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“Life is too fast. I will try to take away the worries of life and bring
the public to a kind of empty, pure state”







FEATURE: MARINA ABRAMOVIC

Abramovic lived up on three platforms in a New York gallery
for 12 days without eating or speaking, her only
sustenance prolonged eye contact with members of the public




At the beginning of the 1980s. Abramovi¢ and Ulay (German
artist Frank Uwe Laysiepen, her partrer in life and performance for 13
vears) retreated into the Australian desert to live with Aboriginals, and
developed ideas of duration, presence and stillness that gave them
reasons to continue performing just as their peers in performance
art were turning to material-based practices. Throughout the 1980s
Abramovi¢ and Ulay embarked on a series of gruelling performances
called Nightsea Crossing. in which they sat opposite each other for
seven hours at a time locked in a static gaze. Between 1981 and 1986
they repeated this traumatic and extremely painful feat (the cramp
was almost intolerable) 90 times in 22 venues around the world.
confronting audiences with an immovable tableau vivant.

When Abramovi¢ split with Ulay in 1988, she began trying to
find ways to include audiences in the experience of endurance and
concentration rather than just confronting them with it. In a little-known
performance called Escape (1998). in a former prison in Melbourne,
members of the public were strapped onto chairs and blindfolded
by mock prison guards in an attempt at enforced meditation. In the
2002 perfermance House with the Ocean View. Abramovi¢ lived up
on three platforms in a New York gallery for 12 days without eating
or speaking (the audience also had to remain silent). Her sustenance
came in the form of prolonged eye contact with members of the
public and the palpable sense of empathy for her in her ordeal. The
qgallery became a kind of chapel, and people returned every day and
sat there for hours at a time - myself included. It was like what they
say about fishing: the time spent there didn't eat out of your life; it just
added to it

Abramovics soldier-like perseverance in performance art over
the decades has always had twe aspects: one locking forward to ever-
new passibilities for the medium - her project in Manchester being
the latest attempt at this - and one looking back. fighting to enshrine
performance in the history of visual art in the twentieth century,

Seven Easy Pieces. performed over seven days in the rotunda
of New Yorks Guggenheim in 2005. was Abramovi¢s effort to
find a solution to the problem of preserving and re-presenting the
inherently ephemeral and transient medium of perfarmance. She re-
performed - for seven hours at a time - classic pieces by her peers,
such as Acconci's Seedbed (1972). in which he lay under 3 ramp in a
New York gallery. masturbating and miked-up so that his muttering
was relayed to people walking above him, and Joseph Beuyss How
to Explain Pictures to a Dead Hare (1965), in which he slathered heney
and gold leaf over his head. held a dead hare under his aim and
silently ‘explained’ the pictures in a gallery in Disseldorf. As her re-
performances stretched deep into the night. Abramovi¢ again created
an audience-community in the space. with a sense of shared and
sharpened awareness of the deliciously suspended present moment.
But her biggest achievement with Seven Easy Pieces was to suggest a
new way for institutions both to preserve the history of perfarmance
art and to keep it alive. and that was to treat performances like musical
scores that can be re-performed by other artists, with sufficient
institutional backing. full permission of the original artist or their
estate and ihorauqh curatorial guidance “If you put performance in
this historical context”, Abramovic says, “finally it might be accepted
as mainstream art. It's a huge responsibility not to fall.”

Abramovic is now preparing for a retrospective at the Museum
of Modern Art in New York in 2010. in which she will again employ
re-performance to breathe life into old work. As well as photographic
and video documentation of her work since the 1970s. carefully
selected actors and artists will actually perform it right there in the



qgalleries. all day every day Meanwhile. for the full three months of
the exhibition {though not at night). Abramovi¢ herself will inhabit
a series of platforms fixed high up on one of the enormous walls of
MoMAS towering atrium

The retrospective, pontedly called The Artist Is Present. is
curated by Klaus Biesenbach. director of MoMAs new department
of media and performance art, which deals with live performance as
well as sound and video. Partly as a result of angoing symposia among
artists, histerians and curators, in which Abramovic is a major presence.
the department recently embarked on a series of exhibitions that
attempt to give the material history of performance its due. The cage
that Taiwanese performance artist Tehching Hsieh lived in - without
speaking. reading or. indeed. doing anything at all - for one year. from
30 September 1978 to 29 September 1979, was recently on display
at MoMA. Hsieh undertook a series of such One Year Performances
through the 1980s - including never going indoors for one year. and
punching a time clock every hour for one year. Recognising him as the
undisputed king of endurance, Abramovi¢ is dedicating her exhibition
in Manchester to Hsieh.

While Abramovics work to gain institutional acceptance for
the slippery genre of performance art has had impressive results, her
influence on artists working in the live arena today is still unresolved.
Qutside of Manchester this summer. there aren't many artists around
who seek to emulate her work with long duration. and with the
necessary ferocious concentration and immediate physical encounters
- the fundamenrital ingredients of Abramovi¢’s classical conception of
performance art. Its as if Abramovié and her generation achieved
everything possible with their bodies. doing it all so you didn't have
to. Intensive and legible physical commitment has not been a core
feature of art in the live arena at least since the early 19905, when
relational aesthetics, for example, might ask nothing more demanding
of artists and their audiences than to sit around and have a meal More
widespread now among performance artists (though the title hardly
fits any more) are actmities that blend photography. video, music,
dance. theatre (or at least character acting) or social encounters into
some kind of live situation. The presence of the artists themselves
might not matter at all. This is the flourishing mode of live art that we're
likely to see mare of this November in New York in the third edition of

Performa. the “visual art performance’ biennial (note the hybrid title)
directed by the perfermance art historian Roselee Goldberg.
Meanwhile Abramovié is continuing to focus on an
unfashionable and more elemental strain of performance art. one that
demands unadulterated and unmediated presence and a commitment
to duration. As our lives become ever more crowded with content,

with endless options and with ways of micromanaging our time and
exploiting it to the full, this might be just the moment thar artists and
audiences get interested in giving it up completely and seeing what
happens. Abramovic is setting up a foundation in upstate New York
that will be devoted to such work. To see if performance will come full
circle and return to its fundaments of time and presence, Abramovi¢
will just have to wait. Something she's pretty good at. &

Marina Abramovi¢ Presents... will take place from 3 to 19 July at the
Whitworth Art Gallery as part of the Manchester International
Festival. Abramovi¢ will receive an award at the Florence Biennale.
5-13 December. and will have a retrospective. The Artist Is Present, at
MoMA, New York, in 2010
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