curator 
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to retrieve as much information as possible from the artist or his or her studio 
about the work, possibly by means of an interview,77 to determine the institu-
tion’s measures going forward.

If the piece of performance art or the relic is copyrighted, every restora-
tion intervention must be checked to see whether it leads to an alteration of 
the work, because changing the work could violate the author’s “right of 
integrity,” which is an important part of the author’s moral right, and “ena-
bles the author to object to any distortion, mutilation or other unauthorized 
modification of the work, and any derogatory action in relation to the work, 
so as to preserve the work in the form in which it was created.”78 As always, 
the form that the moral right of work integrity may take varies greatly from 
country to country.

Having said that, again, there is a noted difference between curatorial and 
art-historical perceptions of ‘alteration,’ and legal ones. While an art histo-
rian may argue that every measure of restoration—for instance, refreshing 
the top layer of a coat of paint—will ‘alter’ a work, whereas a measure 
of preservation like adding a sheet of glass to a frame to keep dust from 
accumulating, will not, the law may see things very differently. In some 
countries’ copyright law, state-of-the-art measures of restoration would not 
be considered alterations of a work, even though it is naturally recognized 
that a restored object cannot ever completely match the condition of the 
object before the measure was taken.79 Of particular interest is the regula-
tion of restoration measures in US law, namely in § 1006A(a)(3)(C)(2) of the 
Visual Rights Act (‘VARA’)80 of 1990. This stipulates that the modification 
of a work resulting from restoration measures or from the presentation of 
a work, including lighting and placement, is not a violation of the right of 
integrity unless the modification is caused by gross negligence. Similarly, 
modifications of a work resulting from the mere passage of time or from the 
inherent nature of the materials used are not considered alterations (see § 
1006A(a)(3)(C)(1)).81 Since VARA does not protect all types of works, but 
only paintings, drawings, prints, sculptures, and photographs produced for 
exhibition purposes and in fewer than two hundred copies, these regulations 
would obviously not apply if an object cannot be assigned to these work 
categories.82

Measures of preservation, on the other hand, may very much result in 
an alteration. If, for instance, an artist had made a work out of perishable 
goods, especially food, and had determined that it should be left to deterio-
rate, any measure that would slow down the deterioration process, like cool-
ing, or that would even stop it altogether, may be considered an alteration 
or even a distortion of the work, which would infringe on the artist’s right.83

Not only measures of conservation and preservation, but also everyday 
museum life, with its challenges due to the concrete spatial situation and the 
crowds of visitors, can make changes to a work necessary. Take, for example, 
Canadian multidisciplinary artist, lecturer, writer, and independent curator 
Jamelie Hassan’s 1981 work Los Desaparecidos, which is
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made up of 74 porcelain pieces that are displayed on the floor, along with 
a photocopied dossier containing information about missing Argen-
tineans, who are believed to have been murdered by the military junta 
in power from 1976 to 1981. After the National Gallery of Canada 
acquired and exhibited the work, the artist wrote to a curator to supply 
instructions for installation, since she had found the initial installation 
to be “somewhat cramped.”. . . The new instructions sent by the artist 
included both text and a drawing . . . ; in particular, she indicated that 
the pieces of porcelain should be placed so as to allow “enough room 
[for visitors] to move around and throughout the pieces.”84

The museum’s conservator, however, drew up a different installation plan, 
which advocated “placing the flatter porcelain pieces around the perimeter 
of the installation” and

allowing less space between the pieces precisely to discourage viewer 
access to the interior of the work. It is clear that the work installed 
in accordance with the conservator’s instructions will be aesthetically 
different from the work installed in accordance with the artist’s instruc-
tions and diagram.85

While the artist intended a display in which “viewers can immerse them-
selves, and with which they can interact intimately,” in the version of the 
work installed according to the museum’s instructions, the

viewer experiences herself as distanced from the piece rather than 
immersed in it. The piece does not invite her to enter and immerse her-
self within it; instead, its very configuration becomes a subtle expres-
sion of the institutional conventions that serve to control viewers by 
creating a buffer zone that discourages contact.86

Such ‘adaptations’ may also result in copyright infringement. However, in 
such cases, it may be necessary to balance the interests of the author and the 
owner.87 If, for instance, the museum would argue that the ‘immersive’ nature 
of the piece bears the danger of breakage, and thus of viewers being hurt 
and pieces of the installation being irrevocably destroyed, the owner’s (that is, 
museum’s) interest may outweigh the artistic intentions. As it’s almost impossi-
ble to find a satisfactory solution to these conflicting interests solely on a legal 
basis, it is advisable to collect as much information as possible and to maintain 
a close cooperative relationship between artist and museum or collection.

This enumeration of categories of relics would not be complete without 
mention of additional groups of objects that elude normal art genres.

d. Relics of bioart.

Fluids, cells, hair: in some artistic practices relics bear witness to the physical 
presence of the artist or of animals’ bodies used in performances.88 From the 
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blood-stained clothes stemming from Hermann Nitsch’s orgiastic rituals89 to 
the flesh and fat left from ORLAN’s Opération chirurgicale-performances 
dite Omniprésence, in which she underwent a series of plastic surgeries to 
transform her face according to beauty ideals drawn from art history,90 there 
exists “a broad range of artistic practices that employ living/biological mate-
rials and bio(techno)logical tools as media and/or subject matter,”91 which 
is referred to as ‘bioart.’ While using these materials, performance artists 
confront us in the most direct way possible with our physical existence and 
its transience. Their public display and exhibition may raise complex ethical 
questions92 and even legal issues. For example, the artist Xiao Yu, born in 
Inner Mongolia in 1965, combined various dead small animals into “new, 
hybrid creatures” for the six-part installation Ruan, from 1999. Kunstmu-
seum Bern, where Ruan’s work was on view in 2005 as part of the show 
Mahjong (of the collection of Uli Sigg), even felt compelled to warn: “The 
head of a fetus is integrated into one of the six assemblages (Chinese taxi-
dermy from the 1960s).”93 That specific object, a combination of the body 
of a seagull to which the head of a human fetus fitted with rabbit eyes was 
affixed, prompted a visitor to file a complaint against the museum for “dis-
turbance of the peace of the dead, depiction of violence and violation of 
the animal protection law.” The object was temporarily removed from the 
exhibition.94

However, from a copyright point of view, it could be argued that the spe-
cific material used by artists in ‘bioart’ does not warrant a category of its 
own. It could simply be treated as any other matter to be worked on in an 
artistic process of any kind, which may or may not result in a copyrighted 
work, depending on the artist’s ingenuity (and local law). To get into the grue-
some details: if blood accidentally splashes on the artist’s clothes as a result 
of his or her actions, or the artist’s T-shirt is stained by his or her sweat, the 
resulting pattern would most probably not be considered an ‘artistic work,’ 
however collectible. On the other hand, the highly individual human-animal 
combination of Ruan, which could be perceived as offensive by some visitors 
and may even be illegal in some countries, may be copyrighted, depending 
on local law.

e. Objects that are presented as performance relics by others.

Sometimes, the remains of a work of performance art are the result not only 
of the artist’s actions, but those of another person or institution. For exam-
ple, “the ‘leftovers’ of the 1976 performance work by Carolee Schneemann, 
Up to and Including Her Limits, were brought together into one installation 
work by the museum without the artist’s knowledge.”95 The sound installa-
tion Ausfegen contains the remnants of an action by Joseph Beuys, includ-
ing a broom and swept-up street trash (flyers, Coke cans, cigarette packets, 
leaves, dust, etc.), which had been presented several times during his lifetime. 
Beuys’s former gallerist, René Block, himself fixed the arrangement in a glass 
showcase in 1985, describing it as a “protective space” for the original instal-
lation form. He argued that Beuys had planned to place the objects, fixed 
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with wax, in a showcase, but this did not happen due to the artist’s serious 
illness and his death in the spring of 1986. Beuys’s widow Eva opposed the 
“fetishization” of the artist’s action relics and did not accept the object’s sta-
tus as an authentic piece of art by Beuys.96

It is understandable that museums and art market players are interested in 
the preservation of such remains. However, if the remnants are not authentic 
works of art authorized by the artist, this fact must be carefully communi-
cated in each individual case, so that the remnants do not enter the art mar-
ket or art history under false pretenses. It may come as a surprise, however, 
that most countries have not included the author’s right to object to false 
attributions of works to their oeuvre (so-called ‘droit de non-paternité’) in 
their copyright acts. Great Britain is one of the few that maintain that a 
person should have the right not to have a literary, dramatic, musical, or 
artistic work falsely attributed to them as an author.97 Therefore, in many 
countries it would not be considered an infringement of copyright to present 
the remains of a piece of performance art (or any other kind of work) against 
the alleged author’s wishes—it may, however, be considered a violation of the 
right of personality98 or other laws.

Conclusion

The protection of performance art is not explicitly mentioned in the interna-
tional treaties on copyright protection, but this does not preclude a work of 
performance art from enjoying copyright protection. However, the ephem-
eral nature of this art form may prevent protection, in particular, if the work 
is not ‘fixed’: applicable copyright law often does not protect a volatile piece 
of art. Relics of performance art may enjoy independent copyright protec-
tion, especially if they themselves represent artistic creations. It is therefore 
essential to consult the applicable law when enacting measures for preserva-
tion and restoration.
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Introduction: I want to say something

If conservation is unavoidably a creative act—if the conservator, for all her 
professional diffidence, ultimately signs her own name alongside that of the 
artist (even if she does so in the accompanying documentation, rather than 
on the artwork itself)—then conservators can scarcely avoid participating in 
the ongoing creation of the artwork. And if conservation creates, it seems 
logical that creation might also conserve—that there may be circumstances 
under which artists’ own practices might qualify as, or perhaps contribute 
to, conservation. This idea has followed me throughout my research into 
performance conservation, but it acquired a new potency as performance 
artist Davide-Christelle Sanvee spent what felt like, and was certainly much 
less than, a full minute screaming directly into my face, her mobile features 
contorted with blank rage. “I WANT TO SAY SOMETHING,” she howled 
over and over, a phrase that announces what seems to be a perpetually frus-
trated intention (whatever the something might be, who or what is prevent-
ing the artist from saying it?). When Sanvee paused in front of me, the words 
broke down into fragments that altered their meaning, a rhythmic repetition 
of “SAY! SOMETHING!”—a demand, or perhaps a challenge (Figure 11.1).

In that moment, I felt uncertain of whether I was truly being addressed—was  
Sanvee insisting that I  respond, or warning me against interruption?—but 
I was also not sure who was doing the addressing. The screams came from 
Sanvee’s own throat, and they seemed to emerge from a much deeper place 
within her, but in another sense, they were not hers. This piece, I WANT 
TO SAY SOMETHING, is by Martina-Sofie Wildberger, and was originally 
performed by her in 2017, several years before I was faced so intimately with 
Sanvee’s 2022 reperformance of it (Figure 11.2). It is a screed without a sub-
ject, an insistent yet obscure announcement that, like much of Wildberger’s 
work, uses language to communicate language’s limits. It is the cry of one 
who has been trying to make herself heard for so long that this effort is the 
content of every message. In this sense, Wildberger’s piece is a feminist mani-
festo reduced to five words and fury.

11  Davide-Christelle Sanvee’s  
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Figure 11.1  Davide-Christelle Sanvee performs I WANT TO SAY SOMETHING 
(2017) by Martina-Sofie Wildberger as part of La performance des per-
formances, 2022. Photograph by Markus Goessi.

Figure 11.2  Martina-Sofie Wildberger, I WANT TO SAY SOMETHING, 2017/2018, 
performance with Tobias Bienz and Denise Halser, Alte Fabrik, Rap-
perswil, 2018. Photograph by Hannes Sturzenegger.
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Sanvee’s increasingly ragged voice and bulging eyes conveyed anger and 
frustration that resonated with Wildberger’s original project, but they also 
announced its translation into Sanvee’s own. Sanvee’s reperformance, or per-
haps reembodiment, of Wildberger’s provocation implicates me in structures 
of oppression that she battles as a Black woman artist and immigrant. Simply 
by choosing to perform this work, Sanvee recenters and evolves Wildberger’s 
critique, which thereby becomes a reaction and a challenge to the exclu-
sions of white feminist anger. This affective confrontation relies on Sanvee’s 
reanimation and reinterpretation of the original’s vitality. One might con-
clude that Sanvee’s radical recontextualization into her own body and per-
son instrumentalize and thus diminish Wildberger’s work, subordinating it 
to Sanvee’s own statement. Instead, I  argue that her act of sustaining and 
reframing an ephemeral polemic through reperformance serves to keep it 
alive—not despite but because of its transformation into a new work.

The point is not unique to Wildberger’s case. I WANT TO SAY SOME-
THING is just one of fifteen works that Sanvee reperformed, reembodied, 
and reinterpreted as part of La performance des performances (2022), a 
single performance piece that, in under an hour, comprised a studious and 
critical survey of the past two decades of performance art in French-speaking 
Switzerland, also known as the Romandie. As Sanvee brought each of these 
performances to life, she inevitably transformed them into her own unique 
work. Yet far from depleting or overriding the originals, Sanvee’s creative 
reinterpretation also performs the work of conservation. In what follows, 
I wish to argue that Sanvee’s La performance des performances both writes 
and critically comments upon the recent history of performance art in the 
Romandie, by productively restaging, reembodying, and reinterpreting it. 
While some view the practice of ‘reperformance’ as an inadequate imitation 
that diminishes the original, I  argue that Sanvee’s vital reimaginings keep 
these works alive by creating something new from them, at once revealing 
and challenging assumptions in the source material. Her representations 
assert her centrality in shaping histories that might otherwise marginalize 
her. In one fell swoop, Sanvee assembles and then dismantles a canon of 
Swiss French performance, preserving for posterity both an archive of works 
and her commentary upon them. I argue that Sanvee strategically employs 
reperformance to honor, appropriate, and revise—ultimately, to critically 
conserve—Swiss performance history from her own subjectivity.

Performance as conservation

Traditionally, change has been considered the enemy of art conservation; it 
has meant fading, cracking, crumbling, decay—in short, damage and loss. 
Works of performance art do not crack or crumble; indeed, it is commonly 
accepted that they do not exist long enough to do so. As Rebecca Schneider 
has observed, “Too often, the equation of performance with disappearance 
reiterates performance as necessarily a matter of loss, even annihilation.”1 



230 Performance

Curatorial, museum, and conservation practices still mostly assume that a 
performance can only survive beyond the moment of its creation through 
translation into another medium, perhaps as artifacts or ‘relics’ left behind, 
which can be cared for by a conservator of objects, or as a video recording, 
which might then be safeguarded against damage and loss via the techniques 
developed to preserve audiovisual media. Paintings can be restored with brush 
and paint, sculptures repaired with new pieces of the wood, stone, or metal 
that comprise them. Analogue and digital video, too, can be transferred to new 
tapes, hard drives, or other data carriers. While most mediums are brought 
to bear in their own repair, performance is assumed to disappear unless it can 
become something other than performance.2 Unlike other mediums, therefore, 
performance is assumed to lack any inherent mechanisms of self-preservation. 
But in fact, just like painting, sculpture, or other media more familiar to con-
servators, performance inherently possesses the means to preserve itself. In the 
case of Sanvee’s performance, new stagings of past performances sustain the 
liveness, contingency, and embodiment considered essential to performance 
and that are lost with traditional forms of documentation.

To recognize performance as a medium of preservation, however, means to  
reevaluate the assumption, as Schneider does, that change is equivalent 
to loss: “If we consider performance as of disappearance, of an ephemer-
ality read as vanishment and loss, are we perhaps limiting ourselves to an 
understanding of performance predetermined by our cultural habituation to 
the logic of the archive?”3 If we limit our understanding of performance’s 
“archive” to its material traces, we strip performance of its unique capacities 
for endurance, capacities that rely on change. Schneider’s use of the term here 
invokes Diana Taylor’s opposition of the archive—formal documentation, 
often imposed from above, which is usually privileged in Western cultures—to  
the historically marginalized repertoire, which allows any individual or group 
to preserve cultural practices through embodied transmission.4 Just as Taylor 
seeks to upend the binary that equates performance with loss and durable 
material traces with survival, Hanna B. Hölling identifies a “virtual archive” 
that is essential to any artwork’s continuity, even as that continuity is based 
on the reality of and need for change:

The archive—as a physical repository and a virtual sphere—constitutes 
what the artwork is in the present and determines its potential for a 
future realization.  .  .  . Not only does each new actualization emerge 
on the basis of the archive, but every new actualization of a work 
enriches its archival potentiality and generates subsequent realizations. 
So the archive, far from being a static and distant entity, merges with 
the work, becomes part of it—so much so that, in certain works, the 
archive itself becomes an artwork.5

In Sanvee’s case, the artwork explicitly takes the form of an archive, elaborat-
ing on Hölling’s notion of the virtual into real time and space. Critically, in 
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its preservation function, the archive enables and testifies to change, instead 
of serving as a safeguard against it.

Conservation’s understanding of change has evolved significantly over the 
past few decades, as conservators have come to acknowledge and sometimes 
even embrace the inevitability of change—and, not incidentally, as artists 
have pushed the volatility of their materials and techniques ever further.6 
But what if change itself were understood as both a method of preservation 
and a technique of critical engagement—a creative and analytical investiga-
tion of performance’s past? What if those aspects of performance that sup-
posedly render it resistant to preservation—the specificity of the performer’s 
body and identity, the particular time and place of occurrence, the alchemi-
cal uniqueness of each performance—were approached instead as tools for 
measuring the distance between then and now, and mobilized to comment 
critically on that distance? If we insist on (traditional) archival methods as 
performance’s only possibility for preservation, we ignore its own powers of 
endurance. As I shall argue, the provocative reinterpretations that constitute 
La performance des performances demonstrate how critical acts of reimagi-
nation can be a generative form of preserving and sustaining ‘ephemeral’ 
works of performance. As an alternative to static documentation, Sanvee’s 
strategic reperformance practice transmits works by productively reembody-
ing them from her own subject position, establishing a rich ‘archive’ in the 
expanded sense proposed by Taylor and Hölling.

Staging Swiss performance history

On a Saturday night in June 2022, I took a front-row seat in the open lobby 
gallery of Basel’s Museum Tinguely, awaiting the start of a performance by 
Davide-Christelle Sanvee—though it was not, properly speaking, a seat at all, 
but one of several brightly colored, horizontally laid ‘trees,’ repurposed there 
as furniture from the stage set of Alte Tiere Hochgestapelt, a performance/
opera/musical revue by Swiss performance veterans Les Reines Prochaines 
that played at the Theater Basel in 2021. This recycling and refashioning of 
Swiss performance would prove to be just one of many in evidence that night.

I had come to the Tinguely for an evening of performances that were part 
of an exuberant, summer-long program attached to the exhibition BANG 
BANG: translocal hi:stories of performance art, which sought to reckon 
with the history of performance art in Switzerland. One might well have 
been surprised that the Tinguely devoted itself to the history of performance 
art in Switzerland so soon after its equally ambitious Performance Process: 
An Approach to Swiss Performance Art from 1960 to the Present, which 
took place in 2017–18 as a collaboration with other local institutions of 
contemporary art and performance cultures, Basel’s Kaserne and Kunsthalle 
Basel. Art histories are always multiple, but the prospect of historicizing 
Switzerland’s performance scene is complicated by the country’s inherent 
multiplicity. Switzerland’s four official languages—German, French, Italian, 
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and Romansh, in descending order of number of speakers—demarcate four 
mostly regionally divided populations of differing customs, politics, and insti-
tutions, and which may not easily communicate with one another. It is possi-
ble, for example, that an artist who has a high profile in the French-speaking 
Romandie may be relatively unknown in what is called the Deutschschweiz.

Therefore, though this is nowhere made explicit, BANG BANG might well 
be interpreted as a response to Performance Process, since many (especially 
German-speaking) artists felt left out of the story it told—particularly those 
based in Basel, which boasts not only a strong performance art tradition, 
but also, through the scrupulous efforts of the group Performance Chronik 
Basel, meticulous documentation of that tradition.7 The ambiguous plural of 
the exhibition’s subtitle—hi:stories in English, Geschichte:n in  German—is 
thus a reminder that performance has a different history depending on whom 
you ask and where you look. The performance communities, university pro-
grams, and lineages of influence developed differently on each side of what 
we might call the artistic Röstigraben, which describes the cultural, political, 
and geographic division between Switzerland’s two largest language groups.8 
In addition to the Tinguely’s own Séverine Fromaigeat, who was born and 
educated in Geneva, BANG BANG was curated by artists Lena Eriksson, 
Muda Mathis, Chris Regn, and Andrea Saemann of Performance Chronik 
Basel. Though the latter are firmly based in German-speaking Switzerland, 
they made a deliberate effort to include artists, art spaces, and scenes from 
throughout the country. (They proposed to Sanvee that she focus on the 
Romandie.)

In the Tinguely’s lobby gallery, where Sanvee’s performance took place, 
clusters of monitors displayed a dizzying collection of interviews with per-
formance artists and video documentation of their works. The exhibition 
also took an active role in supporting Swiss performance’s further propaga-
tion and historicization, including through artists’ projects. For example, for 
her series Die Ahnengalerie (the title conjures a hall of ancestral portraits), 
photographer Elaine Rutishauser offered portrait sessions with Swiss perfor-
mance artists at the museum during the exhibition’s run, hoping to provide 
an even fuller picture of the contemporary scene. The exhibition also recog-
nized that photographs, videos, and interviews—typical archival fodder—
fail to capture or translate many aspects of performance. The artist-curators 
of BANG BANG therefore took an experimental approach. In addition to 
professional photographers, there were also people sketching, writing, and 
molding clay as they watched, trying to leave traces of the pieces in another, 
more interpretive medium (Figure 11.3).

The exhibition thus sought to grapple with the inevitable question of what 
it means to study and exhibit performance art, a medium said to defy such 
static documents, to be always in flux, always in the process of disappear-
ing. These questions have become increasingly pressing as works of perfor-
mance art become canonized by art history and enter museum collections, 
and they are at the heart of the scholarship that has led my colleagues, our 
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contributors, and myself to produce the present volume. Art conservation 
has traditionally focused on maintaining the material integrity of objects 
made of canvas, wood, stone, metal, or anything else. But how does one 
conserve an artwork made of moving bodies and living breath? Some pieces 
of performance art lend themselves to reproduction via script, score, or cho-
reography, as in theater, music, and dance, but many do not. Their power, 
many artists, scholars, and viewers feel, is in their singularity and ephemeral-
ity. Are such performances condemned to eternal purgatory in the material 
archive? Or might we conceive of a living form of preservation, one that uses 
performance itself as a tool of conservation?

Reperformance as conservation

One answer may be found in the controversial practice of ‘reperformance,’ 
most closely associated with Marina Abramović. She has used this principle 
of revisiting past performances in the present to perform works by other 
artists (Seven Easy Pieces, 2005), and in turn allows her works to be reper-
formed by others, notably in her 2010 retrospective at the Museum of Mod-
ern Art in New York. Critics and scholars have often complained that these 

Figure 11.3  Ceramic documentation of Davide-Christelle Sanvee performing Yann 
Marussich’s 2004 morsure, “Echo und Verstärkung,” BANG BANG, 
2022. Photograph by Markus Goessi.
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new versions lack the authenticity and historical specificity of the originals. 
For Hannah Higgins, however careful the reconstruction, a reperformance 
always runs the risk of giving the audience the false impression that they 
have personally experienced a work; indeed, the more precise and detailed 
the actualization, the more a viewer may be convinced that “now I have seen 
it.”9 And, as exemplified by curator Alessandra Barbuto’s worry that “in the 
instance of artists whose actions are strongly characterized by their personal-
ity, it is hardly conceivable that the re-enactment of their work should result 
in anything other than a pale copy (or indeed a parody) of the original,”10 
Abramović is often perceived as too forceful a personality to delegate (Claire 
Bishop’s term) her performances to others.11

Another common concern is the loss of criticality and the commodification 
of a formerly anti-institutional, ‘immaterial’ art form, inevitably undermin-
ing the political efficacy and thus the meaning of the historical performance. 
Branislav Jakovljević asserts that reperformance “serves to produce more 
documents, but of a different kind—photographs, video recordings, books—
returning us to the good old economy of commodity production.”12 Amelia 
Jones is concerned that while

all of these re-staging gestures have interesting critical potential, they 
also have the potential to flatten out or aestheticize the act (precisely by 
evacuating the act of its original political specificity) and thus to reduce 
or erase the act’s potential for provoking awareness or for transforma-
tion or change.13

Reperformance thus risks fossilizing artworks prized for their vibrancy, or 
fetishizing performances deeply tied to a particular political context.

Critics of reperformance worry that, rather than extending a perfor-
mance’s life and meaning, reperformance empties it, turning it into a “zom-
bie” version of itself.14 It is therefore provocative to consider these works 
as a potential form of conservation, allowing vanished performances to 
live on—albeit in a new form. Like a translation, a reperformance is inevi-
tably a new work of art. Yet it allows contemporary artists and audiences 
to build a living relationship with art from the past. On these grounds, 
despite its risks, reperformance’s critical and conservational potential has 
been given serious critical treatment by scholars.15 (It is also often called 
‘reenactment’; I  generally prefer the art-specific term ‘reperformance’ to 
distinguish it from other practices such as historical reenactment.) Gabri-
ella Giannachi argues that reenactments and reinterpretations “consti-
tute fundamental strategies for preservation,” by which she refers not to 
“the conservation of something that occurred in the past, but rather a 
claim to its ‘living’ quality in the present.”16 That is to say, performance’s 
much-trumpeted immediacy and presentness may be the very keys to its 
survival. In her understanding,
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Re-enactment and re-interpretation occupy a privileged position within 
other repetitive forms in that they offer another version, or unfolding, 
of a work: a past possibility of a work that we can only see in the pre-
sent, as the yet unlived becoming live(d) because of its re-interpretation 
and re-enactment.17

Far from negating or flattening the original, Giannachi sees the interpretive 
“unfolding” of a performance through reperformance as an aspect of its con-
tinued existence, much like Hölling’s extended virtual archive.

Similarly, discussing Julie Tolentino’s ongoing performance project THE 
SKY REMAINS THE SAME (2008–), André Lepecki suggests that Tolen-
tino’s work

considers and reveals how re-enacting is an affective mode of historic-
ity that harnesses futurities by releasing pastness away from its many 
archival ‘domiciliations’—and particularly from that major force in 
a work’s forced domiciliation: the author’s intention as commanding 
authority over a work’s afterlives.18

Instead of failing to return us to the past, a successful reperformance creates  
a new present. Reperformance’s political and critical potential lies in its 
capacity—for Lepecki, its imperative—

not only to reinvent, not only to point out that the present is different 
from the past, but to invent, to create—because of returning—something  
that is new and yet participates fully in the virtual cloud surrounding 
the originating work itself.19

An effective reperformance is at once a version of the old, a comment thereon, 
and a new work in its own right.

Regardless of its status among performance scholars, reenactment has 
become a familiar artistic and curatorial strategy in the contemporary art 
world. In recent years, both museums and galleries have demonstrated a 
strong appetite for historicizing the early decades of performance, and stag-
ing or restaging performances from the 1960s and 1970s is often an appealing 
alternative to static displays of documentation. Further, Abramović is hardly 
the only artist to consider reperformance’s possibilities for revisiting the past 
in the present, thereby extending a performance work’s life into the future. 
Revisiting personal, political, and artistic histories has become a common 
preoccupation for contemporary artists, and this form of artistic research fre-
quently involves performing or embodying something gleaned from the past. 
So common, in fact, are artists’ reperformances of other artists’ projects that 
we may find plenty of examples in Basel during the summer of 2022, when 
Sanvee’s performance took place.
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That year’s Art Basel Parcours, the public section of the art fair, included 
a film by Manon de Boer, Persona (2022), in which dancer Latifa Laâbissi 
reconstructs the famous—and almost entirely lost—Witch Dance (1926) of 
early modernist dancer Mary Wigman. Parcours also presented a perfor-
mance by the artist known as Puppies Puppies (Jade Guanaro Kuriki-Olivo), 
who restaged Ana Mendieta’s 1973 performance Untitled (Rape Scene)—
itself a reconstruction of the scene of the rape and murder of a woman named 
Sarah Ann Ottens. At the Museum Tinguely, during a conference on perfor-
mance history a few days before Sanvee’s performance, my colleague, perfor-
mance artist and professor Valerian Maly, revisited his own work Untitled 
(GLAS STERN) (2000), done in collaboration with his partner Klara Schil-
liger. In a lecture-performance about this work and his changing relationship 
to it, Maly demonstrated his carefully developed technique of fracturing thin 
panes of glass in a particular pattern by balancing them on wooden pel-
lets and walking upon them with practiced movements. Further, on the very 
same evening of Sanvee’s performance, the Bern-based artist Gisela Hochuli 
performed In touch with some P’s, which incorporated gestures, props, and 
quotations from other Swiss performance artists. Clearly, whatever concerns 
critics and scholars may voice about reperformance, the strategy has been 
embraced by many contemporary artists.

For some, reperformance is about revivifying one’s own past (Abramović) 
or communing with lost ancestors (Laâbissi and Kuriki-Olivo); for others, 
it may be an homage to teachers and friends, a way of figuring one’s place 
within a community. The theme of that evening’s performance program was 
‘Saga’; the performers—in addition to Hochuli and Sanvee, there were Paul 
Maheke and DARTS Collective, represented by Claudia Grimm—had been 
invited to consider the role of history in their present. The concept of ‘Saga’ 
was chosen to acknowledge both the past and future of performance. As the 
curators noted, “although performance is a young medium, it already has 
plenty of stories to look back on.” They asked: “How might this legacy be 
made productive?”20 Perhaps critical reperformance offers an answer.

La performance des performances

Sanvee’s La performance des performances comprises a kind of anthology 
of recent performance pieces from artists in the Romandie. (Similar ‘archi-
val’ works by Sanvee that investigate performance history have used other 
selection criteria.) Sanvee chose fifteen works by a variety of artists, which 
she performed—or rather, reperformed—in chronological order, from Yan 
Duyvendak’s My name is Neo (for fifteen minutes), from 2000, to Philippe 
Wicht’s Freakshow, which Wicht performed in May 2022, just weeks before 
Sanvee’s performance. Over the sound system, a recording of Sanvee’s voice 
announced the artist, title, and year of each performance, to which Sanvee 
devoted herself for a few minutes until a businesslike ‘ding!’ announced that 
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it was time to move on to the next. All told, the performance lasted about 
forty-five minutes—a rather accelerated tour of the past twenty-two years.

The relatively recent span of time draws a continuous line from near his-
tory to the here and now of tonight. It also acknowledges the rapid ageing 
of performance works: while a painting from twenty years ago might still 
be considered new, a performance is sometimes considered lost to history 
the moment it concludes. Sanvee’s choice of relatively recent works, then, 
is less precipitous than perceptive, reflecting the understanding that these 
pieces are already in danger of being forgotten. They include works by artists 
she admires as her forerunners, such as Duyvendak, Marussich, and Maria 
La Ribot, as well as other performances that Sanvee views more critically, 
such as Nagi Gianni’s Hunters (2018) or Simon Senn’s Be Arielle F (2020). 
Though she occasionally donned articles of clothing specific to a given per-
formance, throughout her piece, Sanvee wore a tan jumpsuit that seemed to 
advertise its own businesslike neutrality, suggesting the artist’s ability to slip 
into any role.

Nonetheless, Sanvee as an individual did not disappear. Her reper-
formances never took on the character of an anonymous copy. Instead, La 
performance des performances immediately and repeatedly upended expec-
tations surrounding identity. In Duyvendak’s My name is Neo (for fifteen 
minutes), a fight scene from The Matrix (1999) plays on a small screen as 
the artist, who wears black clothing and sunglasses, attempts with humor-
ous inadequacy to mimic Keanu Reeves’s special-effects-assisted movements 
(Figure 11.4).

Though Duyvendak’s timing is perfect, his medium—that of live  
performance—has no hope of replicating the efforts of a Hollywood studio. 
In Sanvee’s performance, Duyvendak’s moves are themselves subject to rein-
terpretation—and to failure: Sanvee cannot become Duyvendak any more 
than Duyvendak can become Neo. Like the original, Sanvee’s take provoked 
laughter, but it also introduced a complex layering of embodiment and appro-
priation: Sanvee, a Black woman (wearing a trench coat and sunglasses over 
her jumpsuit), takes on the role of a white male artist copying the moves of a 
character who learns that his identity, his very body, is a mere illusion—and 
whose enemy, the ubiquitous Agent Smith, can occupy the body of anyone 
he chooses (Figure 11.5). As in Duyvendak’s original performance, the point 
is not for the performer to vanish into a role, but to lay bare the mechanisms 
of transmission.

It is worth pausing to note here that the documentation of this perfor-
mance is strikingly bad. This is no fault of the photographer (Markus Goessi, 
whose photographs illustrate this chapter, is himself a performance artist). 
The busy space of the lobby gallery, with its clustered screens and colorfully 
upholstered tree-benches, distracts the viewer’s eye, as do the various props 
that Sanvee has used already in her performance and simply left in place as she 
rushes to the next. I might have expected as much, but I was shocked when 
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Figure 11.4  Yan Duyvendak, My name is Neo (for fifteen minutes), 2000 (perfor-
mance from 2009). Photograph by Nicolas Suhler.

Figure 11.5  Sanvee performs My name is Neo (for fifteen minutes) (2000) by Yan 
Duyvendak as part of La performance des performances, 2022. Photo-
graph by Markus Goessi.
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I saw the photographs. While I watched the performance, it seemed impos-
sible to pay attention to anything but Sanvee’s magnetic presence and disci-
plined yet explosive energy. Of course, this is a truism of performance—that  
you had to be there—but this is precisely what La performance des perfor-
mances calls into question. Nonetheless, photographs can recall visual details 
that I failed to notice while I was watching the performance itself. For exam-
ple, while Duyvendak wore a black outfit that recalled Neo’s late-1990s looks 
in the film, in the photograph of Sanvee, we see that she threw a beige trench 
coat and pale-rimmed sunglasses over the tan jumpsuit. This detail matters 
because in the film, Neo and his love interest, Trinity, have ghostly pale skin 
that contrasts with their dark garments; here, Sanvee reverses this, becoming 
a negative image of these Hollywood hackers. Her appearance contrasts not 
only with Duyvendak’s, but also with his source material.

A similar contrast is visible—or rather, invisible—in Sanvee’s version of 
Yann Marussich’s morsure (2004). For this work, two performers—women 
in simple dresses—bite into sponges soaked in blue liquid and then clamp 
their teeth repeatedly into the artist’s bare flesh. Swaying slightly, as if in 
a trance, Marussich passively accepts the bites, which leave his pale skin 
increasingly reddened by the women’s teeth and marked with bruise-like blue 
stains. In Sanvee’s reperformance of morsure, it is her own teeth that bite 
and her own flesh that is marked. She huddles in a seated position, trying 
to color the soft skin of her forearm blue and red. The blue stain is visible 
on her teeth and gums, and the bites look like they hurt, but however much 
 pigment—however much pain—her skin fails to react as Marussich’s did. 
This is reflected not only in photographs, but also in a small ceramic statuette 
that was molded during Sanvee’s performance and glazed later, after its initial 
bisque firing (Figure 11.3). Its anonymous makers seem to have struggled to 
address the question of color: unlike dark skin, white ceramic can take on 
any color, but should it be made to? To which version of this performance 
should this documentary sculpture bear witness? There are darker spots on 
the figurine’s brown-glazed arms, but these look more like natural uneven-
ness in the glaze than attempts at red or blue blotches. The invisibility of 
these colors on Sanvee’s skin makes Marussich’s whiteness suddenly come 
into focus, and the reperformance testifies to forms of suffering that may 
leave no visible mark.

Sometimes, Sanvee’s own identity and her presentation of it reveal disturb-
ing elements in the performances she presents. In Nagi Gianni’s Hunters, 
performed at the Tinguely in 2018 on the occasion of the Swiss Performance 
Art Award, one performer, arrayed in a blue jumpsuit and red-painted face, 
cavorted in an animalistic fashion both silly and uncomfortable: she flapped 
her arms like a bird’s wings and pretended to eat lice picked from her body. 
Meanwhile, she was stalked by a hunter in head-to-toe camouflage, who 
peered at her—and the audience—from behind a mirrored hunting blind. 
In Sanvee’s reinterpretation of this piece, she is both hunter and hunted. 
She inspects the audience through a pair of binoculars and performs bestial 
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behaviors, raising her leg to mime urinating on a microphone stand. Though 
ridiculous—many in the audience are laughing—I find the performance dis-
turbing: Sanvee’s movements and her wide, frozen grin recall racist depic-
tions of dark-skinned people as animal-like, subhuman. We viewers are 
transformed into voyeurs, forced to confront our expectations of how a per-
formance artist should look and act. Laughter, Sanvee has told me, can help 
an audience approach the more challenging aspects of her work. It also forces 
revealing comparisons between Gianni’s work and Sanvee’s reperformance of 
it, taking the measure of differences that change the performance’s meaning.

Except for choreographer YoungSoon Cho Jacquet’s 2013 Hit me hard, a 
face-off between two dancers and two drummers—here rendered by Sanvee 
as a solo—each performance that Sanvee included is by a white artist; about 
half of them are men. Replacing each artist with her own bodily presence 
and interpretation, Sanvee was able to explore new facets of these works and 
reimagine their references. At the same time, Sanvee’s performance displayed 
an extraordinary flexibility—what might, in the medium of acting, be called 
‘range’—as she jumped from challenging feats of endurance (Anne Rochat, 
Blumer, 2010) to satirically sexy posing (Julie Monot, Wodwo, 2016), to 
aggressive shouting at the audience—to be specific, at me, during Wildberg-
er’s confrontational I WANT TO SAY SOMETHING. I wondered if I was 
being asked to respond, to emerge from my role as passive viewer and take 
responsibility for my own identity.

This performance is unique in Sanvee’s oeuvre, and will not be repeated, 
though she has used a similar format several times, based on archival research 
and conversations with the artists whose works she reperforms. For a 2019 
performance on the occasion of the Swiss Performance Art Award, which 
was established in 2011, Sanvee assembled an abecedarium of past partic-
ipants, choosing twenty-six performers with last names from A to Z and 
reperforming a brief one-minute excerpt of the performance each presented. 
(She won the award that year with a different piece. In 2023, Sanvee was 
asked to serve on the jury of the award, thus extending her critical analysis 
and canonization of Swiss performance into a more official realm.) In La 
performance des performances, each of the fifteen works is given more time 
and space to unfold. Research is both process and product of these works: 
Sanvee digs into archives in order to create them, but the performance that 
results is itself, as Lepecki suggests, its own archive. In that sense, it is at once 
a primary and a secondary source: ‘primary’ (original material) when viewed 
as a performance piece by Sanvee, but ‘secondary’ (interpretive commentary) 
if understood as a historically and critically informed analysis of her source 
materials. (It is tempting to suggest that the work might also serve a tertiary 
function, in its compendium-like assembly of other works—a critical and 
subjective encyclopedia of performance practices.) Indeed, the present text 
makes use of La performance des performances from both sides, considering 
its contribution not only to contemporary performance art but also to the 
historicization and interpretation thereof.
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When Sanvee discusses the work with me in English, she first uses the verb 
‘imitate.’ I ask her if she might use a different word in her native French, 
and she speaks of incarner—‘embodying,’ rather than ‘copying,’ these fifteen 
performances. In taking on La performance des performances, Sanvee under-
stands her body as a “living archive,” absorbing and transmitting the ges-
tures, actions, and words of other artists. In the process, their performances 
become her own, inflected with her own physical presence, experiences, and 
ideas. They live on through and are also transformed by her.

Sanvee was born in Togo in 1993 and moved to Switzerland at the age of 
seven, when her father’s job brought the family to Geneva. From an early age, 
she used art—near-compulsive painting and drawing—to help her process the 
experience of exchanging one home for a less-than-welcoming new one, and 
the never-ending struggle of integrating into Swiss society. When she discov-
ered performance at art school, Sanvee felt she had found the medium that 
would allow her to express the complexities of identity, territory, and social 
relationships that animated her artistic exploration—as well as her interest in 
defining and responding to interior and exterior spaces, for which she later 
received a master’s degree at Amsterdam’s Studio for Immediate Spaces, an 
experimental architecture program. Growing up, Sanvee’s mother urged her 
to keep quiet about her experiences of racism and ostracism, hoping to ease 
their family’s entry into a sometimes hostile and suspicious Swiss society. 
Instead, Sanvee’s art makes those experiences tangible and present for audi-
ences to whom they are otherwise invisible. For her final exam at Geneva’s 
Haute école d’art et de design (HEAD) in 2016, Sanvee subjected the jury to 
a version of the Swiss naturalization exam in the form of an obstacle course, 
proctored by performers who, like herself, had once passed that exam. Not 
one member of the white, Swiss-born jury succeeded.

Critics of reperformance lament that a new version can never authenti-
cally repeat the lost, singular original. But part of the strength of Sanvee’s 
performance is that she ignores any strict definition of authenticity, instead 
underlining the impossibility of achieving it. In fact, she had considered more 
precise reenactments, including replicas of the original scenery and props, but 
ultimately decided to keep her “reincarnations” of the earlier performances 
“in the body”: La performance des performances would emerge not primar-
ily from the materials used in the earlier performances, but from Sanvee’s 
careful study, embodiment, and resurrection of the movements, gestures, and 
attitudes of the original performers.

Still, props and prosthetics sometimes play an important role, such as in 
the monstrous 360-degree wig—at once hilarious and terrifying—of Monot’s 
2016 Wodwo, which she lent to Sanvee for this performance. Virtual reality 
gear was necessary to allow male artist Simon Senn to inhabit the virtual body 
of a woman in Be Arielle F (2020), and thus is used here by Sanvee as well. 
In his performance, Senn applies make-up and describes his feelings of bod-
ily dysphoria and his search for a female avatar that might approximate his 
own male body. He then describes the intoxicating feeling of inhabiting that 
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body and performs in it: the headless, floating form of a naked white woman 
appears on a screen, moving her limbs when Senn moves his (Figure 11.6).

While developing this project, Senn sought out the living woman over 
whose digital double he now seemed to have complete control, and incor-
porated their ongoing dialogue (or trialogue?) into his live performance. 
For La performance des performances, Sanvee inserted yet another body, 
and another voice, into the conversation. She took on Senn’s role, repeating 
his monologue, donning similar VR gear, and inhabiting the avatar he had 
purchased, but the real ‘Arielle F.’ (an assumed name) is not present, nor is 
Senn—unless we consider that, in this moment, Sanvee’s body serves as a liv-
ing avatar of his. Whose body is it—and how is identity transformed by being 
reinterpreted, reinhabited, and reperformed? Once more, Sanvee’s choice of 
material crystallizes, sharpens, and reframes questions raised by the original, 
prompting the viewer to reflect upon who has the right to ‘use’ another’s 
body this way. The shift is also an expansion, extending a performance not 
only into new times, places, and bodies, but also meanings. Unlike the flat-
tening effects of typical documents, which—in transforming performance 
into a new medium—recall the pixelated, lossy compression of a merely digi-
tal body, Sanvee’s critical conservation via reperformance augments Senn’s 
piece, making it bigger, not smaller.

Performance as critical conservation

Differences between Sanvee and the artists she ‘incarnates’ do not only under-
line the impossibility of precise repetition in reperformance. They also point 

Figure 11.6  Simon Senn, Be Arielle F, 2020. Photograph by Elisa Larvego.
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to a radical reimagining of performance history—in this case, specifically 
Swiss performance history—in which Sanvee, as a Black woman artist, plays 
a central role, rather than accepting the one she is so often assigned, that 
of an étrangère. In making these performances her own, she productively 
appropriates them, relocating their movements and their meanings into her 
own body, as well as her own subjectivity—for Sanvee here is no passive ves-
sel for Swiss performance history, but rather a historian of it, writing it from 
her own perspective and asserting the validity of her own body, background, 
and vision as both repository for and agent of that history. Sanvee’s approach 
to reperformance therefore insists on change as an agent of preservation. In 
short, La Performance des performances both represents and argues for the 
possibility of creative, critical conservation through performance itself.

Through close examination of these moments in La performance des per-
formances and their source material, we see how Sanvee’s reinterpretations 
denaturalize the perspective of the original works she takes on, offering a 
model of preservation-as-critique. Sanvee’s reimaginings reveal and desta-
bilize assumptions baked into her source materials, confronting the viewer 
with aspects of identity, embodiment, and context that were overlooked or 
invisible in the originals. This act of sustaining ephemeral works by reper-
forming them through a critical perspective generates new resonances and 
meanings, expanding their archives. Insisting on performance’s own power 
to conserve even as it transforms and creates anew, Sanvee writes herself 
into the history of Swiss performance through performance itself. Her stra-
tegic acts of reinterpretation and appropriation establish, critique, and revise 
performance history from her own subject position as a Black woman and 
immigrant. In short, Sanvee’s critical reperformances provide a compelling 
act of preservation-as-reinterpretation. Her practice demonstrates how trans-
mitting living art through ongoing reembodiment can reinvigorate rather 
than damage ephemeral works, reactivating rather than ossifying art across 
generations—letting change serve the cause of preservation. La performance 
des performances proves, performs, and actualizes the vital possibilities of 
critical reperformance as conservation practice.
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Following her presentation at the colloquium “Performance Conservation: 
Artists Speak” (May 16, 2023), artist, performer, and educator Rosanna 
Raymond (Figure  12.1) discusses preserving Pacific heritage through per-
formance. As a member of the Pacific Sisters collective and founder of the 
SaVĀge K‘lub, Raymond aims to engage Pacific traditions through contem-
porary practices, using her body as a link between past and present. In this 
conversation, Raymond speaks about her artistic path and the concept of the 
Vā Body as a relational space that binds people and things to create a tangible 
experience of intangible cultural heritage. Raymond also reveals the chal-
lenges of her work in and with Western museums, and discusses how cultural 
health and safety, including setting out intentions and asking for permis-
sion from ancestors, is essential in preserving and sharing cultural heritage 
through performances.

Hanna B. Hölling: Rosanna, as a member of both the Pacific Sisters and 
SaVĀge K‘lub, which are renowned within the Pacific 
art scene, you actively engage with performance rooted 
in a longstanding heritage. Your performance practice 
consistently challenges conventional systems, beliefs, 
and norms associated with museums and traditional 
conservation. Could you share where your interest 
originated and what motivates you?

Rosanna Raymond: The Pacific Sisters collective has been going for 
thirty years now. So definitely my art practice started 
with the Pacific Sisters and with us wanting to tell our 
stories from the Pacific, the stories that were starting to 
fade away. By telling the stories, we started to visualize 
what our gods and goddesses would look like, because 
a lot of them are in the carvings and the buildings and 
the houses. We’ve grown up with a lot of visual story-
telling, but we were taking it onto the body. So we 
started to make these beautiful .  .  . I’m going to use 
the word ‘costume,’ but it’s really problematic because 

12  Rosanna Raymond on  
Conser.Vā.Tion
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when you say ‘costume,’ you have associations with 
something like costume jewelry, something not real, 
just fake. All these terminologies that we started to 
find problematic. We didn’t make costumes. We made 
beautiful taonga treasures, cultural treasures—cultural 
belongings that helped tell the story. Everything that 
we made was like another visual cue to telling the 
story, but definitely in a modern way, in an urban set-
ting that made sense to us.

A lot of ‘performance’ in the way we experienced it growing up was usually 
at cultural festivals. There was a particular time and place that you did your 
‘performance’ and then you took your costume off and put it away as you put 
your culture away. We were interested in finding ways that we could make 
our cultural practice everyday. Something that fitted in our urban environ-
ment. Looking at our own culture, there’s a lot of personification, like the 
personification of rain, and this would be a goddess. The personification of a 
rock, and this would be another goddess. We were looking at all the women 
that were missing in the stories, and we started to personify these beautiful 
goddesses through our bodies.

As I  kept working with these beautiful storytelling notions, I  realized 
that I’m not really personifying them. So I started to look at the body as a 

Figure 12.1  Artist Rosanna Raymond photographed by Rebecca Zephyr Thomas. 
Courtesy Rosanna Raymond.
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way of sharing space, the same space, with these goddesses. I wasn’t being 
Hine-nui-te-pō, who’s one of our great goddesses of the night, but I was shar-
ing a space with her through my body. I was bringing her into the now rather 
than just her being in the past. I was working with her, alongside her. And by 
doing that, I started to look at what a Polynesian body is and what it does. 
Because through that lens, we realize that it’s very different to a Western body 
in the way it looks and how it inhabits space, and the expectations placed on 
it. We had to deconstruct our own bodies to reconstruct them into something 
that we felt was appropriate for twenty-first-century Pacific Sistering.

At the end of 1999, I moved to England, which has a great performance 
and theatrical history, where I had to find my place. I did this through story-
telling, through the sharing of stories—old stories, you know, not just new 
stories—but then by retelling them we made them new. Living in England 
taught me a lot, especially being outside a particular cultural context, but 
then finding histories that we shared. In England, a lot of body movements 
are different. The way we adorn our bodies is different, and I  found there 
was a sort of exoticism (left over from Orientalism). I noticed that Western 
audiences really couldn’t tell the difference between entertainment and cer-
emony because of the language barriers. This was another really big issue 
that I started to ponder, as this puts our performance in the past or in some 
kind of quaint cultural arena that has remained unchanged.

Through that experience in England, I  started to look at performance 
very differently, to look at some of our own cultural concepts and how they 
affected my body. I  started to think about this body and what I’m doing 
with it, sharing space with the ancestral past rather than just reenacting it. 
Seeing the body as the space that cohabitates with the past, present, and 
future, so the same space could be in different times with those stories, bring-
ing them into the now, effecting the future. That’s when I started to under-
stand the vā and developed the term ‘acti.VĀ.tion.’1 My experience of the vā 
comes through the Sāmoan lens, but you will find this concept all through 
the Pacific. Japan and other places, too, have a term for this relational space 
that you develop and that must be sustained and maintained. For such a little 
word, vā has so many dimensions and forms. There’s the social vā, there’s 
the vā between the creator and the created . . . And the concept started to be 
used in an urban environment, so it has a different form than in the village. 
But some concepts transcend their places of origin, especially within an active 
community.

I started to ask, what would a Vā Body look like? Because vā was a body-
less concept, and since I do a lot of performance-based body art, I felt the 
need to bring a body to the vā, which surprised a lot of my contemporaries. 
But for me, it really solidifies the difference between a performance and the 
moments when I’m acti.VĀ.ting a space: one is entertainment; the other is 
connecting to the ancestral past. I do great performances, and I can be incred-
ibly entertaining, but when I’m activating a space, entertainment is not what 
I’m doing. When I’m doing spoken word, it’s more relaxed and urban. But 
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when I’m creating these spaces to be close to my ancestral past, it’s a very 
different side of the performative experience.

Jules Pelta Feldman: Could you tell us more about the Vā Body?
Raymond: The Vā Body has come about through my being 

exposed to some of the great thinkers back in Aotearoa, 
especially Albert Wendt [born 1939], who’s known in 
Aotearoa as a writer, poet, and a great intellect. He’s 
one of our great granddaddies of urban Pacific think-
ing. Wendt wrote a paper in the 1990s on the decolo-
nized body.2 It’s the most pertinent paper that we’ve 
read, in terms of my practice—all roads lead back to 
this paper. I  read this at a time when the tatau [the 
Sāmoan word for ‘tattoo’] was starting to go through 
a renaissance; it lost its shame. People, especially New 
Zealand-born Pacific Islanders, were reaching back to 
the past as a way of expressing their Pacific bodies, and 
the tatau was part of this. Wendt was thinking through 
what a decolonized body would look like, and he 
started to paint a picture of this body. He explained the 
vā in this paper for the first time outside the village set-
ting. In the village, you just know it’s there. You don’t 
say it. Wendt framed it for us in terms of a relational 
space that binds together people and things, and that 
just stuck inside me. A lot of my own behavior started 
to make sense in terms of how I act when elders are 
in the room: where to sit and even just how you host 
people—these responsibilities that come with relation-
ships. Wendt also talked about the body, but he didn’t 
actually say the words ‘Vā Body.’

Then there is an incredible Sāmoan performer, Lemi Ponifasio [born 
1962], who has worked a lot in Germany and has a company called ‘MAU.’ 
Lemi is a great philosopher as well as choreographer, and he has talked about 
his performers working in the vā as ceremonial bodies. The third piece of the 
puzzle is Albert Refiti, who’s another of our great Sāmoan thinkers. He has 
talked about the body as a gene-archaeological, enacted body.3 He explains 
the body as the gene-archaeological matter of the past. I thought: like a Vā 
Body. I started to see the vā as the central pillar of my practice . . . literally. 
I put the vā in ‘conser.VĀ.tion,’ I put the vā in ‘acti.VĀ.tion,’ and I found the 
vā in the ‘sa.VĀ.ge.’4 By putting the vā at the center of these words, I put the  
actual relationship first, rather than the spectacle. People forget a lot of  
the work that goes into creating these visual performative works. They forget 
that there’s a lot of people and relationships you have to deal with, and then 
your responsibility to them afterwards as well.
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I was working in museums at the time, and, in that situation, there are 
some people you meet and then you never meet them again. For us in the 
Pacific, that’s rude. At the same time, I was thinking about how museums 
conserve the physicality of the ‘objects’ they house. Meeting these cultural 
treasures, I remember my whole ancestral past opened up. I felt the presence 
of my ancestors; they were standing there with me through the shared time 
and space—this vā is called the vā tapuia, which connects us to the creator 
(Tagaloa) and all things created. Through this body of time, space, and gene-
alogical matter, the past is in the present. I had one of those eureka moments.

When I work within the museum space, it’s different than if I’m creating 
a work in a theater or gallery space. Our ancestors created certain rituals 
or ceremonies—I call it ‘cultural health and safety’—to ensure that the past 
remains in the past and that your life here is for the present. If you have a 
Vā Body that is sensitive to this genealogical past, you (and your ancestral 
past) take that shared experience—the time/space you spend together—into 
the future. We would ask for certain things to happen, like to say karakia, 
which a lot of people have mistaken for prayer, but it is about formally set-
ting out intentions and acknowledging the atua—the gods and goddesses 
associated with the activity at large. In the setting of the museum, we are ask-
ing permission from the ancestors to ensure that you’re culturally safe. But, 
of course, I’ve experienced a lot of eye rolling in terms of institutions trying 
to cope with these ‘demands’ of Indigenous peoples. I  found that sharing 
Moana Indigenous epistemologies has helped institutions understand that 
these weren’t just performances. For sure there is performativity—they might 
have encountered song or movement—but it wasn’t a performance of the 
culture in the Western sense.

The museum space hugely impacted the work I was doing with my body. 
When I was working in the back of the museums’ storerooms, I would play 
music for the ancestors and talk to them. They were, for lack of a better 
word, my audience; I was really redefining my audience. I realized that’s what 
the museum staff were missing when we were rendering ceremonies in these 
spaces. We were creating safe spaces to connect with the ancestral past. They 
were thinking we were performing for them or their chosen audience, often 
the public, but actually the main audience was all our cultural belongings. 
The Vā Body is mediating the activation of the mauli—a cosmological life 
force or essence found in all things created. Often it is felt as an emotion, 
or maybe the prickling of the skin, thus rendering tangible what is not seen, 
only felt. The so-called inanimate objects’ mauli is acti.VĀ.ted through the 
Vā Body and the ceremony that creates the space as vā, as we share both time 
and space.

The other part of my upbringing is urban street culture. I’ve come from 
the streets; a lot of my knowledge base has not come through Western higher 
education institutions. It’s come from sitting at the feet of a tattoo practi-
tioner. It’s come from listening to the aunties while we’re all sitting there 
making things. It’s come from hip-hop gigs; it’s come from drum and bass, 
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jungle, from spoken word, slam poetry. I was marrying up my lived experi-
ence of an urban kid that’s traveled the world to finding a way to make the 
past present for me, so my cultural heritage is not something that you just 
visit in a museum then walk away, or where you put it on show then you put 
it away. That really changed the way that I thought: What is a performance, 
and who am I performing for?

Pelta Feldman: You mentioned that you use the word ‘costume’ reluctantly, 
as it is associated with artificiality and theater—something 
you put on and then you put away.

Raymond: It’s like cultural drag.
Pelta Feldman: I’d like to ask you about your relationship to fashion. Fash-

ion is something you put on, but you might put it on to 
become your authentic self rather than to put on a false iden-
tity. I  wonder if fashion has been a tool for you to bring 
tradition and the past meaningfully into the present, so that 
it isn’t just an artificial layer?

Raymond: Well, it’s interesting that you mention fashion. This body of 
mine has often been mediated by a lens of how others have 
seen me, not how I’ve expressed myself. I was a very young 
fashion model in New Zealand in the 1980s, and I traveled 
to Italy and Germany and did a little bit in London, a little 
bit in Australia. But that particular body was really uncom-
fortable in that experience. I  think this is because of my 
Pacific upbringing, where respect for elders was a big thing, 
and big bodies were seen in a really different light. To my 
Sāmoan family, I was way too skinny. I wasn’t considered 
beautiful to them. And yet, in this Western sense, I measured 
up. I was fine-featured, with lighter skin, just dusky enough. 
I became the coat hanger. It didn’t matter what I  thought. 
There’s quite a bit of performativity in modeling, but I was 
really young and still finding my own body. I had a distinct 
uncomfortableness with that industry.

When I went back to New Zealand, after I got told that I was too old—I 
was nineteen—I started to look at all these amazing Pacific bodies on the 
streets, which weren’t being reflected in the magazines. That made me create 
our own platforms through creating fashion shows with the Pacific Sisters 
and through a magazine called Planet Magazine, which was an urban street 
magazine that I was a part of, started by two young guys [Phillip Campbell 
and David Teehan] that had an office next door to where I lived. We walked 
the streets with a Polaroid camera, taking pictures of people, as these bod-
ies were not to be found in mainstream modeling agencies. We did fashion 
shoots with diverse bodies. We used to do crazy fashion shows—part art, 
part performance, and part cultural, and usually late at night at warehouse 
parties put on by our friends.
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Culturally, our dance and our storytelling are connected through the 
body. These stories can be sung, danced, lamented, chanted. Hula used to be 
the original form of prayer—it wasn’t entertainment. As Moana Pacific bod-
ies, we’re used to moving to tell a story. It was natural to us to use certain 
movements even while walking down a catwalk, which became a much more 
theatrical space. First, we were doing shows in nightclubs, then we started 
to get invited to cultural festivals. At the time there was only one platform, 
where only traditional moves were allowed, so there was a totally separate 
stage for these contemporary forms.

In those early performance days, that’s where I cut my teeth on how to 
merge the two together, so that it could be both street culture and ‘tradi-
tional’ culture. It didn’t have to be put away in a little box. But as a per-
former, I still find myself falling into that trap of thinking that I’m too old to 
perform now. The Western construct is telling me that. I still have to fight it 
in my head, telling myself that I’ve still got some stories to tell. And this is 
how I tell them, through the body, through movement. But then people ask: 
Are you a dancer? I’ve never quite found the right box to sit in, in terms of 
the Western concept of performance, even live art.

Hölling: Can we discuss the concept of attire and body decoration? 
Your studio’s photographs display a captivating array of tex-
tiles and colors. While considering the conservability of events, 
performances, and intangible traditions, physical elements still 
hold significance. I’m curious about your approach to costumes 
(again, for the lack of a better word), whether they are retained 
or remade for each performance or festival. How do you handle 
the physicality of the stuff that you wear?

Raymond: Originally, when you’re using natural fibers—and this runs 
throughout the Moana and a lot of Indigenous cultures—
when you’re bringing onto your body these aspects from the 
natural world, you’re not just embodying them, but becoming 
one with them. If I’m wearing a tusk, that’s bringing on the 
power and the mana of the boar. Or if I’m wearing flowers, 
I’m bringing on their scent and acknowledging the forests and 
the natural world. The natural world was a very important 
part of how we communicated with our surroundings. Once 
you are finished with the natural materials, they can just go 
back into the earth and continue that cycle. But in an urban 
situation, when we don’t have access to a lot of the natural 
materials, they become more precious. Some of the materials 
are long-lasting, that you will hand down over generations, 
like the pigs’ tusks and shark teeth, and some, like the flowers 
and hibiscus fibers, are disposable. In New Zealand, where 
we’re starting to use a lot of materials that are not going to 
biodegrade, we need to face our responsibilities with plastics 
and other materials.
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In the images of my studio, you might have seen a big shark’s jaw. The 
shark is an important ancestor, so there’s a special connection in wearing 
the—well, that’s where I came up with the niu aitu, because you can’t say, 
‘costume.’ His name is I  Malie I  Uta, Shark of the Land. They’ve all got 
names; they really have their own charisma, their own persona, and when 
I wear them, I’m sharing space with our ancestral past. We descended from 
sharks. And now through overfishing, it’s getting harder and harder to find 
the resources we once used to honor, and it makes me so sad.

To come back to materiality: over the years I’ve developed all these niu 
aitu, and they do show wear and tear. Back in the day they would dissolve 
back into the earth. But now I don’t want to chuck them out. That’s when 
I started to look at the museum as a really useful space—a retirement home 
for my niu aitu. But I won’t let a museum purchase them. Instead, we have 
an arrangement where the museum becomes the kaitiaki, the guardian of 
them. There’s definitely a commodity exchange which helps me as an artist. 
When I retire the niu aitu into the museum space, I would make a replace-
ment. I started to think of the concept of the avatar. I realized that I created 
avatars for my niu aitu because they are reincarnations of the same stories 
I embedded in them; they’re holding that same space, just in a different time.

I will sell museums remains or residues of my performances. But I will not 
sell them the mauli [life essence]—that can’t be bought. I created a handover 
ceremony for my niu aitu so that the intangible mauli can be exchanged. 
Mauli is contained in the avatars I create: it is the same niu aitu but in a dif-
ferent time and space. To me, by creating the niu aitu avatar I can conserve 
the story and the mauli. The museum can conserve the physicality of the 
remains, and hopefully one day they may come into contact with another 
body again, and the mauli can be reactivated because there’s a bit of residue 
in there.

Emilie Magnin: Can we come back to this notion of conser.VĀ.tion? Could 
you explain to us what puts the vā in the conservation?

Raymond: The concept started to develop when I was looking at the 
responsibilities that come with relationships, and how some 
relationships come and go in your life. For me, the museum 
space (and the whole GLAM system: galleries, libraries, 
archives, and museums), is so focused on the physical mate-
riality that they forget about the actual living essence and 
relationships that are embedded with the living descend-
ants of their collections. Often they’re dealing with cultural 
belongings that don’t have living connections anymore—
maybe the artist has passed—and the relationship just 
stops. They don’t have a relationship with their families, 
with the living descendants. We need to start acknowledg-
ing that these relationships are central to the collections. 
You can’t pull them apart from the actual physical thing. 
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The physical thing is attached to a human body, a Vā Body 
that has all these ancestral ties, and ties that you develop as 
you’re working with an artist or a performer.

For me, putting the vā in the conser.VĀ.tion means ensuring that the rela-
tionship is at the center of what you’re trying to conserve. I  think muse-
ums and archives hold responsibilities to living communities. It should be 
something that’s naturally there, and until it’s acknowledged as a vital part 
of conservation, we’re not going to move forward. I’ve seen things change 
dramatically in the last fifteen years; you’ll find a really good example of 
practice in one museum and in the same city, two museums down the road, 
nothing. This is an uneven platform that we’re constantly working with, and 
the artists or the communities are doing a lot of the legwork and emotional 
work; they’re creating the frameworks. And yet the power base is still in the 
institution.

We need to have ways of measuring and qualifying Indigenous ways of 
knowing and doing inside the institution. People like yourselves, when you 
go into other places, you’re taking these ideas and you’re being able to mani-
fest them inside the structure of the institution. And that’s hard work, right?

Magnin:   You mentioned the disappearance of natural resources, and 
in the Western sense, even if we use the same word, nature 
conservation and art conservation are still two very sepa-
rate realms. So I wonder if your notion of conser.VĀ.tion is 
something that can link them both together instead of see-
ing them as separate problems?

Raymond:   I  would love that to happen. It’s interesting that there’s 
this other way to look into conservation and that, just by 
highlighting these two little alphabet letters in it, we start 
to see the value in sharing the time and space together. 
That’s just starting to happen at an institutional level. But 
when we’re talking about natural resources, we’re fight-
ing multimillion-dollar companies that have no desire 
or need to listen to the small fry like us at the moment. 
The Cook Islands have just sold a whole lot of licenses for 
under-seabed mining, and apparently four are being sold 
around Aotearoa. I think the world’s starting to understand 
we are in a climate emergency, not just a climate change. 
Indigenous people have been trying to let the world know 
how the natural environment has been suffering, fighting 
for their land rights for generations and generations and 
generations.

Pelta Feldman:  Can I pull on some threads about your use of natural and 
traditional materials as part of your coming into yourself as 
a young person and a young artist? My sense is that these 
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materials and traditions helped you get a new relationship 
to fashion, costume, garments, things that are put onto the 
body. But how might that fit or not fit into the museum? 
G‘nang G‘near (1995–97; Figure  12.3), for example—an 
outfit that you made by combining denim jeans and jacket 

Figure 12.2  Rosanna Raymond, Backhand Maiden, 2017 (performance still), Metro-
politan Museum of Art, New York. Photograph: Richard Wade. Cour-
tesy Rosanna Raymond.
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with scraps of traditional barkcloth. I  read that G‘nang 
G‘near did enter an institution, it does live in a box, but also 
that you were able to visit the museum with a sister of yours, 
who was able to wear it?

Raymond:    Oh, that was because I don’t fit in it anymore! It was inter-
esting because it was the first time I sold something to any-
body. There’s a lot going on in G‘nang G‘near. The word 
is part of the queer talk of the 1950s and 1960s, which 
some of our  sisters—some of our g‘nirls—passed down to 
the Pacific Sisters. We didn’t realize it was a real coded 
queer slang, even though the people that were passing it 
down to us were queer. Also, at the time, gangs like the 
Mongrel Mob had a huge presence at home, amidst this 
marginalized loss of culture, loss of land, loss of language. 
The gangs really became families for a lot of our people.

According to legend, the Mongrel Mob got their name back in the 1960s 
when a judge dismissed them as nothing but mongrels. I was brought up 
being called a mongrel, too, so that resonated with me. Wearing patches was 
an important part of their identity, and I noticed especially how they’d patch 

Figure 12.3  Rosanna Raymond, G‘nang G‘near (1995–97). Photograph: Greg Semu. 
Courtesy Rosanna Raymond.
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up all their jeans, because they couldn’t afford to buy another pair. Bark-
cloth is a precious commodity that was hard to get in New Zealand; when 
it became worn or damaged, the Pacific Islanders would throw it out. Back 
then the council would have organic collections three times a year. We used 
to find big tapa cloths out on the street, and I started to cut out all the good 
pieces and sew them together on these jeans. Patchwork is something that 
the missionaries taught the island ladies, to show them how civil and how 
industrious they could be. So I started to patchwork a pair of jeans with some 
of the tapa scraps I had found. They really were quite a statement; it was my 
way of forming my own gang, but it wasn’t a scary gang. I was playing with 
ideas about my own identity as a mongrel, exploring what happens when you 
create something whole out of a lot of different scraps of material. It may be 
all mismatched and patched, but it makes a complete garment.

They’ve had their whole adventure, those jeans. In fact, they even went 
missing for two years. They just went off in the nightclub one night and 
never came back. When they came back, they had a few more outings. 
I would repatch them as they wore and tore; they’re so heavy, in the end 
I could hardly wear them. The National Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne 
was interested in purchasing them after they saw them in an exhibition. 
They’d done their time, and I was ready to release them. This was the gene-
sis of my thinking about how to engage with institutions, because I couldn’t 
just sell them to the museum. I made a little handwritten piece of paper 
saying that they could now come and live at this museum, that I expected 
visitation rights, and that bodies needed to be in them every now and again. 
It got forgotten for years until one year I was in Melbourne with two of 
my friends, Léuli Eshrāghi and Angela Tiatia, and I asked the gallery if we 
could see them, and the next minute they were on bodies. It was like a coup. 
I had asked before, and they’d said, “Oh, no, no, no, you can’t do that!” 
But when you’re actually standing there, again, that’s when relationship 
comes in. By then, I had developed a good relationship with the curators, 
and the conservator finally understood that I was not going to harm some-
thing that I had made.

It was wonderful. The museum people gasped when they saw G‘nang 
G‘near on a body. I said, that is what you’re missing. The question is, what 
are you trying to conserve? Are you trying to conserve the physicality of the 
garment or a moving, breathing embodied experience, seeing it move and 
seeing how it rounds around the body and how the oils from your body relax 
it? It really changed the curator’s way of looking at care—what is care and 
what is condition.

But at the end of the day, as performers, we’ve got to make a living, and 
a lot of times, performance is a very hard commodity to buy. I’ve got photo-
graphs or video or garments, those sorts of performance residue. The remains 
are interesting for me, this physical residue that could be the commodity. It’s 
about a basic level of survival as an art practitioner, conserving my longevity 
as a performer.
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It’s important to talk about how we conserve performance. A lot of the 
performers are either trying to survive or we’re developing or making a work. 
And then you’re expected to think about what’s going to happen to the work 
afterwards. Do we have to think of everything? I can reflect back because 
I’ve had a thirty-year practice now, and I’m glad I kept a lot of those tangi-
ble things. But it’s not the actual experience, that particular time and space. 
There is this essence that can’t be purchased, even if we’ve developed clever 
ways of reenacting and reviving performances.

Performance has been around for centuries, thousands of years. But in 
terms of Western art, we’re still quite young. Museums know what to do 
with photography; they know what to do with painting. They even know 
what to do with costumes. But how do we actually capture the essence of 
a performance? For me, it was through developing avatars of my niu aitu. 
I did G‘nang G‘near in the 1990s, when they got retired, and I missed him 
so much that I started to make another pair; then another museum wanted 
to commission another pair, so I sold the second pair, Genealogy. In hind-
sight I realized it was too early.5 It was like taking a baby off the breast too 
soon. I had weaned them too early. They weren’t charged with all that mauli 
and the mana. Materials and techniques have their own fāgogo (stories), 
their own gafa (genealogical histories) linking all life to the gods, their own 
mana (power, authority), which surge through my hands in the act of mak-
ing. When I’ve seen them exhibited, I can see that they’re not quite charged 
enough. I profusely apologized to Genealogy and promised I’d be back later. 
Then I made a third pair, and the third pair is now living in a museum as 
well. When I wrote my thesis, I realized what I’d been doing, creating these 
avatars charged up with the mauli (life force or life essence). And the mauli is 
something that can’t be sold.

To me, when my creations are housed in the museum, it’s like they enter 
into a state of suspended animation. They’re not fully deceased because the 
next time a body—and it doesn’t even have to be my body—gets inside it, 
that relationship and the conser.VĀ.tion process is acti.VĀ.ted, because we’re 
conserving the mauli and the mana of the garment, not just its physicality. 
Now it’s become a real methodology that I can write about, and I hope that 
it will be helpful in some form.

Pelta Feldman:  How do you decide which aspects of your heritage to take 
with you, and which aspects to change?

Raymond: For my father’s generation, my grandmother’s generation,  
my great-grandmother’s generation, and my great-great-  
grandmother’s generation, maybe even one more, they did 
not have the ability to make educated choices about what 
they could bring on board in terms of their cultural prac-
tices. They got told. They got beaten. They had their natural 
environment changed. My father and I were born in New 
Zealand; we are uninvited guests on Māori land that was 
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never ceded. I’m part of the Sāmoan diaspora, part of an 
urban Moana (my preferred term for ‘Pacific’) transnational 
experience. I  was the one that kept asking questions, the 
one that kept not being satisfied with the answers from my 
elders. I was part of the protest movements, inspired by the 
generation of Māori and Pacific activists who challenged us 
to question what we took on board, what we bought, what 
we put on our bodies—questioning the way we were edu-
cated. And so I asked myself, where could I find the answers 
to these questions? I  asked my Sāmoan grandmother, and 
she said: What do you want to know that for? It’s not going 
to be of any use to you. Some of my family are so indoctri-
nated into the Christian world that they used to call me ‘the 
Pagan.’ My grandmother wouldn’t even tell us our Sāmoan 
surname, until she realized that I was really working in a 
Pacific community. I  remember the day she just looked at 
me and told me, our Sāmoan surname was Alai’asā,’ from 
the village of Falefa; our mountain was Vailima. That was 
so big for me. Until I had that information, I couldn’t fully 

Figure 12.4  Rosanna Raymond and Dan Taulapapa McMullin, acti.V.Ā.tion of 
Aue Away, 2017, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Courtesy 
Rosanna Raymond and Dan Taulapapa McMullin.



Rosanna Raymond on Conser.Vā.Tion 261

partake in my Pacific cultural heritage, because Pacific peo-
ple place you by your mountain, by your waters, your vil-
lage; they do this so they can make connections.

When my family couldn’t or wouldn’t share my cultural heritage with 
me, I went looking, and found many answers in the deep past. The West-
ern canon calls them ‘mythologies,’ implying that they’re not real, that 
they’re fantasies and fairy tales. But they hold immense truths. That’s 
where I  got insight into pre-contact minds, especially those of women. 
Most people think of a Pacific Island woman as a dusky maiden with 
long hair, who’s perhaps selling you a holiday to Hawaii and shaking her 
hips. Passive, yet sexually available. But when I started looking into our 
mythologies, I found Nafanua, a warrior born of a blood clot. She devel-
oped her own weapons, which are still important today. I found Taema 
and Tilafaiga. They were men killers; they had several husbands with 
multiple children. They also brought the art of the tatau to Sāmoa. And 
Sina, she slept with gods. She discovered new lands. Her friends were the 
sharks. She was industrious, well educated, and powerful. In these tales, 
I found insights into my deep past, helping me to understand my past self, 
in the world I live in.

I’m grateful that those stories were conserved, some of them orally, but 
a lot of them mediated through the missionaries. You learn how to unpack 
them, like the tale of Sina and the eel. Sina and the eel, they were ‘friends,’ 
and in a young mind you can relate to that, but as you get older you realize, 
“Oh, they were friends, but friends with benefits!” It was like that with the 
aunties; sometimes they’d let their guard down and they would tell you some 
of the more intimate details, like that he tickled her with his tail. Their laugh-
ter gave me an idea of how!

Now it’s our responsibility to keep these stories alive in the imagination 
of the next generations. I’ve done this successfully with my son, transmitted 
to him the love of his cultural heritage. It’s funny; sometimes I hear my own 
stories coming out of his mouth, and to me that’s conservation at its best 
because the next generation is solid and has grounding—that’s one of my best 
conservation projects.

But that’s such a valid question—how do you know what to keep? There 
are aspects of our culture that we did not need to keep. We did not need to 
keep public defloration of high-born women. But we maybe needed to keep 
the technique of the special mat that they wore. This information at least 
has been stored in books by anthropologists. It’s a delicate dance, but I think 
when they’re fully acti.VĀ.ted, they can come off the page or out of those 
archives and into the hands of artists who then reimagine them. That’s some 
beautiful conservation. It might not have any relationship to what the actual 
archive looked like. And that, to me, is exciting.

This is an abbreviated transcript of a conversation that took place on 
May 20, 2023, in Basel.
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Notes

 1 On this concept, see Tevita O. Ka‘ili, ‘Ōkusitino Māhina, and Ping-Ann Addo, 
eds., Pacific Studies, special issue on “Tā-Vā (Time-Space) Theory of Reality,” 
40, no. 1–2 (2017); and I’uogafa Tuagalu, “Heuristics of the Vā,” AlterNative: 
An International Journal of Indigenous Peoples 4, no. 1 (2008), https://doi.
org/10.1177/117718010800400110.

 2 Albert Wendt, “Tatauing the Post-Colonial Body,” in Inside Out: Literature, Cul-
tural Politics, and Identity in the New Pacific, ed. Rob Wilson and Vilsoni Hereniko 
(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1999), 399–412.

 3 Albert Refiti, “Being Social,” Critiquing Pasifika Education in the University Inau-
gural Conference, University AUT Ngawai o Horotiu Marae, Auckland, 2007.

 4 ‘Conser.VĀ.tion,’ ‘acti.VĀ.tion,’ and ‘sa.VĀ.ge’ belong to Raymond’s intrinsic 
vocabulary, considering the continuity of ancestral culture. See Rosanna Raymond, 
“Conser.VĀ.Tion | Acti.VĀ.Tion: Museums, the Body and Indigenous Moana Art 
Practice” (MA thesis, Auckland University of Technology, School of Design, 2021).

 5 Tony Eccles, “Rosanna Raymond’s Genealogy (2007): Notes on a New Addition 
to the World Cultures Collection at the Royal Albert Memorial Museum, Exeter,” 
Journal of Museum Ethnography, no. 20 (2008): 120–27.
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Urmimala Sarkar Munsi is a multifaceted scholar with expertise in social 
anthropology, dance studies, and choreography. As Professor at the School 
of Arts and Aesthetics and Dean of Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, 
she teaches and researches various aspects of dance, including its potential to 
aid survivors of sexual violence. Her work centers around the intersection of 
gender, sexuality, and dance, and she has contributed significantly to the field 
of performance studies.

As a dancer, Sarkar Munsi has performed extensively both in India and 
abroad. Her research focuses on the politics of performance and its rela-
tionship with social issues. She has conducted groundbreaking research on 
dance and affect, cultural unlearning, and auto-ethnographic approaches in 
dance. Sarkar Munsi also serves on the board of directors at Kolkata Sanved, 
which provides dance and movement therapy to individuals who have expe-
rienced trauma. In her role as academic advisor for the diploma offered by 
the Tata Institute of Social Sciences and Kolkata Sanved, she works tirelessly 
to promote the use of dance as a tool for healing and recovery. Her exten-
sive contributions to the field of dance and her commitment to using dance 
to promote healing and social justice make her an important figure in both 
academia and the dance community.

Hanna B. Hölling: Dear Professor Sarkar Munsi, it has been a great pleas-
ure to engage with your scholarship and worldview. 
Thank you for generously sharing your knowledge with 
us.1 I would like to begin by asking you about your per-
spective on the conservation of dance and performance. 
There are issues with the terminology and the hegemony 
and truth claims implied in certain approaches to con-
servation. In the Western world of museums and con-
servation, performance is often seen as ephemeral and 
fugitive, accessible only through documentation. Are 
there specific methodologies that you employ in perfor-
mance preservation, and how do they differ from other 
preservation practices in India and beyond?

13  Urmimala Sarkar Munsi
Dance, embodied preservation, 
and unlearning in India

A conversation with Hanna B. Hölling,  
Jules Pelta Feldman, and Emilie Magnin
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Urmimala In India, we have been working very hard on the pres-
ervation of traditions, and that includes dance. Empha-
sis has been put on the preservation of dance in its own 
cultural context, but, at the same time, as something 
that is aesthetically pure and authentic. These problem-
atic words go against the concept of performance as an 
ephemeral form, one that is embodied differently by dif-
ferent bodies, in different spaces and times.

In India, there is anxiety about this authenticity and the preservation of 
antiquity—and the weight of the references to antiquity structures its present 
relation with performance cultures. The arts are a way for India to claim 
history as a precolonial space. This has led to an emphasis on dance and per-
formance being preserved as they were in precolonial times.

Now, if there is something that lives on through time, in terms of per-
formance, it lives on in human bodies. Human bodies preserve or deal with 
the changes that happen to human performances. Over the years, we have 
had a continuous debate about whether to freeze performance in time and 
space, where the preservation of dance is equivalent with documentation that 
freezes it in time. Performance is vulnerable to different kinds of truth claims, 
of course, but also to the well-meaning effort of preserving the aesthetic and 
the best form. These factors have made the preservation of performance very 
challenging in India.

On the other hand, in the communities of practice, performance has 
been carried on from one generation to another. This is another kind of 
preservation, but it is still subject to the changes that are specific to time 
and space. For instance, if there is a population or community which has 
experienced a large-scale migration to an industrial area and then returns 
to its own original community for a festival, performance elements are 
carried back and forth between these two spaces. Which is the authentic 
and preservable performance? And what is this thing untainted by time 
and space?

Performance preservation has been seen, in academia, as something that 
can take place in a variety of manners. One way is to specifically relate it to 
a community, a space, and a time. A different way has been seen in other 
spaces, such as for the classical dances of India. Classical citation tries to 
freeze the grammar, aesthetic, and basic skills to a certain point where it is 
called ‘the classical.’ At that point a museumized structure is given to each of 
the classical dances and that is then considered the ideally preserved, cultur-
ally authentic performance.

Classical dances in India have evolved through complex negotiations 
between governmental agencies and the stakeholders from within the com-
munities that were originally the holders of the knowledge traditions in dif-
ferent regional dance/ritual performance practices. These forms have been 
through restructuring, while their regional histories have been assimilated 
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into the national history to make these regional practices more relevant 
to the nationalist history. With the reforms altering the history and the 
structure of the dances, the community from which the dance originated 
has often had little to do with its ultimate form. Often the reformers have 
been people from outside the communities. Even when the ideas of reform 
and canonization came from the community itself, they were influenced 
by the ideas generated by the urban cultural capital, coming from upper 
castes and classes of people. It’s a complicated terrain of power dynamics 
operating to establish the state as the principal patron of arts, where dif-
ferent claims have warred against each other: truth claims, identity claims, 
vernacular versus postcolonial claims around authentic Indic traditions, 
among others.

Let me give you more detail about how these claims work. Bharatanatyam 
is a dance form that is recognized since the 1940s to be the classical dance of 
the state of Tamil Nadu. This was a practice of certain hereditary practitioners 
who performed at the temples and also for a larger group of patrons in Tamil 
Nadu and its neighboring states. Traditionally, these practitioners were dedi-
cated performers in the temples. They were women, mostly, accompanied by 
male musicians. Most of the teaching was done orally. It was passed on from 
body to body. These women carried the embodied knowledge and also were 
known for their expertise as artists, singers, dancers, and knowledge-bearers 
within the temple traditions. They were a part of the temple’s ritual process 
and also a very important part of the ritual calendar. But temple patronage 
slowly decreased, and the performers started losing their space within the 
temples.

On the other hand—and ironically in the year India received its 
 independence—an act was signed, the Tamil Nadu Devadasis (Prevention of 
 Dedication) Act, which forbade women from dancing in the Hindu  temples. 
As a result, these women were criminalized and seen as polluting society with 
their form of practice, often accused of working as sex workers. This claim 
privileged the so-called urban practitioners who learned from the hereditary 
practitioners, and then in order to avoid being grouped together with the 
temple dancers. The upper caste reformers who saw themselves as the rescu-
ers of the artistic practice traditionally named ‘Sadir,’ renamed as ‘Bhara-
tanatyam,’ were hailed for having rescued the art from the women temple 
dancers known as devadasi, who were accused of being prostitutes. Thus the 
generational knowledge was appropriated from the bodies of the hereditary 
performers dancing in the temple, and there was then a takeover by some 
upper caste Brahmin women and men. The dance got appropriated by the 
urban audience and students, who started learning the dance that was now 
cleansed of and distanced from the problematic histories and association 
with the devadasi women. The new dancers were distanced from the ‘pol-
luted bodies.’ So the act helped the upper castes to distance the dance from 
its originating community by stopping the temple women performers from 
carrying on the activity. Instead, it was carried on by urban women who 
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cleansed its structures of the nuances and gestures that had made it enticing. 
Instead, the dance was to be a completely devotional performance.

The cleansing of the dance form was in itself an anti-archival endeavor—
creating a distance between what was an archive embodied in devadasi bod-
ies and what became the cleansed pedagogy of the same dance, now named 
‘Bharatanatyam.’ The devadasi women were often dedicated to the gods 
through a ceremony that pronounced them to be married to the gods of 
the temples they were attached to. The reforms and the change of the name 
also enabled the higher caste reformers to make changes to words and dance 
movements that they thought were from the proscenium space because of 
their erotic and often sensual and sexual content. Direct references to ‘Srin-
gara’ or mimetic reference to love between a woman and a man in the dance 
were replaced by songs, movements, and mimes depicting bhakti, or dedi-
cation/love for the god to whom the dances were dedicated to. According 
to Amrit Srinivasan, “the changed orientation of the dance from an infe-
rior ‘community’ to a superior ‘individual’ practice helped these changes to 
acquire legitimacy.”2 The marginalization and wiping out of devadasi history 
is seen as an act of rescuing, whereas to a trained archivist this is an ulti-
mately anti-archival act.3

You may now understand that when you read the history of Bharatan-
atyam, it is the appropriated and manipulated history of a dance named 
‘Sadir’ that is preserved under a different name, technique, and history 
from the same state. The history of the temple dancers is remembered by 
few people, and most of the dancers who have learned Bharatanatyam in 
the later years do not even know its origin. So preservation in our country 
has also meant erasure of histories, and this you can find in many writings 
on Bharatanatyam, especially in the book Unfinished Gestures by Davesh 
Soneji.4 The book follows the story of the dance as it changed, as the laws 
changed, as the act came into place, and how this takeover happened. It is 
also a story of how the body is remembered and how the history allows us 
to remember.

Preservation became something else completely, and this has been a 
problem with most of the dances where, when you change hands, you 
change the dance and the way it is preserved. If dance forms are suscepti-
ble and vulnerable to changes, as mentioned earlier, and if their histories 
get rewritten according to the patrons’ wishes, social aspirations, pow-
ers, and intentions, as has repeatedly happened in the Indian context,  
the archives also reflect such power plays and undergo reorganizations as 
per the representations forced by the patrons. In India these appropriations 
have been justified as acts of creating a national culture that enhances India’s 
image as a country with high cultural capital. These changes impact the  
history of the women dancers, their social position, and their artistic path—
impacting the way they are remembered as a part of the cultural history  
of the nation.
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I’ll give you another example that I  think is important, about a type of 
dance that is very different from Bharatanatyam. When I learned Kathak, it 
was taught with two kinds of movement practices. One was from the women 
practitioners who employed gestures from Islamic culture. The gesture was 
Salaam.5 We would also use dedicated gestures related to offering in San-
skritic cultures. As I grew up and graduated from school, I slowly started to 
notice that the same master teachers stopped teaching the Islamic Salaam. 
That was stopped. What was practiced instead was only the offering of flow-
ers as a gesture of dedication (anjani) to God and at the feet of the audi-
ence. And now, we hear claims—openly, in print—that we have managed to 
erase the history of the Mughal culture and the Tawaif women that polluted 
Indian history.6 This wish to rewrite history is directly going to affect what 
the social anthropologist Pallabi Chakravorty calls “the multiple genealogies 
of Kathak dance [that] articulate a complex intersection of regional histo-
ries.” She writes:

This dance style from North India is an amalgam of the folk and for-
malized court dances popular between the sixteenth and nineteenth 
centuries in India. The Bhakti and Sufi religious movements that swept 
India, along with the entertainment-oriented performances patronized 
by the royal courts, shaped the repertoire of this dance. . . . It is largely 
accepted that the dance we are today familiar with as Kathak flourished 
in the Mughal and Hindu courts of Lucknow and Benares in Uttar 
Pradesh, Jaipur in Rajasthan and Raigarh in Madhya Pradesh and these 
locations now exemplify the gharana tradition of Kathak.7

What this active intervention means in the practice of everyday life is that 
the children who are born, say, in 2018–19, shall grow up learning a different 
history. So where does preservation stand then? And if it’s in the hands of a 
very powerful government mechanism then the preserved data can vanish. Of 
course, given that, all over the world, documentation of the past exists, hope-
fully we have more than what can vanish. Fortunately, scholars had written 
about Kathak before. One of the critical-analytical but also beautifully writ-
ten books that addresses this subject is [the previously cited] Bells of Change: 
Kathak Dance, Women and Modernity in India by Chakravorty (2008).8

I teach and am very passionate about preservation. But preservation is a 
double-edged sword. While in an ideal situation it preserves specific histories 
for the generations to come, it is also vulnerable as a political tool used by 
those in power (mostly the state), who often manipulate histories for political 
assertions and gains. Under different political manipulations of different dis-
pensations, histories are rewritten. It has been seen in the past in many coun-
tries, and in the current post-truth times such interpretations are often being 
used for establishing divisive and fundamentalist histories through social 
media and even other textbooks. It is therefore our duty, and my passion, to 
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teach students to observe and document extensively what they research, and 
to create documentation which can be analyzed by people in the future for 
what it is. We have a larger responsibility now than ever before.

Jules Pelta Feldman: You’ve already said a lot about the different ways that 
the past can be brought into the present, sometimes in 
potentially harmful ways, sometimes in ways that you 
see as more productive. How do you decide what parts 
of the tradition you want to take with you, and what 
parts should change? Where should some core of con-
tinuity be maintained?

Sarkar Munsi:  This is a very important question for me, and I ago-
nize over it. When I was asked to structure a course on 
research methodology, to include performance docu-
mentation and documentation for research,9 I decided 
to ask the students to create an archive which has a 
link to research and a story to tell. These aspects are 
not disconnected. Because I  was trained as a social 
anthropologist, I thought that I have no right to decide 
what to document and what not to document within a 
particular structure of a ritual. I can’t ask people to do 
something differently so it will look nicer. I cannot be 
the judge in this place. This was inspired by an experi-
ence I had at the Indira Gandhi National Center for 
the Arts (IGNCA, a research institute in New Delhi), 
which was established to create extensive documenta-
tion. The center has a wonderful library and a lot of 
documentation from different parts of India concern-
ing artistic practices, mostly performing arts. I went 
with my students from the course, which had just 
started, and I was very enthusiastic because the mas-
ter’s degree students were to assist as interns for the 
documentation process. When we arrived, we saw that 
there was a cement platform outside, with big cameras 
and high-end recording equipment already positioned. 
There was one standard cement stage where all the 
documentation of performances from different parts 
of India was going to be recorded. The cameras were 
intimidating and larger than life. The artists were 
asked to get ready in small rooms and come out on 
the stage. These were performers coming from remote 
regions of India. Some were practitioners of living 
traditions and others were ritual practitioners whose 
ritual practice consisted of singing, dancing, reciting, 
and also playing different musical instruments. Some 
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of the ritual practitioners (monks) began to pray as 
they got on to the stage. Suddenly, someone shouted: 
“Close it, close it! The sun is exactly right, now you 
have to start performing!” Halfway through a ritual, 
the performers were so flustered that they could not 
get up. The person who directed this ‘perfect movie’ 
kept on shouting. I came up and stood in front of the 
director with my students and said: “Here the students 
have come as interns, but I’m asking them to learn 
what they should never do instead of what they should 
do.” Of course, that was the end of our research 
internships, because there was a communication gap 
between understanding the priorities—essentially the 
process and the product. But this is not preservation. 
Are you choosing the performance or the perfect light 
and perfect film? If the artist or the performer can-
not feel the devotion, is it a genuine performance that 
we are preserving? To be respectful of traditions is 
to travel to that place, be discreet and take whatever 
comes. From this experience I  learned that I  should 
teach how not to be this extractor, that is, a person 
who sees and dictates the terms of how performance 
is preserved.

In India, there are ways of clamping down on artists because artists are 
needy people who don’t make a great living. So you can say, “Create some-
thing, then we will document you!” The IGNCA documentation captures the 
epic Ramayana performances performed by communities that never in their 
lives practiced Ramayana. We have introduced them to Ramayana. While 
this isn’t itself a problem, it is not an authentic practice performed during 
rituals. So what is this ‘authentic’? Is what is being preserved in a govern-
ment academy, or allowed into a government archive, authentic? Or is it 
something that is already engineered?

My students and I  spend days respectfully watching—this is their first 
class. First you learn how to watch ethically, how to be the person who is 
ready to learn. You don’t record; you cannot interrupt a ritual circle. You 
have to work in their time, give them their space, get them to co-design and 
co-direct the documentation. We teach the ethics first, and, even then, there 
are violations. Every day there is a debriefing. I think some of the students 
come back with a lot of respect, understanding that the practice has to be 
looked at and understood from the way the practitioners see it, the way they 
want it recorded.

As preservationists—and I have seen this also in my department—when 
we go to a site, we have a sense of what will be good documentation. “Oh 
my god, this is a beautiful moment!” I might see that moment as beautifully 
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choreographed, but it might just be something extra. I might miss the ritual 
because I am taking a film of that moment. These are things that have been 
problematic for me. With my colleagues, too, I’ve had discussions asking: 
What is a visual ethnography of performance practices? What is the power 
that you have when you hold a camera? And what is this power that you give 
yourself because you write? You can get away with a lot because the person 
who you are documenting in most cases will not even be able to read what 
you have written. So we have a duty and responsibility toward them. You 
cannot disrespect people, take these kinds of liberties, and emerge as good 
documenters, good archivists.

Emilie Magnin: The story that you just told us comes from your perspec-
tive as a scholar and teacher of anthropology but also as a 
dancer. From your perspective as a dancer, I wonder if you 
see dance itself as a form of conservation? And how do you 
see this relationship between your body and the people who 
performed the same movements in the past and will perform 
them in the future, especially with dances that have initial 
social connotations and meanings that may shift over time?

Sarkar Munsi: I’ll give you two examples. Since I started my research for 
my book, Uday Shankar and His Transcultural Experimen-
tations: Dancing Modernity (2022),10 I have been trying to 
understand the process of creative engagement that Uday 
Shankar had developed in his dance. It is curious that one 
sees the first images of what ultimately became his dance 
form (as preserved in his film Kalpana).11 I feel that there is 
a particular trajectory of how he begins by experimenting 
with his idea of Indian dance and then slowly empowers 
himself to embody the essence of what he thought could be 
an ideal representation of an embodied aesthetic of Indian 
dance traditions. Bodies are trained in dance forms, but 
the dance grammar becomes part of the body’s history and 
becomes the repertoire that always remains as the embod-
ied memory, even while there are constant additions to that 
very repertoire from everyday experiences and learnings. 
I often joke that when I die, when I’m being taken to the 
cremation ground, if I hear those past musical compositions 
from our dances, I’ll get up and dance for a while, and then 
I’ll continue on my journey to being cremated. They are so 
ingrained, those movements.

Dance changes; movements change. It’s inevitable because one’s experience 
is superimposed by living in a different space, in a different time, and also in 
a country away from the community that practiced that particular form of 
dance for a long time. One’s way of remembering may become problematic 
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because, in between, one may have started other dances, forms of practice, 
and physical activities, which change the way of performing that initial 
dance. But the cumulative experience is what the body has and, because of 
that change, is the most consistent thing in performance. I performed the role 
of Ram as a dancer of the Uday Shankar India Culture Centre performing 
troupe. When I reflect on the past enactment, I wish I had reflected more on 
the way I was performing the role. In today’s politicized space around the 
Hindutva-based appropriation of Ramayana and the character of Ram, my 
body and mind reject the idea of mindless political appropriation of the epic. 
As a result, while I  remember every music, every moment of the role, my 
rejection of the image is complete, and I am saddened that the events turned 
the past into such a contested one.12

From one generation to another, the performance changes. Social norms 
differ and that makes us perform movements according to what we think is 
acceptable today, because of the automatic intervention of the choices that 
we make and that our bodies make.

But if you look at the more isolated spaces—where there is no dance  
institution—the community still carries and transfers embodied memories from 
one generation to the next. Among Adivasi13 and other relatively isolated com-
munities, most ritual, performative, and social rites are dependent on socializa-
tion processes where participatory and embodied learning is still a tool. In those 
spaces, there is a preservation which is much more current, but it is a vulner-
able, embodied preservation, open to constant outside impulses. In India, Bolly-
wood influences most dance/movement aesthetics today. Now, there is an effort 
to demonstrate hypermasculinity, hyperfemininity, or the most recent popular 
dance gestures from the latest releases. Bollywood has infiltrated every form. 
Spaces where one would find dance are spread across ritual practices; the asser-
tion and projection of specific regional, national, and religious identities; popular 
cinematic entertainment; erotic professional dances (sometimes also associated 
with sex work); and professional to exceptionally skilled proscenium-based clas-
sical, modern, and contemporary performances. Just trying to understand the 
variety of audiences in such spaces can be a life’s research.

In today’s India, we don’t speak the same language, but we all have smart-
phones. People come to see performances but forget to look up to see what is 
being danced. Instead, they start recording. This recording creates a certain 
overrepresentation and oversharing. Of course, in this way, performance is 
more accessible, but it also makes it vulnerable to changes. Perhaps the ques-
tion is: When is it ideal to record a performance? Is it when a creative process 
has been completed and a new performance is staged? But what about the 
cultures of the past—are we going to claim that the present moment is the 
perfect moment for their preservation? I don’t think so. So we have to docu-
ment in transition; our documentation is always a process in transition which 
is catching the performance somewhere along the way between the past and 
the future. If we don’t go on doing that, then we will not have any idea of 
what a particular performance was a few years back.
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Let me talk about another example, that of Kullu Dussehra, a festival 
that stretches over seven days in October in Himachal Pradesh.14 A mother 
goddess is prayed to along with all the gods of the valley, and Dussehra 
is also a harvest festival for the northern part of India. The valley is sur-
rounded by huge mountains; every mountain has several villages, which are 
almost inaccessible for six months of the year. In October, the snow is gone, 
things are nice and pretty, and people bring their gods down to meet each 
other. This is not a meet and greet of humans; the people who are bringing 
the gods are actually the hands and legs of the gods; they are being directed 
because gods want to meet each other. This is the story. The place of the 
meeting is called ‘Devabhoomi,’ the land of the gods. By calling it the land 
of the gods, they refused to pay taxes to the British, subverting the system 
of power. This made the festival very important. The story of the festival is 
complex, and I will not go into it in detail. It holds, in brief, that one king 
would collect taxes in the name of Raghunath (another name of Ram), the 
head of the gods. His temple stands within the area owned by this king. The 
king (whose principality is, in actuality, long since a part of the sovereign 
democracy named ‘India’) holds on to a formal position of importance, 
with his family, in the events around the annual fair. The fair invites all the 
gods and goddesses of the valley to congregate at the fairground. The gods 
come in their own palanquins, which are carried by the dedicated carriers 
for whom the government provides tents and travel money. The size of the 
tents and the visibility of the gods are according to their hierarchy in the 
local mytho-history. These gods and goddesses are believed to be present 
at the annual occasion to meet each other, quarrel, and resolve local issues 
and disputes, such as the sharing of water, the condition of roads, and the 
general wellbeing of the subjects. Often, such conversations and confron-
tations are performative and carried out by the carriers, while they act as 
though they are under the spell and control of the gods they are carrying 
on their shoulders.

This was a small fair before. Slowly, it has become a tourist attraction and 
an international dance festival. The event is featured in the Guinness Book 
of World Records,15 for the largest group of women dancers performing the 
traditional Nati dance.16 Now, people don’t dance Nati anymore, but because 
it was the Guinness Book of World Records, everyone had to come together. 
They wore their wedding dresses, or the youngsters borrowed dresses, and 
there were 15,000 women dancing together to make a human chain, making 
the largest congregation of women dancers.

Since then, the whole fair has changed its quality. I have documented the 
festival for the last fifteen years, and the before and after are two different 
stories. Which is the truth? Both are. In the story of the 15,000 women danc-
ing together, they created the slogan ‘beti Bachao, beti padhao,’ which means 
‘save the girl child, educate the girl child,’ which is not necessarily bad, but 
it was created by the state’s propaganda machinery. Now, because people 
become bored if the theme of the festival is repeated, every year there is 
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something else cooked up. It is less about the meeting of the gods. It became 
an international dance festival. To document this event is a complex affair. 
Years ago, I was just filming one place. Now, there are five places to film 
simultaneously and everything is performative.

Hölling: During your visit to our project a few months ago, our con-
versation touched upon the idea of historical sources such as 
temple paintings, carvings, and drawings, and how they may 
document performance. I am interested in your critical view 
on this idea, and how these sources can provide information 
about historical dancers.

Sarkar Munsi: I have grown up looking at cave paintings and sculptures in 
the temples of Khajuraho (Madhya Pradesh), Chidambaram 
and Mamallapuram (Tamil Nadu), and Puri and Konark 
(Odisha), which are important sites of past documentation of 
dancing bodies by unknown artists. It is through Yashadatta 
S. Alone’s work, and by visiting the Ajanta caves over the last 
few years with him while he conducted fieldwork with our 
master’s, MPhil, and PhD students, that I  have understood 
the need to unlearn my stereotypical readings of sculpted bod-
ies. The scholar Yashadatta S. Alone, who has worked on the 
Ajanta caves, is one of the prominent authors on Buddhist 
cave sculptures and paintings.17 As I  look at these bodies as 
everyday bodies, it becomes clearer that these aesthetically 
framed static bodies imply a certain moment ‘on the move.’ 
Our notions of what is dance frame these bodies as dancing 
bodies, while there are arguments regarding whether these 
were always carved as dancing bodies at all. It also brings 
some questions to mind regarding the generations of sculp-
tors who were carving these artistic masterpieces, as a temple 
doesn’t get finished in a short span of time, during the time 
of one generation of sculptors or even patrons. Neither the 
patrons nor the sculptors were necessarily dancers. What was 
their reference point for such detailed representation of human 
bodies on the move—possibly dancing intricate skilled move-
ment sequences? Because all these bodies are perfect in their 
balance, their center of gravity, the way they hold themselves, 
such questions lead to the specific expertise that guided the 
sculptors. Were there human bodies standing in front of them? 
Or were the sculptors given a sketch or a chart made on the 
stones? All in all, how did these sculptors create? It fascinated 
me from the very beginning that so much dance was imag-
ined in the heads of these artists, putting even the people who 
are manning doorways in dancing postures. These questions 
could be specific to a dancer and dance documenter, and an 
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ongoing project of joint exploration between Professor Alone 
and me has come out of such multidisciplinary research.

I feel that it worked both ways: when we started to reconstruct our clas-
sical dance history, the dancers borrowed very heavily from these dancing 
bodies. These sculptures are proof that dance existed. Certainly, the move-
ment range was acknowledged in these bodies. But I think that range must 
also have come into the sculptures from people who were dancing in real life. 
In Chidambaram, which is known as ‘the temple city,’ you will see sculptures 
displaying 108 synchronized movements that bring together specific actions 
of hands and feet (Karanas). I sometimes feel that, in a time when there was 
no camera, the sculptures and carvings were the best notation system possi-
ble, and these carvings have contributed a lot to the movement patterns that 
today we refer to as ‘classical.’ You see, along with social history, these move-
ment histories are something that we can depend on in terms of documented 
bodies of the past.

I feel fascinated by how much unlearning I still have to do. Our cultural 
constructs, our understanding of gendering, and the ways in which dancers 
are taught what is a good and correct movement, need to be critically assessed. 
If you visit these sculptures in the temple, you have to constantly unlearn, 
because there are things that we would never do in real life: the movements, 
dresses, ornaments, and the way in which sexualities are transgressed.

Temple cultures sometimes appear much more contemporary and modern 
than our socially structured, normative functioning in urban societies. We 
think we have become very contemporary and have freed ourselves from 
problematic viewing, and stereotypes born out of what, in our mind, is an 
acceptable kind of body and attire, and sense of beauty, but these sculptures 
tell us something else. When we go with our students on field trips, even 
in the community practices as well as in these kinds of spaces of antiquity, 
I actually feel that we need to expose our students to a rigorous debate as 
to how to not carry clichés born out of our socialization by class, caste, 
region, religion, signifiers of sexuality, gender-based notions, and urban/rural 
binaries, to mention a few. The fieldwork then becomes a way to create a 
(more) free and accepting mindset for unlearning. Documenters have to be 
accepting, they cannot judge: “This is not important, this is good, this is bad, 
this is not worth recording.” Sometimes so-called skilled dancers trained in 
advanced classical forms express judgements such as “Oh, there is nothing 
to see in that dance, it’s very simple”; or “there’s no dance in it”; “that is not 
dance enough!” So I feel ‘unlearning’ is one of the very big words that one 
must carry and practice with/for oneself, and as a part of the documentation 
training that we provide.

Hölling: So would unlearning be a part of the ideal preservation sys-
tem for dancers in India?
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Sarkar Munsi: I  think so, because bodies need to unlearn as well. When 
dancers come out of classical training, they are confused. 
I feel sorry for them. They feel angry with themselves because 
they have invested so many years and feel disappointed that 
they have not reached the pinnacle of success that their teach-
ers have. But it’s the system that one must understand. It is a 
system that remains largely dependent on public and private 
patronage, and the survival of any dancer depends on the 
patronage s/he receives. Such a system makes you subservi-
ent to your teacher, and the teacher will never want you to 
surpass her.

It’s a question of understanding the structure so that you can escape at a 
time when skill is enough, and a trainee is ready to take a chance of breaking 
off from the self-perpetuating systems of control of the guru (master teacher) 
over the shishya (trainee). But often this servitude stands in the way, so that 
one can’t think on one’s own. What we face, often, is a state of confusion in 
many master’s degree students who come to take up higher studies in arts 
and aesthetics. They understand that if one has to respect the dance form one 
has learned and danced so far, and start to learn to document, research, and 
critically analyze it, one also has to free oneself from the cultural control and 
gaze of the teacher looking over the shoulder, wanting to surveil what is said. 
When our students start to learn about these contestations in dance history, 
some of them get angry because these histories are so different from what the 
students-turned-scholars have learned during their training in classical dance 
forms: “Why are you even saying this? I have never heard this!” And I under-
stand it, because they invested so much from childhood in one discourse, and 
then they suddenly find out that there are some complex processes of control 
involved in the dissemination and documentation of the historically preserved 
patterns of learning and embodying dance. As a result, for us it remains an 
ongoing challenge to create an acceptance to infuse criticality into the process 
of unlearning the form and established frames of a preserved pattern.

This conversation took place on June 20, 2023. Editorial assistance:  Electra 
D’Emilio.
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https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-93224-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-93224-4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HhsO_q1Y7kM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HhsO_q1Y7kM
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780197552506.001.0001
http://www.thequint.com/news/india/himachals-kullu-natti-dussehra-dance-enters-guinness
http://www.thequint.com/news/india/himachals-kullu-natti-dussehra-dance-enters-guinness
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Titled after its laboratory production name, Dorota Gawęda and Eglė 
Kulbokaitė’s fragrance work RYXPER1126AE (Figure 14.1) is a synthetic 
molecular replica of the smell generated during the SULK performance 
(Figure 14.2) presented at ANTI—the 6th Athens Biennial, in 2018. It was 
produced in collaboration with a chemist, perfumer, and smell designer from 
International Flavors and Fragrances Inc., on the basis of the air samples cap-
tured on site with the use of headspace technology. RYXPER1126AE bears 
a poetic sign or memory of belonging to a collective experience, a sentiment 
of a shared moment. The work displays the artists’ interest in treating smell 
as an olfactory method of documenting both performance and space, as well 
as the parallels this could offer in observing the passage from the virtual to 
the real. Scent is nomadic and volatile; when it is released it cannot be fully 
recaptured, fully undone. Smell is positioned outside of foregrounded aware-
ness, navigating and activating our internal spaces according to procedures 
that defy easy explanation. Its molecules enter spaces, cavities, and receptors, 
and make bodies move a certain way, make them orient towards each other. 
RYXPER1126AE is exhibited in multiple ways, through industrial aroma 
diffusers, a Censer sculpture of polished steel (Figure 14.3), and surrounded 
by ghostly installations of Leave No Trace that bear the imagery of the same 
performance series (Figures 14.2 and Figure 14.4).

14  RYXPER1126AE, 2018

Dorota Gawęda and Eglė Kulbokaitė
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Figure 14.1  Dorota Gawęda and Eglė Kulbokaitė, RYXPER1126AE 02:60, 2019. 
Industrial aroma diffuser mechanism, programmed at 02:60 interval, 
stainless steel, RYXPER1126AE fragrance (produced in collaboration 
with International Flavors and Fragrances Inc.). Photo: RYXPER1126AE 
exhibition, Trafo Gallery, Budapest. Courtesy of the artists.

Figure 14.2  Dorota Gawęda and Eglė Kulbokaitė, Leave No Trace (Milan) I–VI, 
2021. Aluminum, wood, digital print on chiffon. Photo: Fred Dott, 
 Magazine exhibition, Kunstverein Hamburg. Courtesy of the artists.



Figure 14.3  Dorota Gawęda and Eglė Kulbokaitė Censer I, 2023. Brushed alu-
minum; nebulizing mechanism; RYXPER1126AE, 2019 fragrance pro-
duced in collaboration with International Flavors and Fragrances Inc. 
Photo: Marvelous Demons exhibition, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris. 
Courtesy of the artists.

Figure 14.4  Dorota Gawęda and Eglė Kulbokaitė, SULK installation view. Photo: 
Herve Veronese, Marvelous Demons exhibition, Centre Georges Pompi-
dou, Paris. Courtesy of the artists.
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15  Gisela Hochuli
In Strange Hands

A conversation with Hanna B. Hölling, 
Jules Pelta Feldman, and Emilie Magnin

Following two colloquia in the “Performance: Conservation, Materiality, 
Knowledge” research project, the team (Hanna B. Hölling, Jules Pelta Feld-
man, and Emilie Magnin) met with Swiss-based performance artist Gisela 
Hochuli. For each of these occasions, Hochuli crafted a unique performance. 
Hochuli’s practice centers around performance-based work, encompassing 
its activation, teaching, and collaboration with fellow artists. She embraces 
working with readily available elements such as her body, space, audience, 
and site-specific materials. Hochuli’s interests lie in investigating objects, 
focusing on specific elements, viewing objects as partners, embracing sim-
plicity and its diversity, exploring everyday life, revealing the extraordinary 
within the ordinary, exploring transformations, and adopting a subversive 
perspective.

Hanna B. Hölling: Gisela, you presented your performance, In Strange 
Hands I, at our inaugural colloquium on May 30, 2021 
(Figures 15.1 and 15.2).1 The performance consisted of 
a live moment and a preparation phase in which you 
invited participants to send performance instructions to 
you. I’m curious about the thinking behind this perfor-
mance and what inspired you to bring it to life. How 
did you come up with the idea of soliciting instructions 
from the participants?

Gisela Hochuli: Performance instructions are akin to cooking instruc-
tions or recipes. I  have been working with perfor-
mance instructions for several years because they offer 
the possibility of being executed differently each time 
by different individuals. The way an action is carried 
out or something is expressed, the timing, the bodily  
movements—everything varies from person to person. 
A performance instruction is essentially a written expres-
sion of an individual, and therefore possesses author-
ship. Intrigued by all of this, in 2017, I began collecting 
performance instructions from artists. I requested that 
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the artists not only provide written instructions but also 
record them in audio form, allowing the participants 
to hear the artist’s voice as they speak the instructions. 
This adds a personal and artistic touch to the instruc-
tions. A selection of these spoken performance instruc-
tions has also been showcased in exhibitions. They are 
played as audio through headphones, and visitors have 
the opportunity to listen to these instructions. Some 
instructions can be enacted, while others may not be 
feasible due to certain material factors or surreal ele-
ments. They can be short poems, lyrical compositions, 
or simple neutral actions. They may also involve actions 
that go beyond the capabilities of our bodies or our 
human abilities. I find the diversity of these instructions 
fascinating.

In 2019, I was invited for the first time to create a performance based on 
these instructions and present it at the art venue Akku in Emmenbrücke, 
near Lucerne, during the exhibition opening. Within the exhibition, visi-
tors could listen to the performance instructions through three sets of 
headphones. The performance lasted for forty minutes and was inspired 
by fifteen performance instructions from different artists. Although a set of 
instructions prescribes something, during the creation of the performance, 
I discovered that I  still had to make decisions, as each set of instructions 

Figure 15.1  Gisela Hochuli, In Strange Hands I, May 30, 2021. Leftover scores, 
“Conserve this performance.”
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allowed room for interpretation. I titled this work In Strange Hands because 
the instructions were not mine, but rather belonged to others and were now 
in my possession, so to speak. This is how the In Strange Hands series came 
about, in which each performance is interpreted by me using instructions 
that are foreign—originating from others. The title is indeed very fitting, as 
the authorship of the instructions lies not with me but with someone else. 
I take them into my hands, interpret them, and bring them to life, incorpo-
rating them into the space with my body—whatever is necessary to interpret 
them. In collaboration together, we came up with the idea of involving the 
colloquium participants in a participatory manner by having them contrib-
ute performance instructions. It then becomes my task to perform these 
instructions.

Hölling: You presented your work In Strange Hands at both of our col-
loquia, titling them In Strange Hands I (May 30, 2021) and In 
Strange Hands II (September 30, 2022, Figures  15.3, 15.4, and 
15.5).2 How did your thinking evolve in terms of conception and 
execution?

Hochuli: The first time, there were only a few instructions, specifically 
three: one from you, Hanna, one from Jules, and one from Vale-
rian Maly and Klara Schilliger. With a twenty-minute perfor-
mance, I had ample time to devote to each instruction. This was, 
of course, a completely different approach compared to the second 
version, where I worked with twenty performance instructions. 

Figure 15.2  Gisela Hochuli, In Strange Hands I, May 30, 2021. Leftover scores, “Con-
serve this performance,” scattered on the steps of Kunstmuseum Bern.
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Initially, we were all a bit disappointed that only those three 
instructions were received. However, during our discussions—
Hanna, Jules, Emilie, Valerian, and myself—we came up with 
the idea of making it a requirement for colloquium participants 
to submit an instruction. This introduced some pressure or com-
pulsion for participants to come up with an instruction for the 
colloquium. As a result, we received around sixty entries, with 
approximately fifty instructions and the remainder consisting of 
comments like “Sorry, I am unable to provide this,” or “unclear 
to me.” So, in total, we had about fifty instructions, which was a 
huge number. Now you have a great pool of instructions to draw 
from. That’s fantastic. I then reviewed the fifty instructions and 
selected those that were feasible, that fit within the framework of 
the colloquium, and excluded those that were too complicated or 
didn’t appeal to me personally, or weren’t interesting in this con-
text. Eventually, I settled on about twenty instructions, which is 
quite a lot for a twenty-minute performance—approximately one 
instruction per minute. Given the number of instructions and the 
time constraints, I decided to perform a table-based performance. 
This allowed me to set up all the materials on the table and per-
form behind or around it. There was this beautiful instruction, 
“Kiss your friend’s eyes,” which prompted me to step away from 
the table and kiss Jules’s eyelid. But apart from that, everything 
took place either on or behind the table. I made the decision to 
condense the entire performance. Table performances are almost 
a separate genre within performance art, often practiced by older 
performance artists who may not want to move around as much 
anymore.

The first performance with the three instructions, in May 2021, during 
your first colloquium, had a more immersive presence in the room. There 
was this wonderful phrase from Jules, “conserve this performance,” and 
your instruction, Hanna, to “rain.” I threw 30,000 pieces of paper printed 
with “conserve this performance” out of the window of the PROGR in 
Bern. There was a strong wind, and it became a spectacular sight as the 
slips of paper scattered through the air, creating a long rain of “conserve 
this performance” towards the Kunstmuseum Bern. It was truly impres-
sive. At that moment, when I released the slips of paper, it was beyond 
my control. There were other forces at play. In the second performance, 
there was hardly any of that natural momentum, that interplay of other 
forces. Everything was essentially determined by me. Perhaps the egg 
I cooked had its own distinct momentum. But overall, you could say it 
was more of a typical action or sequential performance, one action fol-
lowing another.
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Figure 15.3  Gisela Hochuli, In Strange Hands II, September 30, 2022. “Please per-
form an action that you could not do in front of a live audience.”

Figure 15.4  Gisela Hochuli, In Strange Hands II, September 30, 2022. “1. Project a 
shadow over the other side of this page 2. Observe the boundary between 
the shadow and the lighted part 3. Become the boundary line.”
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Jules Pelta Feldman: You just mentioned something very intriguing: “other 
forces.” It seems that other forces are particularly 
significant in the In Strange Hands performances. It 
appears important for you to engage in a performance 
where you don’t have complete control and where you 
may not know exactly what will happen.

Hochuli: I believe it happens when I delve deeper or spend more 
time exploring something. It can occur because of 
external forces like nature, the wind, or even the audi-
ence. There can be a certain momentum in the inter-
action with the audience. In performance, repetition 
or even elements of ritual are sometimes employed to 
bring the artist into a different state of energy. That’s 
when uncontrolled things can happen. It depends on 
the artist’s intention. I can surrender myself completely 
to an intuitive, open flow, or I can maintain control by 
executing exactly what I had planned, but sometimes it 
just becomes uncontrolled [laughs], or it’s a mixture of 
both. It also spills over to the audience. This can also 
happen with religious rituals. The atmosphere changes, 
the energy shifts, and, as a spectator, I undergo a trans-
formation, too. I experience something, and I am a dif-
ferent person after the performance. This is often the 
case with ritualistic or repetitive performances, even if 
they are not always identical.

Figure 15.5  Gisela Hochuli, In Strange Hands II, September 30, 2022. “Kiss your 
friend’s eyes (literally or metaphorically).”
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Pelta Feldman: On one hand, it could be said that these are instruc-
tions from others and that you relinquish control to 
others. However, you are still the one interpreting 
these instructions and ultimately deciding how things 
unfold and how they are to be understood. This was 
particularly evident with the poetic instructions you 
mentioned—some of them were more like poems. 
Even with something as simple as “ten” or “seven”—
numbers that were probably included because some-
one didn’t want to write instructions—the decision is 
still yours on how to handle them.

Hochuli: I found those numbers and letters interesting because 
they remind me of a type of performance direction 
that is also prevalent in Spain and France. It has dif-
ferent names: poésie sonore, poesia acción. This kind 
of performance goes beyond mere verbal performance 
and incorporates playing with numbers and letters. It’s 
fascinating to see that some people didn’t want to or 
couldn’t write complex instructions, so they simply 
typed a zero or the letter Y to fill in that field and con-
tinue with the registration. I incorporated these letters 
and numbers into my performance by cutting them out 
on cardboard and displaying them as visual elements 
around the room. Another noteworthy example is the 
instruction “Eat a whole lemon.” Many performance 
artists have attempted this, as there are performance 
directions that focus on exploring the limits of the 
body. A  well-known example is Marina Abramović, 
who ate an onion. In my case, I chose to bite into the 
lemon instead of consuming it whole. If I had eaten the 
entire lemon, it would have taken around ten minutes 
and completely changed my facial expression because 
it’s so sour. It certainly would have been interesting, but 
considering the numerous other instructions, I decided 
to bite into the lemon every once in a while, and then 
place it on the table as a sculpture.

Emilie Magnin: I  must say, it was also very impressive for me 
last year when those “conserve this performance” 
papers descended and drifted towards the Kunstmu-
seum Bern, where I work as a conservator. This natu-
rally raises questions about how you understand the 
preservation of your own performance. What should 
be conserved and what shouldn’t? How do you see 
your role in this process, as well as the role of others, 
such as the museum, institutions, or the audience?
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Hochuli: As a young performer, I was highly interested in the 
work of older performance artists. During my stud-
ies in fine art at ZHdK in Zurich from 2001 to 2005, 
I  specialized in performance art. For my final thesis, 
I  conducted interviews with three performance art-
ists. I had role models like Marina Abramović, whose 
catalog I  owned, and I  had visited her exhibition at 
the Kunstmuseum Bern in the late 1990s. I had access 
to documents of well-known performance movements 
like Viennese Actionism. However, I found very little 
information about performance artists in my immedi-
ate environment. This prompted me to interview three 
individuals for my thesis: Barbara Sturm from Basel, 
who was active at that time and around my age; Muda 
Mathis from Basel; and Norbert Klassen from Bern. 
Through these interviews, I  learned a lot about the 
nature of performance art. The project became a video 
work, which I titled The Essence of Performance Art 
(2005), and which included interviews and excerpts 
from performances by these three artists. I  found it 
incredibly interesting to hear about their work, sources 
of inspiration, and preparations for performances.

At that time, there was a scarcity of documentation available. This is why 
I  am delighted with the progress that has been made in archiving perfor-
mances nowadays. Norbert Klassen was particularly influential to me as a 
performer and as a person. We often had tea together, and our discussions 
played a significant role in the development of my work during that time. 
Norbert passed away in 2011. I  conducted another interview with him in 
2010. I also conducted interviews with the members of Black Market Inter-
national and collaborated with Christopher Hewitt on a DVD edition pub-
lished in 2012. The DVD featured interviews and excerpts from their group 
performances from 2007. I had to generate my own material because there 
was a dearth of information about how artists work and why they work that 
way. Of course, I also witnessed live performances by Black Market Inter-
national, Norbert Klassen, and my colleagues. However, documentation is 
crucial for reflection, further contemplation, and the analysis of performance 
art. Therefore, I strongly advocate for the archiving of performances.

Documented performances are essential for me as an artist to comprehend 
and appreciate the varied approaches within the field. Observing how others 
work differently from me, discovering similarities with certain artists, and 
realizing unexplored possibilities all contribute to my growth. It prompts me 
to question why someone does something in a particular manner. Therefore, 
performance art documentation helps me organize, reflect on, and further 
my own work. It also holds significance for young students, who can gain 
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insight into the accomplishments of artists like Norbert Klassen, Janet Hauf-
ler, Ruedi Schill, and others. Since these artists are no longer alive, students 
cannot witness their performances firsthand. Scripts, videos, photographs, 
and other forms of documentation offer a window into the history of perfor-
mance art and help in understanding the work of earlier artists. These artists 
have always been important role models for me as well.

Documenting my own performance work is also important to me. I strive 
to maintain order on my hard drives, particularly during the winter when 
I have more time to label and organize photos and videos. Although this task 
involves spending numerous hours at the computer, reviewing the images and 
footage stimulates the development of my work.

Hölling: An instruction inherently possesses the potential for repeti-
tion and reenactment. By executing the instruction, you give 
the performance a certain authority and create a realization 
that can be of interest to others in the future, or serve as 
material for reenactment.

Hochuli: Absolutely, it is indeed possible for someone else to reen-
act the performance exactly as I did it. The instructions can 
serve as a basis for someone else to develop their own inter-
pretation and create a performance. Now that there is a pool 
of sixty instructions, it opens up the potential for action. It’s 
an invitation that should be utilized.

Pelta Feldman: Gisela, what role does video play for you? You mentioned its 
importance in documenting your work. What do you learn 
from watching the recordings? Are there aspects that cannot 
be captured on video?

Hochuli: I believe it varies significantly depending on the individual who 
uses it. During a performance, I have an internal viewpoint. 
As I mentioned before, each performance affects me person-
ally. Presenting my performance is a gift because it allows me 
to give shape to my artistic expression. There is an audience 
watching, and I can feel the energy that arises between the 
audience and myself. That’s why it’s often beneficial for me to 
know the number of people who will be present, whether it’s 
three or 120, because it influences how I use my energy and 
presence. When I perform, it’s both wonderful and fragile. 
I expose myself to the audience, and, while performing, I tap 
into both strength and vulnerability. That’s why I can’t watch 
the video immediately after the performance. I need time to 
transition back to my normal everyday life and establish a 
certain distance. Then I’m very glad to watch the video.

For me, video is a tool for work. I  understand that the perspective 
offered by the video is not the same as that experienced by the live 
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audience. It provides a different viewpoint, and the energy captured is 
often more subdued. However, what the medium does offer is an  external 
perspective on my work. I use it to identify aspects I like, aspects I like 
less, and moments of surprise in my performance. It allows me to see 
where I can continue and explore further, and it reveals new, interesting 
approaches. Additionally, it enables me to observe the spatial composi-
tion and aesthetics, both of which are important aspects of my work.

When I watch others’ performances on video, I find it intriguing to observe 
how other artists work. If I couldn’t attend a live performance, watching it 
on video gives me the opportunity to experience it. But I must admit that 
I don’t do this often because the live moment is irreplaceable. The excep-
tion is performances by artists who have already passed away. Some people 
argue that photos are superior to videos. I’m somewhat conflicted about this 
because a photo is often a work of art in its own right, transcending mere 
documentation. With video, the camera accompanies the performance, while 
photography captures a moment in an image. I appreciate analyzing the com-
position of photos, including factors like the golden ratio, color schemes, and 
the interplay of materials. As a visually oriented person, I’m fascinated by 
well-composed images, but they can sometimes shift the focus away from the 
performance itself.

This conversation took place in October 2022.
—
In Strange Hands II: Instructions submitted by the participants ahead of 

the colloquium Performance Conservation: Interdisciplinary Perspectives in 
September 2022.

To think a thought
I don’t have specific preference
Interpret Mieko Shiomi’s Fluxus score: Shadow Piece II, 1964

1. Project a shadow over the other side of this page
2. Observe the boundary between the shadow and the lighted part
3. Become the boundary line

Bring Your Own Light.
Bring Your Own Body.
Bring Your Own Animal.
Bring Your Own Liquid.
Bring Your Own Breath.
Bring Your Own CO2.
Bring Your Own Illusion.

Think of a dream you had when you were a child.

den moment atmen
take a moment to care for the body; rest, drink water, breathe.
Crack egg
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Y
Breathe deeply and yawn
I refuse to create situations instead of the artists
find urgency in your relationship with flowers and plants. what does it mean 
(bodily and imaginatively) to build human–non-human companionship 
around urgency?
0
I move to see, I move to pause
7
kiss your friend’s eyes (literally or metaphorically)
Will email later
10
Scratch behind the left ear twice.

Sorry, I am unable to provide this.
Find the elegance in an awkward gesture.
Verstehe nicht, was damit gemeint ist
Meditate
Threshold. Damnation.
Stand on one foot and speak a sentence about silence.
Schneide deine Fussnägel und bilde daraus eine Skulptur.
Eat a whole lemon.
Count backwards from 51 to 43
trage bitte einen gleichbleibenden vokal durch den raum

Close first the left eye and then the right eye, think for an arbitrarily long 
moment you are in a forest and experience all seasons in this moment. Open 
first the right eye, then the left eye

Say: “Tenderness is everything”
Breathe in deeply, close your eyes, choose a pleasing sound around you
Count your heartbeats.
use a light source (or absence of a light source) to obscure your image in the 
zoom window
Look.
washing dishes
Discriminate to reach equity.
Draw a snowflake and smile.
Press mute. Then tell a secret.
in the morning there is meaning
Dream that your dead ancestors walk by your side once again
Performance instruction: Find a surface in your close environs. Breathe into 
it. Breathe with it.
Phone a friend.
Repeat what you remember doing from the same interval of time in your 
previous day
Allow silence to breathe.
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Your thoughts about gesture and silent film?
a unique way of eye blinking
Show with your hands how happy you are with the colloquium so far!:)

Select an object of great personal significance to you. Show the object or a 
representation of the object to the audience. Describe it visually. Describe 
how you came to be the guardian of the object that you shepherd through 
time, and why it is significant to you. Reflect, in words or bodily action, how 
the object makes you feel. Meditate on its destruction. Reflect, in words or 
bodily action, how its destruction could make you feel (note: If that becomes 
too painful, remember that it will not be destroyed today).

Authenticity
unclear to me
Jump!
Follow a line.
Mieko Shiomi
< portrait piece >
1963

transpose lines of a poem or a sentence into a different (non-verbal) human 
or non-human language—means for example being expressed through ges-
tures, or body language in general or whining or howling or anything else . . .

Please perform an action that you could not do in front of a live audience

Notes

 1 “Performance Interlude: Gisela Hochuli, In Strange Hands,” first annual collo-
quium, Performance: The Ethics and the Politics of Care, May 30, 2021, SNSF Per-
formance Conservation (YouTube channel), accessed February 19, 2024, https://
youtu.be/LQAIJ0DM59E?t=6499.

 2 “Gisela Hochuli—In Strange Hands II, 2022,” live performance on the occasion 
of Performance Conservation: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, second annual collo-
quium, SNSF Performance Conservation (YouTube channel), accessed February 19, 
2024, www.youtube.com/watch?v=0d7AU-mfGC8&ab_channel=SNSFPerforman
ceConservation.

https://youtu.be/LQAIJ0DM59E?t=6499
https://youtu.be/LQAIJ0DM59E?t=6499
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0d7AU-mfGC8&ab_channel=SNSFPerformanceConservation
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0d7AU-mfGC8&ab_channel=SNSFPerformanceConservation
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Joanna Leśnierowska, an independent choreographer, curator, visual drama-
turge, and light and space composer, met with Hanna B. Hölling to explore 
the possibility and various forms of conserving performance. Leśnierowska, 
one of the first dance critics in Poland, has extensive international experi-
ence in lecturing on Polish choreography. She brings a unique perspective, 
combining her insights into performance and choreography with her vast 
knowledge of their preservation. With her role as a founder and curator of 
the Old Brewery New Dance, a choreographic development program at Art 
Station Foundation in Poznań, and the Acziun Susch performance program 
at the Museum Susch, Leśnierowska has now shifted her focus to critically 
examine the afterlives and longevity of performance and dance within the 
research project “Performance: Conservation, Materiality, Knowledge.”

Hanna B. Hölling: Joanna, you have been a member of our project “Per-
formance: Conservation, Materiality, Knowledge” 
since 2023. Yet there is one essential question I have 
yet to ask you: Can performance be conserved, in 
your view?

Joanna Leśnierowska: I’ll begin with a confession: I have reservations about 
the terms ‘conservation’ and ‘preservation.’ To me, 
these words conjure associations with biological 
laboratories and medical studies where we encounter 
preserved fetuses and body parts in large jars. It’s an 
image that has always struck me as somewhat unset-
tling, as it implies that something that was once alive 
has now been rendered lifeless, forever encased in 
an unusual form and colors. When I hear terms like 
‘performance conservation’ or ‘performance preser-
vation,’ it sends a shiver down my spine. Instead, I’d 
propose we seek an alternative term for something so 
vital. What I truly believe in is the idea of extending 
the life of a performance, of keeping it vibrant and 
alive. The central question for me is: How can we 
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ensure that a performance, and choreography, con-
tinues to thrive and endure? Can the tools tradition-
ally associated with conservation and preservation 
achieve this?

For me, the paramount question centers on how we can sustain the vital-
ity of performance and whether, through the tools of conservation, we can 
achieve this. Can we transform an inherently transient art form like perfor-
mance or choreography into something with a longer lifespan? Moreover, 
what does this extended life signify? These are profound questions.

In my heart, the term ‘cultivation’ holds a special place. This is because 
cultivation embodies the act of nurturing and tending to something, much like 
caring for a garden or tending to precious plants in our homes. It reflects the 
commitment to keeping something fresh, vibrant, and enduring. Therefore, 
I would propose the replacement of ‘conservation’ and ‘preservation’ with the 
word ‘cultivation.’ This shift immediately brings forth the concept of conserva-
tion as an expression of care. This perspective carries significant importance 
for me, particularly in light of my professional journey, especially the initial 
seventeen years I devoted to operating a choreography development center in 
Poland, within Art Stations Foundation/Old Brewery New Dance program in 
Poznań.1 During this time, I worked tirelessly to introduce a new generation of 
dance makers to the world and to ensure that the discourse surrounding chore-
ography and the artworks themselves continued to thrive and grow.

This is essentially a form of permaculture that has always captivated me. 
It’s what excites me when we delve into discussions about crafting ephem-
eral art that’s not just profoundly poetic but remains palpably concrete and 
grounded in the body, live and alive. The goal is to keep it alive, far beyond 
what many, especially those outside professional performance and choreog-
raphy, might deem possible.

So to answer your question, I firmly believe that performance can be cul-
tivated, not only the actual performance pieces but also the ongoing life of 
performance as a whole. This encompasses taking care of the people involved 
in creating performance. By extending our care to artists and the individu-
als connected to performance production, we can ensure the longevity and 
growth of this art form, surpassing our expectations. During my seven-
teen years of leading a choreographic development center, I often pondered 
how to etch the works of choreography that I deemed highly significant into 
the memory of audiences and the annals of history. Their importance tran-
scends mere artistic success, whatever that term may entail (and let’s not 
venture into this topic).

And still, within the seventeen-year curriculum of the choreographic center, 
there have undeniably been works that have played a seminal role in the 
development of choreography in our country [Poland]. It’s heart-wrenching 
to witness these works being performed only a handful of times, or, at best, 
receiving international exposure on a limited scale, often not extending far 
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beyond the field of choreography or contemporary dance. It’s compounded 
by the restricted access that audiences have to these significant works. The 
perennial question remains: How can we ensure that these vital, seminal 
works can reach broader audiences and leave an enduring mark on our col-
lective consciousness? How can they persist beyond a single season? This 
question is intrinsically tied to the broader inquiry about whether perfor-
mance can be preserved, and it underscores the significance of conserving, 
preserving, and cultivating performance as a means to ensure that historically 
significant and relevant works endure. This is crucial in regions with under-
developed dance histories and infrastructure, such as Poland and many other 
Eastern European countries. In these contexts, the cultivation and preserva-
tion of choreographic and performance works become crucial political tasks 
for establishing a historical archive and legacy. It’s not just a matter of art; 
it’s a matter of a nation’s cultural identity and heritage.

The goal is to ignite the imaginations of countless artists and audiences, 
providing them with something memorable. It’s about helping them build 
their own identities within the art form and creating a lineage of works that 
they can connect with, engage in a dialogue with, and draw from as a well-
spring of communal memory. This repository becomes a resource we can 
always turn to, especially in the challenging moments when we strive to sus-
tain the art form.

In my view, one of the most crucial aspects of performance cultivation 
and preservation is the establishment of archives and the documentation of 
the history of an art form that may not be as widely recognized in its home 
country.

Of course, the question of how to cultivate, preserve, and conserve per-
formance could be discussed at length, spanning hours, days, and months. 
In fact, you’ve been engaging in this endeavor for nearly four years [in the 
project “Performance: Conservation, Materiality, Knowledge”], and it’s 
a journey that continues to unfold. What makes it so exciting is that the 
natural inclination for preserving performance often begins with documenta-
tion. This includes capturing choreography on video, recording the works, 
creating photographic archives, and collecting comprehensive background 
information about the creative process. So these documents from the crea-
tive process, as well as the remnants and artifacts from the practices that 
contributed to the performance’s creation, are undoubtedly essential. How-
ever, I must confess that this kind of archiving sometimes evokes a medical 
approach to preservation for me. It’s important to acknowledge that, even 
with thorough documentation and an extensive collection of materials, our 
access to the true essence of the performance remains limited. I’ve always 
questioned whether these well-established, traditional methods are truly the 
most suitable means of preserving and ensuring a lasting memory and under-
standing of the seminal performance we aim to protect.

My belief is that choreography and, by extension, performance art, is an 
encounter between an artist and an emancipated spectator.2 It’s a platform 
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for the exchange of ideas, demanding responses from the audience. Spec-
tators bring their individual backgrounds, sensitivities, and perspectives 
to the performance, thereby creating a dialogue between the stage and the 
audience.

So the real question becomes: What should we genuinely preserve and 
what should we focus on when discussing the conservation and cultivation 
of performance? Is it primarily the tangible aspects of the performance, such 
as the concrete steps and the specific notes from the choreographer that led 
to its creation? Or should we also consider the audience’s experience, how 
they received the performance? This encompasses their private lives, but 
more importantly, the social, political, and critical historical context that 
lent meaning and relevance to the performance. It’s crucial to contemplate 
whether we can replicate these conditions to ensure that the performance’s 
impact will be similarly relevant for the next generation of audiences that will 
encounter it.

Indeed, this discussion leads us to a fundamental question: Should we 
strive to reconstruct performances exactly as they were originally created, 
or should we focus on reactivating them by examining what was truly rele-
vant to the reception of the performance? This approach allows us to restage 
and reproduce similar effects, but with an understanding that the audience 
encountering the work may come from entirely different social, political, 
and historical backgrounds. To illustrate this point, let’s consider the recent 
example of the pandemic. I am convinced that audiences before and after the 
pandemic will interpret performances in profoundly different ways, shaped 
by their personal experiences during this global crisis. As long as we are 
aware of this, the practice of performance preservation extends far beyond 
archiving and documenting the physical artifact. It becomes intricately con-
nected to the specific moment when the performance was first created and 
shared with its audience.

Hölling: Thank you, Joanna. I can’t help but reflect on the fact that you 
and I are currently on two different continents—you in Berlin 
and me in Brasilia, in the heart of Brazil. You’ve worked on 
the Polish choreographer and dancer Yanka Rudzka, who, 
while born in Poland, was highly active in Brazil. You closely 
tracked her career and artistic endeavors here and embarked 
on a remarkable project involving an experimental recon-
struction of her work.3 Could you please share more about 
this project?

Leśnierowska: In 2013, I  visited VIVADANÇA, a dance festival in Salva-
dor, Bahia, Brazil, to learn more about the local dance scene. 
Totally unexpectedly, I stumbled upon what turned out to be 
my own dance history and learned about a choreographer 
named Yanka Rudzka [1916–2008] who had left Poland after 
World War II, only to become one of the most prominent 
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figures in modern dance in the Bahia region. It was astonish-
ing that in contemporary Poland, virtually no one had ever 
heard of Rudzka. This discovery immediately ignited my 
interest and led to a project that symbolically brought Yanka 
Rudzka back home and secured her a place in the history 
books. It also inspired an artistic journey to explore the roots 
of traditional, non-stylized culture and beyond.

One of the most challenging aspects of this project was the realization 
that there are very few remnants of Yanka Rudzka’s artistic work in Bahia. 
She had been active there in the late 1950s, a time when there were no video 
recordings of performances and modern dance had limited presence in the 
press. But the memory of her work has continued to live through a few artists 
and individuals, now in their seventies and eighties, who recall working with 
her or witnessing her performances firsthand. Additionally, there are photo-
graphs taken by a photographer, Silvio Robatto, who fell in love with one 
of Rudzka’s principal dancers, Lia Robatto (later an amazing choreographer 
herself). Driven by this affection, Silvio documented the company, leaving 
behind a valuable collection of performance photographs. Thanks to this 
love affair, we gain a precious glimpse into some of Rudzka’s works.

Rudzka came to Salvador to establish the first-ever higher education pro-
gram in dance in Brazil, at the Federal University of Bahia. What made her 
work particularly significant was, on the one hand, her unwavering belief 
that the education of a dancer needs to be far more complex than one may 
traditionally imagine. She introduced a comprehensive approach, inspired by 
the principles of the Bauhaus in Europe, insisting that dance artists should 
delve into theater, literature, poetry, and the visual arts, in addition to mod-
ern expressionistic dance. But even more importantly, she was deeply fas-
cinated by Afro-Brazilian traditional culture, which was at the time very 
unappreciated and which is still closely tied to the Candomblé religion intro-
duced to Brazil by enslaved Africans. With a rich pantheon of deities known 
as ‘Orixas’ and a fascinating musical tradition (it is said that every Orixa has 
its own samba), Rudzka examined its rituals and dances, incorporating them 
into her stage work. She truly believed that contemporary art could never 
truly develop without an understanding of its complex history and without 
drawing from these traditional sources.

When I made the decision to dedicate a significant portion of my profes-
sional life to researching Yanka Rudzka, it raised the question of whether 
I could effectively reconstruct her work from the scarce remnants of her prac-
tice and performances that I had managed to unearth. I soon realized that 
my primary interest lay not in replicating her work verbatim but in recon-
structing and following her profound engagement with traditional culture. 
Following Rudzka’s gesture of humble examination of local folk tradition, 
and then bold artistic weaving of its elements into her artistic work, had 
the remarkable effect of enabling me to reconnect contemporary artists with 
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Figure 16.1  The Yanka Rudzka Project: Leavening, presentation within Old Brew-
ery New Dance at Malta Festival, Poznań, 2017. Photograph by Jakub 
Wittchen, courtesy of Art Stations Foundation.

Figure 16.2  The Yanka Rudzka Project: Leavening, presentation within Old Brew-
ery New Dance at Malta Festival, Poznań, 2017. Photograph by Jakub 
Wittchen, courtesy of Art Stations Foundation.

their own roots and traditional cultures, and to question their relevance to 
contemporary practice. Thus, my focus shifted towards preserving her inter-
est in traditional culture rather than focusing on the literal steps of Yanka’s 
performances (Figures 16.1, 16.2, 16.3, and 16.4).
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Instead of attempting to reproduce exactly what Yanka did on stage in the 
1950s, which I recognized would be more of a confabulation, a distortion 
and misappropriation of the limited elements I had encountered, my aim was 
to recreate a process that evoked the spirit of her work. In this case, I had 
no interest in speculating how her works might have appeared, although 

Figure 16.3  The Yanka Rudzka Project: Polyphonies (2018), Studio Słodownia +3, 
Poznań. Photograph by Katarzyna Kłudczyńska, courtesy of Art Stations 
Foundation.

Figure 16.4  The Yanka Rudzka Project: Polyphonies (2018), Studio Słodownia +3, 
Poznań. Photograph by Maciej Zakrzewski, courtesy of Art Stations 
Foundation.
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I acknowledge that speculation and exploring alternative versions of history 
can be a captivating means of preserving performance and igniting the imagi-
nation of both audiences and artists.

This realization brings up an interesting facet of performance conservation 
and preservation, one that primarily centers on the transmission of knowl-
edge from one body to another, as is often seen in folk culture. It revolves 
around how we can pass down the knowledge and embodied experiences 
through generations by sharing gestures, traditions, rituals, and distinct prac-
tices devised by those who have come before us, enabling the transfer of this 
knowledge to a new generation.

This is also why I’m thrilled to be a part of a research project [Perfor-
mance: Conservation, Materiality, Knowledge] that is currently deeply 
engaged in this expanded understanding of preservation. It’s incredibly excit-
ing to contribute to this reflection, drawing not only from my own profes-
sional journey but also from my knowledge of numerous dance artists who 
dedicate their lives to historical practices, bringing them into the present as 
a living legacy. In this way, they inspire countless young artists with the 
information, gestures, and practices of their artistic predecessors, their dance 
ancestors, mothers, fathers, and grandparents. They establish a vibrant and 
enduring lineage, reinforcing the belief that we are not alone in the world. 
There is a history, a past, and where there is a past taken into the present, 
there is undoubtedly also a future for the art form itself.

Hölling: You mentioned something quite intriguing—the idea that 
speculation might play a role in the persistence of perfor-
mance through change. Could you expand on this concept?

Leśnierowska: We are acutely aware that in the contemporary world, many 
regions still grapple with a dearth of infrastructure, adequate 
funding, promotion, and, perhaps most significantly, a lack 
of knowledge about the history of choreography, dance, and 
performance. In such contexts, what can we preserve when 
we have limited access to what transpired before us, or when 
we struggle to connect with the history of choreography or 
performance in our countries?

This is where speculation assumes a vital role. Used as a tool, it empowers 
us to creatively invent alternative versions of history, sometimes rooted in the 
fossils of information and, sometimes, drawing from our desires and dreams 
of the artistic lineage we wish to be a part of. Speculation allows us to define 
our identity and propel it into the future.

In this context, I’d like to highlight a fascinating project I witnessed in 
the Polish context. Curated by Edyta Kozak, Janusz Marek, and Sabine 
Gehm, it unfolded in 2005 during a Polish-German cultural exchange year, 
which brought together artists from various locations in Poland and Ger-
many. The project’s concept was to transport these artists to a mountainous 
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retreat, providing a serene and secluded environment amidst the beauty of 
the landscape. Here, they could get to know each other, collaborate, and 
create collectively, harnessing the silence and safety of the mountains. The 
initial phase of this meeting commenced on a rather somber note, with art-
ists discovering that they had very little in common in terms of their artistic 
backgrounds and trajectories. Faced with this realization and the challenge 
of initiating a collaboration, the artists decided to pivot by preparing a din-
ner and sharing some drinks. From this lengthy night of deliberation and 
camaraderie, a creative idea emerged: What if they were to imagine a figure 
in their shared history who could unify their communities and connect their 
diverse backgrounds?

And so this group of artists gave life to Veronika Blumstein, a fictional 
choreographer.4 Veronika became a symbolic bridge between different com-
munities and histories, representing a Jewish artist born in Krakow but deeply 
intertwined with the German Expressionist tradition. She served as a unify-
ing force, bringing together Jews, Poles, and Germans within one artistic per-
sona. Together, the artists embarked on reconstructing the works of Veronika 
Blumstein. This endeavor allowed them to realize that history could have 
taken entirely different paths and inspired them to search for more common-
alities that could unite German, Polish, and Jewish artists. This collaborative 
effort led to a reimagining of history in a positive and empowering manner, 
encouraging artists to explore bold investigations and foster collaborations.

In this surge of imagination, not only did Veronika Blumstein come to life, 
but also a new approach to thinking about choreographic history was born. 
I firmly believe that it is our responsibility as artists, particularly considering 
how modern dance has often been misappropriated by various ideologies 
and political powers, to reclaim our gestures, choreographies, and artists. We 
must rescue them from the clutches of political propaganda and restore them 
to their rightful place—within the bodies of artists, the bodies of people, and 
the collective consciousness of nations and societies.

Dance, as an art form, has frequently been manipulated for political 
agendas—to mention only the most well-known examples, of the Nazis in 
Germany using Ausdruckstanz (expressive dance) as a propaganda tool, 
and, after the war, how the folk dances of Eastern European countries were 
co-opted by nationalistic and communist governments for political propa-
ganda. In this regard, preserving traditional movements and dances by con-
temporary artists and scholars is a profoundly political gesture. It is an act 
of reclaiming traditions and reinstating them as a testament to their original 
purpose—the building of communities, the fostering of harmony through 
organized movement, and understanding them as a living legacy of a society 
that stands apart from the political agendas of tyrannies and ideologies that 
aim to control and subdue our bodies, both individually and collectively.

In this context, speculation and reactivation of traditional gestures and 
choreographies play a crucial role. These actions are particularly relevant for 
communities grappling with gaps in their dance history or those that have 
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experienced misappropriation of their dances in the past. Revising the history 
of dance holds immense significance for the future, influencing an entire gen-
eration of artists and audiences. As we all inhabit bodies, and as it is essential 
for us to reconnect with our bodies, I strongly believe that we would be a 
profoundly different community—a different society—if we all embraced the 
understanding that we are sensing, feeling, and thinking bodies.

So I am perpetually intrigued by this dimension of performance preserva-
tion, conservation, and cultivation. It extends beyond ensuring that certain 
artists’ names remain in history and that specific works and practices are 
preserved as pivotal for the future. What’s truly at stake is the future of entire 
communities, not just artists but also societies as a whole.

Hölling: If we consider conservation and cultivation as a form of polit-
ical gesture, you’re right on point. On the one hand, you’ve 
highlighted how certain political systems, particularly in the 
former East, perpetuated specific forms of dance and perfor-
mance while also misappropriating them. On the other hand, 
the act of selecting what to preserve is inherently political, 
as for every performance that is preserved, numerous others 
are left out of the historical narrative. This underscores the 
highly political nature of preservation.

Leśnierowska: History is akin to a vast net and, as we fish through it, many 
items inevitably slip through the holes. It is, indeed, a deeply 
political process. Every choice we make, every decision about 
what to highlight and make visible, inherently involves poli-
tics. We are determining what to place in the spotlight and 
what to leave in the shadows. Consequently, I believe that 
those of us engaged in archiving, documenting, and shaping 
the history of art bear a significant responsibility on a politi-
cal level. It is our duty to consider the implications of our 
choices and how they influence the futures of our communi-
ties and societies.

Hölling: I’d like to explore a personal dimension here. You wear many 
hats—you’re a choreographer, a dancer, and a dramaturge. 
How does cultivation feel as a lived experience? How does 
it resonate with you in your personal life? How do you feel 
that you embody the principles of conservation and cultiva-
tion through your practice, especially when considering your 
role as a creator and a dancer, rather than from a curatorial 
standpoint?

Leśnierowska: That’s a compelling question because my art practice is closely 
intertwined with my interest in visual arts. As a visual dram-
aturge and light designer, I  am profoundly invested in the 
creation and composition of images. When creating light for 
performances, I am particularly intrigued by the ephemerality 
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of images, a concept I also explore by dwelling in and exam-
ining areas of shadow and liminal shifts of visibility—nuances 
that cannot be effectively captured through photography or 
video. While we often discuss the challenges of conserving 
the ephemeral art of performance, just imagine the level of 
ephemerality when it comes to the choreography of light!

Throughout my career, I’ve grappled with the challenge of documenting 
my performances. It often feels as though my works only truly exist through 
the embodied experience of the moment when they are presented and 
watched. Recently, I’ve come to realize that I am more interested in reactiva-
tion and building upon each subsequent performance with the next work in 
line, which I frequently do. This also relates to the discussion about breaking 
the vicious circle of overproduction and the constant search for ‘new’ materi-
als. Instead, it’s a call for a zero-waste policy within the field of performance. 
My approach to conservation and preservation involves the development of 
creative strategies and practices of recycling and upcycling movement mate-
rials. That leads to an insistence on extending their lifespan beyond a single 
creation and building choreography on the previously developed movement 
and visual vocabularies. This way, the performance evolves into a sort of 
palimpsest or self-palimpsest, preserving all the layers.

That leads me to the concept of traditional conservation tools that you 
once shared with me, particularly the use of X-rays in painting conservation. 
I found this methodology quite intriguing as it allows conservators to exam-
ine the layers of paintings, revealing how the work has evolved and been 
layered over different moments during its creation and existence. I apply this 
idea to my own work, imagining what an X-ray of my recent performances 
would show. It would undoubtedly unveil the necessary layers that have 
accumulated from the very inception of my journey in stage work.

Thinking about archiving and documentation, I  find it far more capti-
vating to seek visual representations of my performances that stimulate 
imagination, rather than attempting to preserve something that is intangible 
and ungraspable even to the naked eye, not to mention cameras and video 
recordings. My focus is on creating visual representations that bring audi-
ences closer to an essence of performance, which is, I believe, to stir emotion 
and awaken association rather than just offering a glimpse into what once 
existed but is now gone. I remember that this practice was already in place 
when I used to write about dance. I used to question various modes of per-
formance description as part of a process aimed at evoking images, allowing 
the reader to imagine how the performance was presented on stage, as well 
as the meanings and impressions it triggered for the audience.

In this context, I am immensely intrigued by the potential of preserving 
performances through the art of comics. I see a parallel between choreogra-
phy and comics in the way they both rely on the viewer’s active engagement 
to connect sequential images or frames. Just as comics require a reader to 
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bridge the gap between frames and activate the story—and directly its move-
ment—choreography needs an audience to come alive and acquire meaning 
through embodied perception. I anticipate experimenting with documenting 
my performances using the language of comics in the future.

I’m also enthusiastic about the idea of passing on my work to a new gen-
eration of artists, allowing them to take my choreography and translate it 
into their own interpretations. I understand that their version will not rep-
licate the original performance but will be another iteration, shaped by the 
performers themselves and the audiences. This dynamic process, rich with 
new meanings and responses, excites me, and I look forward to witnessing 
how it resonates with the present times.

This conservation took place in Brasilia and Berlin on October 13, 2023.

Notes

 1 The Art Stations Foundation by Grażyna Kulczyk was established in 2004, as 
the Kulczyk Foundation. Archives of its performance program, Old Brewery 
New Dance, can be found on the website: The Art Stations Foundation, accessed 
October 29, 2023, https://artstationsfoundation.pl/en/performative-programme/.

 2 The ‘emancipated spectator’ is a concept introduced by Jacques Rancière. Chal-
lenging the notion of the spectator’s passivity and emphasizing the political nature 
of spectating and aesthetic experience, Rancière argues against the traditional view 
of the spectator as a passive, ignorant voyeur. Instead, the spectator is an active and 
creative participant in the art experience—someone with the ability to interpret and 
translate the images presented to them, rejecting the idea of a one-way transmis-
sion of knowledge from the artist. Jacques Rancière, The Emancipated Spectator 
(London: Verso, 2011), 1–23.

 3 Joanna Leśnierowska, “The Yanka Rudzka Project: Leavening,” in Polish Dance 
Avant-Garde Artists: Stories and Reconstructions, ed. Joanna Szymajda (War-
saw: Institute of Music and Dance, 2017), 450–69. Joanna Leśnierowska, Maciej 
Rożalski, and Anna Legierska, “Każdy bóg ma swoją sambę,” interview with 
Joanna Leśnierowska and Maciej Rożalski by Anna Legierska, Culture.pl, accessed 
October 28, 2023, https://culture.pl/pl/artykul/kazdy-bog-ma-swoja-sambe-wywiad 
(in Polish).

 4 Karen Schaffman, “Veronika Blumstein: Platform for Performance of Alternate 
Histories and Identities,” Contact Quarterly 32, no. 2 (Summer/Fall 2007): 39–41.
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  1. In our day and age, declaring ‘no to spectacle’ seems like a false notion, 
a kind of deluded privilege, misconstrued resistance, or anachronistic 
notion of agency. Art is not exempt from this critique. On the contrary, 
art’s performativity delineates the spectacle as it became its sovereign 
logic. Thus, I name (the) art of the spectacle—privilogos.

  2. Privilogos is the performative conatus of artists, the authority and pre-
rogative they have activated unto their private (privi) logos since the 
dawn of time, not without cost and usually with very little reward. Priv-
ilogos is the singular act of an artist, a performance between fiction and 
reality, appearing throughout history, catering to epistemological and 
social changes, through aesthetic and experiential modifications. Yet, the 
authority of the privilogos, which the singular artist enacts, was and 
should again be controlled and summoned through what I term mythos: 
a kind of fictional objectivity that exists outside of the self. Something to 
believe in, to dream about. As such, the individual performativity of the 
artistic act—privilogos—is contextualized, spiritually and ceremonially 
applied in and for a community, through a mythical engagement that 
taps into the pre-individual sources of the common. Therefore, art was 
and should again be the mythos of privilogos: a specific human func-
tion that holds great respect for the singular mind, but only insofar as it 
touches, reciprocates, and utters collective sociality and belief.

  3. Spectacle, specifically because of its affinity with the regime of images 
(spectre), was able to sever privilogos from mythos. Unencumbered, 
the artist’s private point of view and magical singular performativity—
privilogos—was instrumentalized into becoming the spectacle’s epis-
temic mode of control. Through a performative world of images, the 
privilogos is coding, enchanting, and seducing the human mind. Thus, 
privilogos sans mythos is the key instrument of dissemination and inter-
pellation of the spectacle’s ideology. This abuse of art’s performative 
spectatorship is embedded in the figure of the liberal agent, for which 
art serves as the ideal type. This has resulted in a lingering misconcep-
tion that has turned individuality into the regulative tool of subjectivity, 
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under which we are all, supposedly, creative individuals. We aim to feel 
better about ourselves, but as we are in fact just severed from mythos, 
we are simply chasing individual privileges until the apocalypse comes. 
Sadly, we are unable to curtail the demise of our planet and our spe-
cies, despite knowing that we must. The objectivity of the fictionality of 
mythos is lost, and once we pretend it’s all up to us, the privilogos is just 
a maddening epistemic cage wherein our self-realization stands in direct 
opposition to our survival as a species.

  4. Privilogos, separated from mythos, is a violent and viral performative 
logic, a senseless and free-floating power ravenously severing individual-
ity from sociality. It transforms individuality into something ‘to have’ 
while instating the spectacle’s illusion of freedom and creativity, and 
camouflaging the uniformity, emptiness, deceit, and destruction of the 
notion of progress it proclaims. Thus, we find art forced into the promo-
tion of liberal democracy, personal expression, radical individualism, 
education policy, identity politics, politically corrective representations, 
American dreams, and utopian politics. Such indoctrinations, promo-
tional tasks, and gullible beliefs are spread as a shell of morality cover-
ing the truth of the spectacle. Privilogos sans mythos is jeopardizing the 
legitimacy of art and its world, diminishing both into a mere presentist 
spectacle of moralist ideologies. Nonetheless, we naturally don’t want to 
fully disengage from liberal and democratic values and retreat to previ-
ous or new communal indoctrinations. Also, individuality—in its truth-
ful form—is to our liking. But, again, it must maintain mythos and its 
pre-individual sources of the common, as its limit and enhancement. 
We must protect and reinvent individuality so that it will no longer be 
a consumptive and regulative ideal in service of spectacle. Art has a big 
role to play in this task.

  5. It seems that art as privilogos sans mythos became messianic in cement-
ing the pact between democracy and capital: creating ‘pop culture’ as 
an all-consuming alternative to mythos, for example. Or the art world 
itself, which pretends to take part in the market, trying to hold on to 
its status and ability to instate value, while in practice it serves as a 
moralistic money-laundering machine for the powers that be. Or sup-
posed Hollywood leftists, who desire equal representation, yet cannot 
but seem absurd: the rich, yet radically diverse, find refuge in Noah’s 
ark, while the rest of us drown and perish. Or we, a participatory audi-
ence, supposedly allowed to perform, for example on TikTok. All these 
spectacular creations reveal that art’s performative magic was stolen, 
making it impossible to divorce the spectacle. It seems that if censor-
ship and aestheticization were the early twentieth-century fascist appa-
ratus of enlisting art, then privilogos sans mythos is the late modernist 
all-consuming populist ideology. The transformation of privilogos into 
the spectacle’s ultimate mode of control is the avant-gardist’s nightmare: 
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the façade of autonomy is spilling over and going rogue, offering us an 
epistemic cage, a new kind of post-democratic intuition for all.

 6. Back to the avant-gardist’s dream, I proclaim that art must maintain the 
fictional objectivity of mythos that gifts it a capacity for creating worlds, 
all the while slipping into and out of reality. Performative world-making 
that serves mythos is an apparatus that remains loyal to the history of art 
as mythos of privilogos. Even when art gladly slips into everyday life, or 
even when it seems to go against it, it maintains performativity’s deploy-
ment of power in service of the spirit, sociality, and beauty embedded in 
mythos. Performativity for its own sake—privilogos sans mythos—is the 
illusion of autonomy accessed by all, like a little black hole threatening 
to suck everything in. Thus, mythos is not just the important reminder of 
the necessary objectivity of fiction, but a feeling of heteronomous obliga-
tion, of recruitment.

  7. Through the abused performativity of privilogos, the being-inside- 
the-spectacle, without mythos, has exponentially deepened, a society 
of inspect-acle has arisen. Thus, with-in-spectacle we inspect and are 
inspected. We inspect ourselves and our peers, and then the moral-
ity of our representations. As we are constantly being inspected, even 
our self-inspection is under the scrutiny of monetization, presentation, 
and surveillance. The ‘holy’ triad of abstraction—democracy–capital– 
art—has reached maximal governance through the inspect-acle. Inspec-
tion is fully realized as a mode of spectatorship. Thus, again, simply 
saying ‘no to spectacle’ doesn’t suffice, and seems to be an impotent 
scholastic operation of criticism; its once noble attempts to ‘politicize the 
aesthetic’ became co-opting and legitimizing forces promoting the moral-
ity of privileged inspect-acle representations. We are in the depth of the 
spectacle; there is nothing left but to deep dive into immanent complicity.

  8. “Art basically addresses death, it’s about re-presentation, using doubling 
as a defense against the fear of death,” Mike Kelley once said. But some-
thing is different now. Under the unifying force of the spectacle and with 
different degrees of reflexivity, we all know death is coming—we are 
expecting it. So, what happens when the presentation of inspection turns 
into the re-presentation of expectation?

  9. The expectation of extinction with-in-spectacle—the fall of democracy, 
global warming, third world war, civilizational collapse—operates as 
the actual bind of the being-inside. The more we inspect, the more we 
expect. Meaning there is a desire or a calling for a big exit, which is 
defining the borders of our theatrical participation in the show of the 
inspect-acle. Reiterating the fall of distinction between audience and 
actor, the unstoppable sensationalist inspection of one’s own participa-
tion and complicity reveals that our extinction will be televised, and 
indeed not the revolution. Therefore, we want to expose another modal-
ity for spectatorship with-inspect-acle.
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 10. What are we to do with our complicit, yet critical, inspection? Amid 
exciting expectations, how can we expose an alternative route? What 
is the performative resistance possible under the regime of privilogos? 
I  suggest performing an ex-spectacle event, which is the artistic sum-
moning of the afterlife of the spectacle. The ex-spectacle event is thus a 
palliative methodology of art’s survival as a human operation and influ-
ence: expecting death, re-presenting it, performing the imagination of 
the radical change of the spectacle, wholly diving into the reality of the 
unexpected, armed with objective fiction, attempting to recuperate the 
mythos of privilogos. The ex-spectacle event is, thus, appearing in dram-
aturgies of contemporaneous crisis. Art, as ex-spectacle event, treats the 
ontology of event not necessarily as the gift of nowness, but rather as 
an obligation for the search for a way out (ex) of the now. At the same 
time, it’s a total re-entry into the mythos of privilogos: a recruitment of 
the epistemic totality, abused by contemporary regimes, for the crea-
tion of a docu-fictional reality of an art world. Institutions, individuals, 
and actions, entering the mythos, operating with-in-spectacle through 
expecting, experiencing, explicating, exaggerating. Committing to being 
inside, as they craft the reclaiming, if you will, of life as art, as they use 
artistic events to ‘immanently exit’ the spectacle.

 11. Despite ongoing denials by the left, performed by the promotion of pro-
gressive futures, the basso continuo of survival persists. It’s the same 
old economy of death that distinguishes us from the animal. As extinc-
tion approaches and is viscerally and collectively expected, and while 
inspection rules the day, a new feeling of suppression arises. Technology 
and death are thus still aligned, but their modus operandi has changed. 
If mortality was the beating heart of technology, a constant desire to 
inscribe existence into the frail body, now the all-consuming presence of 
the expectation of extinction has created a hole, a lacuna, in the technol-
ogy of humanity. There, we must go beyond individuality and conserve 
something together. Even if, at first, it’s only the conservation of our 
fear. This palliative task rejuvenates the performative origin of art as a 
survivalist human function, rooted in the pre-individual sources of the 
common.

 12. Hopefully, not only will individual and communal trauma outlast 
us, but so too the mythical performativity acting out our species’ 
collaborative-palliative task, as it resuscitates art’s eternal human func-
tion: its survivalist imperative to perform conservation as something in 
service of the ‘human.’ The ex-spectacle event is thus a trans-individual 
puncture with-inspect-acle, an artistic event with an affective vitality of 
modes of collaboration, where individuals armed with privilogos—aka 
artists—imagine and perform futurity and survival. It’s the onto-political 
fact of agency with-in-spectacle, indicating the call for a ‘deep adapta-
tion’ to what some people term ‘what comes after the human.’ But I’d 
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rather think of this as an ex-spectacle event, where the drive to sur-
vive allows for the human to quit its consumption of selfhood, and let 
individuality actively become a technology of recruitment. Thus, the 
ex-spectacle event is a performance of a newfound fidelity of art for the 
future.

13. The ex-spectacle event is the actual operation instating mythos of priv-
ilogos as a realm, where we are calling and summoning the entities of 
art to operate in ceremonial service of a world-within-a-world, released 
from the dogmas of moralistic inspections, but nonetheless spiritually 
recruited through the ontology of event. Thus, it’s not just the total 
acceptance of presence and nowness for the sake of self-sensation, but 
the puncturing of being-inside, as one employs rationality, reflexivity, 
criticality, and creativity to sensate the spectacle from the outside. It’s 
the desire to go out as you dive deeper in. Thus, ‘event’ is an artistic 
docu-fictional methodology teaching us to be at two places at the same 
time, to reinstate the objectivity of fiction.

14. The accumulation of ex-spectacle events will help us reimagine the art 
world as the muse-ocracy—the rule of the muses, championing the per-
formance of conservation over the conservation of objects. It’s a recruit-
ment to a docu-fictional realm and a being at two places at the same 
time, where complicity becomes fidelity, and performance becomes con-
servation. Objects may still go there to die, but there will be a musing 
world of palliative care performed around them.

15. The muse-ocracy is the worldliness of the art world that we need to 
re-invent. A  kind that artists always knew how to instigate amongst 
themselves when loyal to mythos. Conservation will therefore be not 
only an objectal proof of our false progress, but also an ephemeral 
docu-fictional event of conservation of the human. It’s where the mythos 
of privilogos must acquire a conservative performative logic. Yes, please 
hear the double entendre. It’s what will help us humans survive individu-
ality and its privilogical discontents. It’s a call for a kind of art world, 
a kind of togetherness, a dream-like memory, a kind of black moun-
tain. It’s the assembly of many ex-spectacle events, which will succeed 
in being notated as mythos of privilogos—like on the mountain. It’s a 
guiding ethos for generations to come, an encapsulation of inspirations 
assembled as muse-ocracy, a worldliness to protect and preserve.

16. In our day and age, we artists want to think of our own worldliness and 
invest in ex-spectacle events that serve and reconstruct conservative per-
formance as a radical engagement in the present: a conservative perfor-
mance of the art world itself. So that we can free it from participating in 
the moralistic laundry machine of culture, and slowly exit the spectacle, 
by offering ceremony, palliative care, and beauty. Performing conserva-
tion is thus an entry into an economy of hearts, a climate of collabora-
tive signatures and a diving into the temporality of an ongoing festival.
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