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SEAN KELLY GALLERY, NEW YORK. THE HOUSE WITH THE OCEAN VIEW: PHOTO BY STEVEN P. HARRIS.

The human form, disrobed and displayed in all its glory, is arguably the most enduring motif in the his-
tory of Western art, Museums dedicated to art both ancient and modern are filled with nudes rendered
every which way: painted, chiseled, molded, sketched and photographed. They're just usually not living
and breathing. But come March 14, New York’s Museum of Modern Art will host daily performances
of five seminal works by Marina Abramovié, three of which feature performers in the altogether. In
Imponderabilia (1977), two players stand opposite each other, au naturel, in a narrow doorway. Visitors
must brush past them to enter the exhibition—an early, if awkward, example of interactive art,

“This is America!” the Yugoslavian-born Abramovié trills jovially in her heavily accented English,
on a rainy fall day in New York, as she considers the potentially embarrassing encounter in what will
be the first live exhibition of nudes in the museum’s history. “Is going to be riots! I have so many meet-
ings with the security of MoMA and how we’re going to deal with things.”

In all fairness, yes, Americans have a more delicate relationship with nakedness than Europeans,
but Abramovié¢ acknowledges that when she and her former collaborator and lover, Ulay, performed
the piece at a museum in Bologna, Italy, the police showed up six hours into it, asked to see their pass-
ports (which they obviously didn’t have on them) and promptly shut down the performance. This time
around, regulations mandate that MoMA provide a second route into the exhibition—one with a wider
opening to allow for wheelchairs—a measure Abramovié finds understandable but disappointing. “I hate
that alternative because in the original piece there was no alternative—you go here,” she says, seated in
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THE WORKS ABRAMOVIC CHOSE FOR MoMA

ARE NOT VIOLENT; SHE SAYS SHE WOULD NEVER

PUT OTHERS IN DANGER, ONLY HERSELF.
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This page: Portrait With
Potatoes, 2008, chromogenic
print. Opposite: Installation
view of The House With the
Ocean View, performed at
the Sean Kelly Gallery, New
York, November 15-26,
2002, chromogenic print.

her midtown office as she points to a photograph of Ulay
and herself, face-to-face in the passageway, while a man

turned slightly sideways tries to negotiate the cramped
space. Even so, Abramovi¢ has come up with one small
tweak: Though the original conceit paired a man and a
woman, she now plans to mix up the couples taking turns
petforming Imponderabilia so that some are same-sex.

At 64, Abramovi¢ is the doyenne of performance art,
a true believer who has literally risked her life more than
once in fealty to her work. Decades after her peers seg-
ued exclusively into other—typically more lucrative—art
forms, she is still constructing new performances, though
she does dabble in other mediums. For the MoMA retro-
spective, the 36 hired players will rotate every two and a
half hours to allow for breaks, while Abramovi¢ herself will

perform a new work nonstop during museum hours for the
duration of the exhibition. That's seven and a half hours a
day, five days a week; 10 hours on Friday. For three months.
“The idea is that we are there before the museum opens,
and we are there when the museum closes,” she says. “The
attitude is the same as toward a painting—the performance
is always there. It's never been done that way for three
months, ever, in history.” Her new performance, The Art-
ist Is Present, is technically a solo performance, but it will
depend on a multitude of other “players”: Museumgoers
will be allowed to take turnssitting with Abramovi¢ in the
atrium, though she will remain silent (and fully clothed).
The concept, she says, is a play on the wording of gallery
announcements from a bygone era. “You know in the old
days you have this invitation for a painting exhibition, [and
it says] “The artist will be present at the opening.”

For Abramovi¢, the performance is inseparable from
the audience. “So many artists say they’re not aware of
audience. For me is unbelievable,” she says, shaking her
long mane of thick, glossy, dark hair that, along with an
unusual radiance, helps make her look a good 15 years
younger. “I remember Martha Graham said, “Wherever
adancer dance is holy ground.’ I say, ‘Wherever audience
stand is the holy ground.’ I always want my audience to
be touched on the deepest level possible.”

Perhaps more than any other performance artist,
Abramovi¢ has made her audiences not merely bystand-
ers or even participants but, as Paul Schimmel, chief cura-
tor of the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles,
observes, “actually complicitous.” Her harrowing Rbythn:
0(1974) was a groundbreaking example. Abramovié stood
passive for six hours as audience members in Naples,
Italy, took turns doing whatever they wanted to her. She
had laid out 72 objects, including a gun and a bullet, ona
table for their use. She still bears a scar on her chest from
a knife’s blade—and she shows it off like a battle wound.
One man sucked her blood; one pointed the gun at her,
though another took it away. “This is the thing,” she says,
“you see how the public doesn’t have limits.” Abramovi¢
wanted to re-create the work at the Guggenheim Museum
in 2005 as part of her “Seven Easy Pieces” show, which
reimagined some of her peers’ classic works, but the
museum refused out of fear for her safety. “Everybody’s
afraid of the people here,” she says.

Her willingness to put her life in jeopardy could logi-
cally raise questions about her sanity. Schimmel, however,
insists Abramovié is not crazy, just brilliant at psychologi-
cally manipulating her audience. “Okay, you read about
Rbythm 0, and it seems very scary, and it gets more and
more dark and violent, but then the other half of it is
her generosity of spirit,” he says. “| Her] joy and fearless-
ness created a group that ultimately protected her.” He
does concede that Abramovi¢ probably would not have
stopped the performance under any circumstances—even
if she had been gang-raped. “I think it really comes from a
profound commitment to [her] art,” Schimmel says.

In person, Abramovié seems perfectly stable. In her
own defense, she notes, “I never would do anything pain-
ful to myself at home, because I hate it.” Still, it’s little
wonder that, when airplane seatmates inquire what she
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l “GOING TO THE STUDIO EVERY DAY IS AMEALLY

i

BAD HABIT-IT'S LIKE BEING AN EMPLYEE,”

SHE SAYS. “"YOU HAVE TO LIVE LIFE,

AND FROM LIFE COMES IDEAS.”

. COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND SEAN KELLY CALLERY, NEW YORK.



does for a living, she tells them she’s a nurse from New
Zealand studying the country’s health problems. “How
can I possibly explain?” she asks with a girlish giggle.

Abtramovi¢ was born in Belgrade, in what is now Ser-
bia, the year after World War ITended. Both of her parents
were war heroes and went on to hold high-ranking govern-
ment posts. [Her mother, Danica, joined the Communist
party after the king had Abramovi¢’s grandfather, the
Patriarch of the Serbian Orthodox Church, assassinated.
Danica later helped save a truckload of wounded soldiers
while under enemy fire. After the war she long served as
the head of the Museum of Revolution and Art, filled with
propagandist images, and Abramovi¢’s father, Vojo, rose
to be a general in Tito’s army. As a result of their elite sta-
tus, Abramovi¢ and her brother, now a philosopher, were
raised, ironically, bourgeois. “T had a piano teacher; Thada
French teacher; T had an English teacher; we have a maid,”
she says. Abramovi¢ credits her mother for her extreme
precision and organization: “If my bed is too much mess,
she wake me up. She liked order.” She also dressed her
daughter as a devil for a costume party when Abramovié
was not much more than a toddler. All the other little gitls,
asevidenced ina photo, went as princesses or fairies. “T was
always the black sheep,” she says.

Trom her earliest consciousness, Abramovié says, she
was an artist. First she painted her dreams, then truck
accidents and surreal compositions of bodies and clouds.
“I was often looking into the sky, and my revelation—
when Istopped painting—was the day I saw 12 military
planes crossing the sky and making lines,” she recalls. “I
was so fascinated by the idea that from nowhere came
these planes, made these lines. You see the drawings,
and the drawings disappear and become blue sky. It was
so amazing that I went to military base and asked if they
would give me 12 planes to make drawing. And they
called my father and said, ‘She’s crazy.”

But Abramovi¢ realized her choice of medium was

limitless. She first gravitated toward sound. One work,
Airport (1972), she installed in the student cultural
center. “We never could go anywhere, not because of
political reasons, but because people had no money,”
Abramovi¢ says. “So I had speakers with the sound of a

very cold voice, my voice, saying, ‘All the passengers on
the airline Jat [the Yugoslav airline], please go immedi-
ately to gate 345 [though the Belgrade airport had only
three gates] because the plane is leaving immediately to
Tokyo, Bangkok, Honolulu and Hong Kong.' Everybody
there become this imaginary passenger to somewhere.”
Other sound projects, which she describes as “more
crazy,” didn’t get past the conceptual stage: Authorities
rejected her bid to rig a bridge with speakers broadcast-
ing the sound of a bridge collapsing. Gradually her ideas
evolved to encompass her own body. Her first actual
performance, Rbythm 10 (1973), in which she splayed
her hand on the floor and rapidly plunged the point of
asharp knife into the spaces between her fingers, relied
heavily on the ominous thwack of the dagger. Each time
she missed, stabbing her hand instead of the floor, she
started over with a new knife, She used 20 in all.

Although the Yugoslav authorities didn't exactly get
what she was up to—and at times gave her mother a hard
time about it—Abramovié¢ made a name for herselfin West-
ern Europe, which was more open to the avant-garde. Ata
1975 performance in Amsterdam, she met Uwe Laysiepen,
a German performance artist who uses the moniker Ulay.
He recalls being captivated as she carved a star into her
belly. “After the performance I cared for her wounds,” Ulay
writes in an e-mail. “T'hat was the beginning.... We became
lovers, which was the absolute base for anything else [that]
happened afterwards.” After Abramovié ran off with Ulay,
she says with aslight laugh, “my mother went to the police.
They said, ‘How old is she?”” When told Abramovi¢ was
29, the police responded that it was about time.

The couple could not earn much money with their art,
so they lived in their van for five years, traveling around
Lurope and making performances for small fees. (The
van, which they drove in a circle in a performance at the
1977 Paris Biennale—until all the oil leaked out, leaving
slick black tire tracks—will also be in the MoMA show.)
Abramovi¢ and Ulay washed in gas station sinks and spent
ayear with Aborigines in the Australian outback. Together
they made a series of works that explored love, trust and
the boundaries of human relationships. For Relation in
Time (1977), which will be performed at MoMA, they sat

This page, from left: The
Kitchen IV—Homage to Saint
Therese, 2009, pigment
print; AAA-AAA, Marina
Abramovi¢ and Ulay, origi-
nally performed in Liége,
Belgium, 1978, gelatin
silver print. Opposite, from
top: Entering the Other Side,
performed as part of
“Seven Easy Pieces” at the
Guggenheim Museum, New
York, 2005, chromogenic
print; Portrait With Scorpion
(Open Eyes), 2005, gelatin
silver print.
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back-to-back, their hair tied together. The first 16 hours,
there was no audience other than the gallery staff. When the
artists were near collapse from exhaustion, the audience was
allowed in to watch for the final hour. In another work, the

couple exhaled into each other’s mouth until almost passing
out from carbon dioxide poisoning. In 1988, knowing their
relationship was over, they spent three months walking the
Great Wall of China, beginning at opposite ends and meet-
ing in the middle, where theysaid goodbye. “It was so pain-
ful for me, this separation,” Abramovi¢ says. Ulay notes of
their 12 years together, “It was almost a perfect union.”

In Schimmel’s eyes, Abramovi¢ was the driving force
in the partnership, “and yet it’s clear,” he says, “what they
accomplished together they never could have accom-
plished apart.” Writes Ulay, “There was no hers or mine.”

After their breakup, Abramovié returned to a solo prac-
tice. The strife in her homeland dominated her work in the
Nineties, represented by motifs of skeletons and bloody ani-
mal carcasses, Balkan Barogue, an epic installation, earned
her the prestigious Golden Lion at the 1997 Venice Bien-
nale. In 2001 Abramovi¢ moved to New York at age 55. Ier
boyfriend at the time, artist Paolo Canevari (later her hus-
band, now her ex), lived in Rome. She was based in Amster-
dam. He suggested New York as neutral ground. “I was very
afraid,” Abramovi¢ admits. “Because it'sa strange place—if
you're not here, you don’t exist. Even if  was already known
artist in Europe, here I have to start from zero.” The city,
though, proved to be a boon for her: “I remember Susan
Sontag saying to me, ‘Once you've lived in New York, you
can’t live anywhere else’ And I totally understand that.
Everywhere you go looks like slow motion.”

Her first solo show after arriving was a blockbuster. In
The House With the Ocean View (2002), Abramovié lived
in an installation of three open “rooms” perched on the
wall at the Sean Kelly Gallery. For 12 days she drank only
water, ate nothing, spoke not a word and remained in full
view of the public. Her goal, she says, was to ritualize the
most banal acts of daily life, from showering to using the
toilet, and to achieve nothing short of a transformation for
both herself and her audience. It was, she says, the most
intense performance of her life. “lunderstood the power
of gaze,” she explains, and of nonverbal communication.
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“I"™M NOT
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DOING ANYTHING I'"M NOT AFRAID

OF.” SAYS ABRAMOVIC.



“Many times tears burst in my eyes, and [visitors] would come
and cry. I had people come in the morning, then go to work,
then come back. It was on such an intimate level”

So intimate that when the gallery’s jerry-rigged plumbing
leaked into a back room storing other artists” works, a staffer
held up a sign out of the audience’s view imploring Abramovié
not to flush. “Iburst into laughter,” she recalls. “I could not stop.
And the public was thinking, She’s gone mad.”

When I offer that urinating in public is the stuff of most peo-
ple’s bad dreams, Abramovié responds that performing enables
her to “step into a different state of mind. If you ask me now to
peein front of you, I could not do it. Because is the personal self.
But you depersonalize yourself.” Marina the woman, she claims,
is quite modest, but as an artist, “when you use the body as the
object orsubject of your work, that body becomes not your body
anymore. It’s the body itself, so it is old, it is wrinkled, is fat, is
skinny—is not important anymore.”

P.S. 1 Contemporary Art Center’s new director, Klaus
Biesenbach, who curated the MoMA show, says that what
makes Abramovié’s nudity so potent is the fact that she is not
a “female model modeling for a male artist. She is just herself,
and that changes the perspective of object and subject, of power
and direction.”

To Abramovi¢, all the fuss about nudity is misplaced. “For
me, showing nipples of Janet Jackson on television in the
middle of the Iraq War and writing about [the controversy] is
misleading about the real issues,” she says. “This is something
wrong. So it’s really how society puts things.”

The House With the Ocean View crossed over into the main-
stream consciousness when Sex and the City made ita plot device
in one episode. Abramovi¢, who'd never heard of the TV show,
was amused by its parody of a crazy artist and adds, “Ilike to see
how my art becomes part of mass culture.” She is determined to
educate audiences about performance and to preserve impor-
tant works by other artists, from Joan Jonas to Bruce Nauman.
To that end, she has acquired an old theater in Hudson, New
York, which she is converting into the Marina Abramovi¢ Insti-
tute. There she plans to highlight works that are at least six hours
long. But for one of her peers, whose work she reimagined in
“Seven Easy Pieces,” preservation may not suit the spirit of per-
formance art. Vito Acconci, who gave up performance in part
because he did not want to repeat himself, says the genre should
remain distinct from theater. “For me that difference is that it
should be something on the spot,” he says. Acconci also thinks
performing ad nauseam regrettably turns artists into stars. “I
think Marina likes being a personality cult,” he says.

Then again, Abramovi¢’s art practice differs from many big-
name artists’ in significant ways. For one thing, she has a small
office rather than a studio with professional assistants churn-
ing out work. “I always wanted to have the planet as a studio,”
she says, noting that she has traveled to every corner of the
world. Traditional studios, on the other hand, contribute to the
problem of what she calls “art pollution.” “In this city we have
136,000 artists working, and I think going to the studio every day
isa really bad habit—it’s like being an employee,” she says. “You
have o live life, and from life comes ideas.” Abramovi¢ does not
rehearse her works; she is not “acting.” (The downside to lack of
rehearsals, she notes, is that sometimes she doesn’t realize until
well into a performance that a piece is “big bull----") She does,
however, prepare meticulously. Now, in advance of the MoMA
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exhibition, she is waking at 5:45 a.m. four times a week in her
SoHo loft to work out with a trainer. “People always say to me,
“You [used to] do these physical performances where you run
into walls, you cut yourself, and now is, like, less physical,” she
says. “Isay they don’t know what they're talking about—the long
durational works are a million times harder.” Though she admits
to being nervous about her upcoming piece, she insists, “I'm
not interested in doing anything I'm not afraid of.”

Afterselecting the 36 players for MoMA—many dancers, some
performanceartists, noactors—she took them to herhouse upstate,
and theyall slept in the barn, rose at 6 a.m., washed in the ice-cold
river without soap and “trained” for three days. No food, no talk-
ing. “That’s really to exercise your perception, willpower, deter-
mination,” she explains. The works Abramovi¢ chose for MoMA
are not violent; she says she would never put others in danger, only
herself. Some are meditative, like Nude With Skeleton (2002-05):
Askeleton liesatop a player, whose breathing appears to give it life.
“Is really about facing your own mortality,” she says.

Abramovi¢ has already begun facing hers, creating a theatri-
cal work with Robert Wilson aptly named The Life and Death of
Marina Abramovic. The piece, set to premiere at the Manchester
International Festival in 2011, details the artist’s real-life plans for
her burial, which she had a lawyer draw up after she attended Son-
tag’s funeral. “It didn’t express herspirit,” she says of her friend. “I
decided it’s very important to control your own funeral.

“Ireally love to rehearse my own funeral,” Abramovié enthuses.
“I'want to have three bodies—two fake and one real—and three
coffins, and they're going to be buried in three different places T
lived the longest: Belgrade, Amsterdam and New York.” Onlyshe
(and, clearly, one or two others) will know which is which. “Then
T want to have this celebration of life, because I always feel the
most important thing is you live well, you have to die well and die
consciously.” For 30 or 40 years before their deaths, Abramovié
says, her grandmother and great-grandmother, who passed away
at 98 and 103, respectively, had their burial clothes chosen; as
fashions changed, so did theirselections. “The point is that when
you're ready for death, you can wait a long time because you're
not pushing it away. The culture in America is completely wrong
because death is removed from your life. It’s all another year of
being ever young. Mortality isso important to be part of everyday
life, because then you cut the bull----”

Abramovic says she has attained such wisdom since embracing
Tibetan Buddhism 30 years ago. While visiting Bodh Gaya, India,
with Ulay, she encountered amonk who smiled at her, then flicked
her forehead. A short time later, she began to cry uncontrollably
and couldn't stop for hours. She ended up staying in Bodh Gaya
for three months and studying the religion, which has informed
her work ever since. She recounts how the Dalai Lama's repre-
sentatives invited her to choreograph a dance for a dozen monks
who were to appear in a festival in Germany. She spent two weeks
in intense rehearsals with the monks in India before leaving for
Germany. When the monksarrived shortly before the festival, she
didn’t recognize asingle one. “Isay, “Who are these people?™” she
recalls. The lama in charge replied, “These are the new monks.” “T
said, ‘Where are 77y monks?” e said, ‘Oh, they didn’t have pass-
ports. Then he looked at me and said, ‘Let it go.””

Now when she’s performing, she says, she tries “to be like a
river; you just have to let it go.” And when it’s all over, Abramovi¢
says, “how it was taken, not taken, does society not understand,
doessociety think is genius, or will be forgotten—who cares?” ®

Abramovi¢ wearing
a gown from the
University of Plym-
outh, from which she
received an Honor-
ary Doctorate of the
Arts in 2009, and
the Austrian Com-
mander’s Cross she
received in 2008
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