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ABSTRACT

The performative monument, as I term an emergent genre of interactive public actions, rests
on a new notion of agency in public space, in which political responsibility is performed by
historically aware individuals in acts of commemoration. This dissertation argues that public
performance art starting in the 1960s provided a crucial impulse for new forms of
commemoration in 1980s Europe and beyond. I claim that performance, a supposed antipode
to the monument in its ephemerality and dematerialization, did not neutralize the
monumental but reinvented it as a new practice: one that involved the audience explicitly
through conventional transactions, best understood through the speech-act theory of J. L.
Austin (who coined the term “performative” in the 1950s).

To specify the correlation between performance and monumental public space, I draw
attention to the empirical shift from performance to monument production in the work of
postwar Central and Eastern European artists, and to the theoretical continuity that makes this
shift possible. Monumental architecture played a role in the early performances of Anselm
Kiefer, Joseph Beuys, Jochen Gerz (all German), Valie Export, Peter Weibel, and Giinter
Brus (Austrians), Marina Abramovi¢ and Braco Dimitrijevi¢ (from former Yugoslavia),
among others. These artists brought a performative component to the memorial culture of the
1980s and ‘90s, mediating between history and the individual in ways sketched by the
ephemeral events of ‘60s and ‘70s performance. I examine these interconnections in the
passage from confrontation to commemoration through a variety of heterogeneous but related
documents: photographs and eyewitness accounts of early performance; interviews and press
accounts that evolved their own logic and myths over the years separate from the events;
plans and drawings of unrealized monuments, and that most complicated and characteristic
form of ‘performative documentation,” photographs modified through drawing, painting, or
collage techniques to involve their viewers in a collaborative re-imagining of the role of
commemoration in public space.
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Introduction: What is the Performative Monument?
To see the most notorious artwork in the 2002 documenta exhibition, visitors to Kassel had to
make a detour. On the outskirts of the German industrial town, in a neighborhood marked by
a high number of immigrants, exploding unemployment, and desolate gray building projects,
Swiss artist Thomas Hirschhorn had installed his Bataille Monument. [Fig. 1.1., 1.2] In fact,
the physical ‘monument’ itself was just one among eight elements of the expansive project:
besides the sculpture resembling a tree stump, a “Georges Bataille Library” invited visitors to
browse books arranged by keywords like “word,” “image,” and “sex”; a didactic exhibition
presented Bataille’s life and work; various workshops were open to residents and organizers;
a fast-food stand run by a Turkish couple served tourists and neighborhood kids; a television
studio allowed the local youth as well as philosophers to broadcast on topics however loosely
connected to Bataille; a free shuttle service brought visitors to the site, and locals to the main
art venues downtown; a webcam and website expanded the reach of the already extensive
endeavor. The project was built and overseen by the young members of a local boxing club.
Hirschhorn explained the work as a critique of the monument genre:
The Bataille monument is a precarious, temporary art project in public space, which
is erected and looked after by the youth and by inhabitants of a quarter. The Bataille
Monument wants to pose questions and wants to open space and time for discussions
and ideas through the site, its materials, and the duration of the exhibition. The
Bataille Monument is a critique of the existing monument; the Bataille Monument
comes from below, it does not want to intimidate anyone, it is not indestructible, it is
not defined for eternity. '
Hirschhorn’s account reveals—in its negations—common postwar views of the traditional

monument: authoritatively installed ‘from above,” intimidating, permanent, and oblivious to

its social environment. His own monument, in contrast, was meant to turn the local audience

! Thomas Hirschhorn, “’Bataille Monument’ fiir Documenta 11 Kassel 2002,” dated February 2002, reprinted in
Thomas Hirschhorn, Bataille Maschine (Berlin: Merve, 2003), 42 [my translation].



into participants. “He does not want to work for an exclusive public. He wants to include and
connect people. A noble thought,” (ein herrlicher Gedanke) commented a local newspaper.”
If the Bataille Monument itself consists in part in the selling of kebab, the media
complex, and the broadcasts that are launched from it, in short, in the social connections and
the press that the monument generates, then the monument is a complex, temporally and
physically manifold event rather than one discrete object. Are we not then justified in
considering Hirschhorn’s statement, or the newspaper interview and the resulting article, as
themselves parts of the monument? These declarations and acts of communication fit the
requirements of the ‘monument from below’ that Hirschhorn has articulated. These strategies
are more typical of ephemeral urban performance art than of the traditional memorials. Nor
are they the end of the story. For what remains after the exhibition has ended are individuals
who remember having participated in or encountered the work, and documents and artifacts
that recorded its presence. The public statements and press clips that seemed so ‘action-like’
a moment ago in fact immortalize the project as they enter libraries and archives, and
circulate in historical reconstruction. This element of permanence or at least extended
duration brings back with it some of the functions and authority of the classic monument.
Must we then read the Bataille Monument as monument or as performance? I will show that
these two seemingly contradictory genres are in fact intertwined, and that Hirschhorn’s work
is unthinkable apart from a historical process of rapprochement reaching back to the 1960s.
This dissertation is an account of the unstable relationship between monument and
performance during the second half of the twentieth century in Europe. Since ‘monument’

and ‘performance’ represent the extremes of duration conceivable in public art, the tension

2 «“Mehr ist mehr; weniger ist weniger. Martin Scholz tiber das ‘Bataille Monument.’” HNA-
Hessische/Niedersdchsische Allgemeine (June 15, 2002).



between them also reveals the shifting bond between contemporary public art and its
audience. The document (often photographic) bridges the ephemerality of performance and
the permanence of the monument. And as metaphor for a fragmented past, the document and
the documentary would prove an indispensable tool for mediating the traumatic recent past of
Europe: world wars, political repression, genocide. As I will show, the key works in this
history consciously mobilize documents in order to engage an audience with the past: in the
mid-1980s, German artist Jochen Gerz had passers-by in Hamburg-Harburg sign the lead
surface of a column as a commitment to remaining “vigilant” against fascism. [Fig. 1.3] His
Monument against Fascism does not generate empathy for the victims; rather, it invites
viewers to act, symbolically to be sure, by signing the column, a commitment that is then
memorialized by being recorded on the lead surface. I call works that consciously demand of
their audience a public act of taking of responsibility for the past performative monuments.
In institutionalized form, I will argue, performative monuments have been driving the
memorial practice of the past three decades. Given their mode of address and their insistence
on interaction, it is appropriate that many of the new monuments are made by former
performance artists. Gerz began his career with actions in the streets of Florence and other
European cities. In Attenzione, I’Arte Corrompe (1968), stickers declaring that “art corrupts”
were placed on (the copy of) Michelangelo’s David and other tourist sites. [Fig. 1.4] In the
revolutionary context of 1968, we may assume Gerz wished to voice skepticism concerning
historical artifacts, the cult of heroes, and the political authority of ‘masterpieces.” But he
also articulated reservations about the manipulative qualities of art in general, including his
own labels (is art that declares art to corrupt, corrupt?). At the same time, the stickers pointed

emphatically to their settings, putting them in new context for the audience, and revealing



Gerz’s fascination with the monumental in public space. The ephemeral gesture that at first
glance sought to dispose of the persistent bulk of the monument in fact underlines it urgently
as a site of contention.

Gerz and other performance artists of the 1960s and ‘70s did not dissolve the
monument so much as reorient public art around an intersection of performance and the
monument, of which Hirschhorn is a recent manifestation.’ The common denominator of
these performative monuments, audience participation, is a characteristic of performance art.
Some performative monuments are ephemeral objects in a literal sense—Gerz’s column was
lowered into the ground, and the Bataille Monument was dismantled after documenta closed.
This might therefore suggest ephemerality as their main proximity to performance, but this
proximity is itself deceptive. In the case of the Monument against Fascism, the ‘ephemeral’
object is still visible through a peephole, and conserved in photographs, frozen at every stage
of its descent. The cars used for the shuttle service of the Bataille Monument were even
auctioned on Ebay—signed by the artist, no less. What is crucial to the performative
monument, then, cannot be impermanence as such, but the temporal interaction with an
audience that itself is no eternal public, but a succession of subjects of commemoration.
Ephemerality of the object is just one strategy among others in making concrete this
temporality of the work. Could a monument consisting of two 75 meter-long granite walls
function as performative monument? It does. Visitors to Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veterans’
Memorial in Washington trace the names engraved into the stone on pieces of paper to take

home. [Fig.1.5] This may not be a new practice in itself—indeed, the Renaissance saw

3 Benjamin H.D. Buchloh builds a historical arc from Hirschhorn’s practice to the classical avant-garde, Fluxus,
and post-minimalist sculpture in “Cargo and Cult. The Displays of Thomas Hirschhorn,” Artforum, Vol.40, no.
3 (November 2001), 109-115. He emphasizes the importance of theatricalization in sculpture. Hirschhorn names
Beuys as a predecessor.
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similar rituals of remembering the dead, and Lin may not have foreseen this particular
ritual—but what is new are the photographs that invariably reproduce this performative
action with the monument. The ritual is made a public act of commemoration for a wider
public to see: it is part and parcel of the monument’s “success story.”

Hirschhorn’s, Lin’s, and Gerz’s work are often subsumed under the category of the
countermonument, but, as I have indicated, these works do not simply negate monumentality.
Since we cannot think through these works solely in terms of genre and formal deviation
from the classical tradition of monumentality, I approach the performative monument on a
functional level: how can it or does it activate its audience? By ‘activate’, I do not mean only
the production of official acts of commemoration or political action, but every act of
representing the performance—in rumors, interviews, and historical texts like this one. To
think through these public performances, to narrate their stories, is in a sense to re-perform
them. Activation is not limited to the audience in its corporeal presence. Not do only the
individuals who physically interact with the work become involved. The documents of this
interaction give later audience the chance for continuing the performance. Through this
“second” encounter, a reading audience carries the process into the future; the performative
act is re-instantiated again and again, creating an ever wider public through the interpretation
of photographs. It might be objected that this re-performance implicates all documents, not
just artworks with a memorial function. I would agree, adding only that performative
monuments make the potential for re-performing the past implicit in all documents explicit.

Private reception becomes publicly productive, in the moment artists consciously start to

factor mediation and reception into their works.
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I will show how monumental architecture played a role in the early ephemeral
practices of Gerz, Anselm Kiefer, and Joseph Beuys (Germany), VALIE EXPORT, Peter
Weibel, and Giinther Brus (Austria), Marina Abramovi¢ and Braco Dimitrijevi¢ (former
Yugoslavia), and how, in turn, they brought a performative component to the memorial
culture of the 1980s and ‘90s. The significant turning point is the early 1970s, when a ‘60s
emphasis on revolutionary presence gave way to non-hierarchical collaboration between act
and mediation, clearing the way for the contemporary performative monument. To trace a
shift from confrontational performance to commemorative architecture, but also to show the
broad range of the performative monument, is the empirical aim of this work.

Theoretically, the problem is to understand the work of performative monuments and
the needs these monuments address. The historical presuppositions of my dissertation are the
trauma of World War II, the (repressed) memory of the Holocaust in the decades after 1945,
and the politics of the Cold War. Not all the performances I discuss deal openly with Fascism
or Stalinism, but all can be read in the tension between the individual and the (mass-)political
under the historical conditions of Europe after 1945, which laid great stress on memory and
its suppression. These circumstances provide us with the necessary footing for understanding
why the performative monument became a privileged locus of political reckoning with the
past. Artists in the postwar period redefined the idea of the monument, first by involving
their own bodies in the politically charged built environment of the city, and then by giving
the individual spectator a space to bring history together with personal experience in a public
manner: a past-oriented performance for which, in contrast to private memory, I reserve the
term commemoration. Commemoration cannot resolve political problems, but it is central to

a democratic discourse of the European past that the present cannot afford to do without.
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The difficulty of representing the Holocaust may indeed explain the prominence of
performative monuments in the new memorial cultures of Germany and Austria. It is also the
reason why I devote a large part of my study to these countries. The need of the descendants
of the perpetrators to remember the victims of National Socialism made the engagement of
(personal or mediated) memory—often channeled through bodily experience—indispensable
to establishing bonds between individual responsibility and historical events. The act of
commemoration does not narrate the past but is itself a present fact of public conduct.

To show how this functions in practice, it is necessary to turn to specific instances of
commemoration. The chapters of this dissertation identify different possible relationships
between performance and the monument. In Chapter One, Performance and its Afterlife, 1
connect performance with its history through the recent phenomenon of re-performance. In
the last few decades, performance has been canonized as an ‘objectless’ genre of one-time
events, which have been celebrated retrospectively in images, narratives, and myths. Yet, far
from having no history, performance stands at the intersection of subjective experience and
media dissemination of ‘the factual.” This has emerged dramatically in the recent enthusiasm
for re-staging classic 1960s performances. Through a close case study of Austrian artist
VALIE EXPORT’s Genital Panic of 1969, and Marina Abramovi¢’s re-performance at the
Guggenheim Museum in 2005, I show how performances can be understood as a set of
imaginary encounters that we—the audience—retrospectively construct on the basis of
historical artifacts.

This contemporary phenomenon of performance turning to its past leads us to think
that performance always had a past—and thus the potential to address it explicitly through

commemoration. The second chapter, The Mediated Monument: Presence, Photography, and
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Recollection in Vienna, asks whether performance in the 1960s and ‘70s already entailed
commemoration through its documentation in photographs and films. The chapter examines
the transformation, from the mid-1960s to the present, of performance into photographic
documents and finally multimedia public monuments in Vienna. I begin with the violent
performances of the Viennese Actionists, which aimed at breaking down the prevalent
attitude of repressing the Fascist past. In particular Giinter Brus’s actions are monumental in
character; it is appropriate that he also staged himself as a “living picture” walking through
the imperial center of Vienna. The successors of the Actionists, VALIE EXPORT, and to a
certain extent Peter Weibel, carried on their political ambition in a much more conscious
staging of performance for the camera in monumental architecture. Their examinations of the
performative interaction of body and architecture led to monuments that take the audience
into account as performers, notably EXPORT’s proposal for the Holocaust memorial in
Vienna, which I compare with the winning project by the British sculptor Rachel Whiteread.
The third and fourth chapters trace German memorial culture through the national
identity debates of the Cold War and Reunification, starting with the tentative re-education
efforts of the 1950s, and concluding with the politics of Holocaust remembrance in post-Wall
Berlin. Chapter Three, Redemptive Myth and Ritual Performance, looks into the avant-
garde’s early ritualistic attempts to work through the Holocaust. Joseph Beuys’s proposal for
a memorial at Auschwitz (1958) and his subsequent efforts to “heal” the wounds of Fascism
are compared with Anselm Kiefer’s work on submission and Fascist monumentality,
Besetzungen (Occupations) of 1969, photographs of the artist in public squares throughout
Europe performing the illegal Hitler-salute. The early work of Jochen Gerz, on the other hand

marshals language as the shared context of authority and commemoration, in a shift from
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ritual to convention that asks both for acknowledgement of and a decisive break with the
past. The problem of German identity as a framework for commemoration is exemplified by
the participation of Beuys and Gerz in the 1976 Venice Biennial. Both artists took on the
genre of the monument, both showed the difficulties in representing their country critically:
Beuys through monumental performance, and Gerz through a “self-defeating” monument in
the form of a Trojan Horse. The fourth chapter, The Commemorative Turn, investigates the
crucial but subtle shift from monumental performances in the 1960s and “70s to performative
monuments proper. Since the 1980s, Holocaust museums opened throughout central Europe,
memorials were erected, and extensive oral accounts compiled to preserve the voices of the
victims. Gerz’s major commemorative projects are discussed in this context, together with
the protracted competition for a monument in Berlin through which a newly united Germany
is to commemorate the Jews murdered under National Socialism (won by Peter Eisenman
and Richard Serra), and Hans Haacke’s ‘representative’ monument 7o the Population.
Though it would be possible to trace the proliferation of the performative monument
globally on the contemporary scene, it seemed more useful to focus this study historically
through a parallel but distinct coming to terms with the memory of World War II. The
performer’s bodily investment in—and resistance to—the public presentation of political
authority was a concern not just in post-Fascist central Europe, but in the politically complex
history of Yugoslavia. The fifth chapter, The Place of the Public: Site, Audience and political
Context in Yugoslavia, follows interventions in public space in the early work of Abramovic¢
and Braco Dimitrijevié. Their work of the 1970s in Belgrade and Zagreb, and later in an
international context, placed political myths of communist Yugoslavia in cosmopolitan

perspective. The chapter thus broaches a question of concern of all performative monuments:
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where exactly is the public located, and how is it addressed or constructed? The conclusion
recapitulates the theory of performative monuments, and speculates on the future of
performative public art in the context of today’s socially activist ‘relational art.’

Having discussed the subject matter, a few words are required on the method and
terminology of my study: although I have already discussed “performance” and “monument”
as these terms are understood in the contemporary art discourse, and will historicize them in
the chapters to follow, my use of the term “performative” is not meant simply as an adjective
form of performance. Performance art is often though not always performative, and, I argue,
so are monuments. What these works often have in common is their performative force, the
fact that through conventional gestures they effect changes in experienced reality.* The
theoretical model I employ to extract these political implications is speech act theory, itself a
philosophical and political produce of the period under study. Speech acts or ‘performatives,’
as defined by the English philosopher J.L. Austin in lectures of the mid-1950s, are ordinary
behaviors like promising, betting, and asserting; in thinking through how these humble
activities define our responsibilities and failures of responsibility, Austin hoped to turn ethics
from the abstract study of freedom to a more humane engagement with daily moral
problems.’ Even though my reading of Austin is informed by later criticisms, in particular
Jacques Derrida’s notion that the frame of communication can never be exactly determined,
and thus that effects are unpredictable, I do think that Austin’s texts anticipate most of this

analysis. A careful reading of his texts shows an awareness of the instabilities of

* This performative model is distinct from that of theatricality. For this reason I do not discuss the protracted
debate about theatricality and minimalism. See Michael Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” Artforum 5 (June 1967),
12-23, reprinted in A7t and Objecthood: Essays and Reviews (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1998), 148-
172; Yves-Alain Bois, “A Picturesque Stroll around Clara-Clara,” October, vol. 29, (Summer, 1984), 32-62 and
Anna Chave, “Minimalism and the Rhetoric of Power,” Arts Magazine, vol. 64, no. 5 (January 1990), 44-63.

5 J.L. Austin, “A Plea for Excuses,” in Philosophical Papers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979), 175-204.
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communication, instabilities that are even more acute in artistic contexts (Austin himself
tended to exclude all “artistic” speech such as on stage from his preliminary analysis). I
return to this fundamental terminology because it offers a flexible, lucid framework for
thinking about performance and the monument in their formal and political dimensions. It is
revealing that Austin’s theory was incorporated by the German postwar philosopher Jiirgen
Habermas, who has made the performative central to political theory and memory work.

The historical and ethical force of everyday language informs the new performative
monuments. Instead of ‘telling’ political facts the works participate with their audiences in
establishing new ones. Herein lies their political appeal, but also the danger of revisionism.
Can political art generate consensus, or even evoke memories, when its results are not
representations of the past but new historical facts? It is here that we must rethink art’s role
not as the bearer of information, however necessary or valuable. Performative monuments try
to establish a political relation to a history one has not personally experienced. The attitude to
the past of the spectator of a performative monument is conventionalized and made public,
and thus becomes an object of political and moral inquiry. Once this phenomenon is noticed,
new questions arise about its legitimacy. Is the new relation more politically responsible than
traditional spectatorship? Is performative public art also in a sense politically compulsory or
manipulative? These questions can only be answered in specific cases. This is probably the
main theoretical lesson one learns from reading Austin, that there are no universally valid
answers but many locally adequate ones. The change in the ways Europeans (and, to an
extent, North Americans) remember the recent past and make that memory public—through
what I call commemoration—is already a fact of the recent past, rich and contradictory in its

implications. I have teased out some of these implications, but others are yet to be explored.
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The aesthetic and political practice which issues in performative monuments takes as
its starting point the assumption that symbolic acts (like signing Gerz’s column) have social
consequences. This assumption binds bodily presence, history, and politics in intimate and
sometimes uncomfortable ways. It is appropriate that the flowering of the new performative
monuments corresponds to the renewed political call, during the last years of the Cold War
and beyond, for political discussion of the relationship of the individual to the state. In the
decades that form the main focus of my dissertation, we can witness a sea change from a
general distrust of the very idea of “monument” in the 1960s, to a conscious involvement of
the body and its architectural surrogates in remembrance in the 1980s and ‘90s, when
personal memory and oral history become officially accepted ‘democratic’ models of
commemoration. Yet performance art in public space of the 1960s and ‘70s provided the
stimulus for these new art forms: monuments that are activated only through the performative
involvement of the audience. This shift from seeing the monument as authoritarian machine

to harnessing its performative force to question authority is the story of my dissertation.
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Chapter 1: Performance and Its Afterlife

‘Presence,’ in its dual significance of immediacy and being in the right place at the right
time, has long been considered the key term for artists and historians conceptualizing
performance art. In recent years, however, the intense interest in the status of the
documentation of performances—mostly photographs and films—has challenged the
dominance of this term. While some dismiss these documents as commodification of an
originally irreproducible encounter between the performer’s and the audience’s bodily
presence, others have concluded that the document is a privileged link between performer
and the public.' This dichotomy has become even more complex in recent artists practice:
over the last decade, artists have begun to destabilize the one-time experience of performance
art by reenacting their own or their colleagues’ works. Mike Kelley and Paul McCarthy’s
look at the 1970s in their Fresh Acconci Portfolio from 1996 (in which they hired aspiring

Hollywood actors to re-do key Acconci works), Dan Graham’s reflection on his own 1975

! Peggy Phelan writes e.g. “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.” Peggy Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance (London /
New York: Routledge, 1993), 146. RoseLee Goldberg approached performance from a similar perspective
much earlier: RoseLee Goldberg, Live Art from 1909 to the Present (New York: Abrams, 1979), especially 91f;
revised under the title Performance Art. From Futurism to the Present (London: Thames and Hudson, 1988);
id., “Performance: A Hidden History,” in Gregory Battcock and Robert Nickas (eds.), The Art of Performance.
A Critical Anthology (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1984), 24-55; id., Performance. Live Art Since 1960 (New York:
Harry N. Abrams, 1998). Amelia Jones discusses different options of accessing performance art than through
“presence,” in Body Art: Performing the Subject (Minneapolis: University of Michigan, 1998), and
problematizes the document in “’Presence’ in Absentia. Experiencing Performance as Documentation,” 4rt
Journal, vol. 56, no. 4 (Winter 1997). Nick Kaye devoted much of his research to the tension between presence
and documentation. See e.g. Postmodernism and Performance (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1994), id. Site-Specific
Art: Performance, Place and Documentation (London / New York: Routledge, 2000), and his ongoing presence
project: http://presence.stanford.edu:3455/16/529 [online document, accessed July 23, 2008]. Philip Auslander
has theorized performance art as entirely mediated. I will discuss his approach in more detail shortly. Philip
Auslander, Presence and Resistance: Postmodernism and Cultural Politics in Contemporary American
Performance (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1992); id. Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized
Culture (London / New York: Routledge, 1999), id. “The Performativity of Performance Documentation,” PAJ.
A Journal of Performance and Art, 84, vol. 28, no. 3 (September 2006,). Martha Buskirk discusses the issue of
the “delay” in performance art in her book The Contingent Object of Contemporary Art (Cambridge: Mass.:
MIT Press, 2003). Describing Acconci’s Following Piece and Adrian Piper’s Catalysis, she states that “both
performances partake equally of absolute immediacy and significant delay... The delay is in the dissemination
of knowledge about the work to an audience that has access to the activity only through the accounts and
documentation the artist decides to provide.” (217) I am certainly indebted to her approach.
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videotaped performance Performer/Audience/Mirror under the title
Video/Architecture/Performance in 1995, and Yoko Ono’s redoing of her most famous
performance, the mid-1960s Cut Piece, in a small theatre in Paris in 2003 as a protest against
the war in Iraq are the most prominent examples of this recent trend.” These mature artists
posed newly forceful questions concerning the status of performance, its historicization and
the role of the document decades after they themselves began their artistic production,
surfacing questions that were already problematic—but had been concealed by more pressing
political issues—in the 1960s.

Entering performance art through the looking glass of re-performance is thus a history
from the present. Through this, I will ask new questions about the concern with history in
performance art. How history is concretely performed and how performance practice since
the 1960s has led to commemorative “performative monuments” will be my concern in the
following chapters of this dissertation. But before we can follow this historical arc, re-
performance helps us to understand how history plays a role in performance art as such. Re-
performance strikes at the foundation of performance by challenging what used to be
considered the core value of the medium, its dependence on the ‘authentic’ encounter
between artist and audience. It is certainly time to rethink this foundation, in order to arrive at

a reading that approaches performance art as it is reperformed: as an art form the life of

% Cut Piece had been performed several time in the 1960s. See Kevin Concannon, “Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece.
From Text to Performance and Back Again,” PAJ. 4 Journal of Performance and Art, 90, vol. 30, no. 3
(September 2008), 81-93. In recent years, artistic reenactments of historical events as well as restagings of
postwar performance art have also attracted enormous curatorial attention. Exhibitions such as 4 Little Bit of
History Repeated (Kunstwerke Berlin, 2001), 4 Short History of Performance (Whitechapel Gallery, London,
2002/03), Life once More: Forms Of Reenactment In Contemporary Art (Witte de With, Rotterdam, 2005),
Ahistoric Occasion: Artists Making History (Mass MOCA, North Adams, 2006), Now Again the Past: Rewind,
Replay, Resound (Carnegie Art Center, New York, 2006), and Inke Arns, Gabriele Horn (eds.), History will
repeat itself. Strategien des Reenactment in der zeitgendssischen (Medien-)Kunst und Performance (KW
Institute for Contemporary Art, Berlin, 2007) are symptomatic of this interest in reenactment.
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which does not simply “end” with its taking place, but one which allows us belatedly to refer
back to this event, to think and argue about it—in short to remember it.

The insistence on the ephemeral value of performance art stood at the very beginning
of its historiography. Scholars such as RoseLee Goldberg began to publish in the late 1970s,
tracing performance back to the endeavors of that segment of the European avant-garde of
the 1920s concerned with theatre, particularly Futurism, which she interpreted as a
“manifesto” of performance preceding its practice. The plays of the Austrian artist Oskar
Kokoschka, the Dadaists at the Cabaret Voltaire, and the theater works of the Bauhaus
featured prominently in a trajectory that was in her view taken up by Black Mountain
College in the US, highly influenced by European émigrés since the late 1930s.? Goldberg
criticized conventional art history for ignoring ephemeral practices of the avant-garde:

Despite the fact most of what is written today about the work of the Futurists,

Constructivists, Dadaists, or Surrealists continues to concentrate on the art objects

produced by each period, it was more often than not the case that these movements

found their roots and attempted to resolve problematic issues in performance.*
Her focus on the immaterial base of all performance art in its connection to the early
twentieth century was groundbreaking, and yet, in her advocacy of performance as a “live
art,” Goldberg smoothed over the fact that she herself had to reach her conclusions with the
help of historical sources: texts and grainy images dating from the time.

Younger American scholars from the 1990s on produced a different legacy. They
focused on the document (albeit in a more self-conscious way) to trace performance art back
to object-based art forms, such as action painting, and the polemics of a post-World War II

art world discursively severed from the classic European avant-garde. More specifically,

prominence was given to art critic Harold Rosenberg’s 1952 interpretation of the production

3 RoseLee Goldberg, Live Art from 1909 to the Present; id., “Performance: A Hidden History.”
* RoseLee Goldberg, “Performance: A Hidden History,” 26.
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procedure of the New York School as “arena in which to act,” and Allan Kaprow’s reading
of Jackson Pollock as precursor of his own happenings in his 1958 manifesto “The Legacy of
Jackson Pollock” (both nurtured by Hans Namuth’s famous photo series—the documentation
of Pollock working in his studio).” As different as the conclusions stemming from this
trajectory might be—ranging from psychoanalytical discussions of desire to critiques of
capitalism—they usually included a strong reading of performance documents as essential
components in the development of performance art, consciously reflecting on the demands of
the art world that the action be productive, i.e. leave a trace in the form of an object that can
be sold or at least exhibited.

Apart from generational divergence, the crucial distinction between these positions is
their assertion of a different ideological basis for performance: the live event, developing out
of theatre and disavowing the document, versus the document-laden performance, emerging
out of a reading of painting itself as performative. This second position does not necessarily
focus on scripted performance, but emphasizes that the document features prominently as
both precursor to and in the afterlife of the event, constituting its “event-character” in the
manner of a witness or a piece of evidence.

Documentation has been the ‘faithful’ companion of performance since the grainy

image of Hugo Ball reciting his poetry in a cardboard costume, and it has turned up in gallery

3 Kaprow’s radical conclusion from Pollock’s work is a breakdown of media specificity: “Young artists of today
need no longer say, ‘I am a painter’ or ‘a poet; or ‘a dancer.” They are simply ‘artists.” All of life will be open to
them.” Allan Kaprow, “The Legacy of Jackson Pollock,” [1958] in Essays on the Blurring of Art and Life
(Berkeley/Los Angeles/London: University of California Press, 1993), 9. Harold Rosenberg, “American Action
Painters,” [1952] in The Tradition of the New (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1965). Performance scholar Amelia
Jones devotes one whole chapter to Pollock’s work in her book Body Art, while the most important exhibition
catalogue on the subject, Out of Actions, starts with Hans Namuth’s photographs. Amelia Jones, Body Art /
Performing the Subject; Paul Schimmel (ed.) Out of Actions: between Performance and the Object, 1949-1979.
The Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles (London/New York: Thames and Hudson, 1998).
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exhibitions as well as in the art market from the 1960s onwards.® But it was not until the
reading of the document by the present generation of American performance scholars (most
of them comfortable with the poststructuralist skepticism towards the very idea of
‘authenticity”), that performance art was systematically related (or even reduced) to
mediation. This interest in the document brought with it new questions: in which ways do
these documents play their part in historicization, and— as this dissertation proposes—to
what degree do they extend the performance in time for an ever-widening audience? Are they
supplemental to the performance or (financially and aesthetically) necessary or constitutive?
Does this extension lead to new forms of reception, to a re-instantiation of performative
encounters for different audiences and situations? Would this mean that the possibility of
repetition is part of the very idea of performance art, once it is documented or mediated in
any form—or should we be content with these documents as by-products, however
necessary?

Both approaches reveal certain limitations under the pressure of re-performance. How
can the repetition be explained by scholars advocating one-time encounter? And why would
a re-performance—the redoing of the live act—be necessary or interesting if mediation was
the key for understanding performance? It seems obvious that re-performance is both
concerned with presence and historical mediation. What I want to argue is that artists
themselves were aware of the mediating force of the document during the 1960s, even if they
insisted also on the direct encounter between performer and audience (a paradoxical view
only if we consider presence and mediation as mutually exclusive forces). For the purposes

of this dissertation, the most interesting question being posed by contemporary re-

¢ See Sven Liitticken, “An Arena in which to Reenact,” in id. (ed.) Life, Once More. Forms of Reenactment in
Contemporary Art. (Rotterdam: Witte de With Center for Contemporary Art, 2005).

23



performance is the issue of history and memory. How does an art movement ostensibly
resting on the 1960s’ emphasis on embodied “experience” and personal participation in the
socio-political landscape of the US, Europe and Japan (“the personal is political”’) have to be
reconfigured for a later audience in terms of historiography? How do audience and history
imply each other, and how does the document mediate and/or produce this relationship? The
document will surface prominently in the performative interactions I am discussing. I hope to
show how it holds bodily presence in suspension between a document from the past, and a

monument that is constituted in the act of remembering.

EXPORT'’s Genital Panic and Its Re-performances

In my first case study, an ‘action’ by Austrian artist VALIE EXPORT from 1969 that was re-
performed by Marina Abramovi¢ in 2005, I will neither advocate ‘presentness,’ nor attempt
to efface all differences between mediated and unmediated modes of interaction.” Rather, I
will show how ephemeral art practices create more than just one performative situation. We
need to differentiate discrete levels of mediation, without simply favoring one of them a
priori. Even the ‘zero-level’ of the live event is mediated through seeing, hearing, the air that
circulates around the performer, the architectural space, and the audience. Other
instantaneous communication media (visual material, radio, TV, closed-circuit video) can
capture traces and bring them into an uncertain future, introducing performance art to a later
audience as well as inaugurating more elusive forms of social mediation (gossip, hearsay,
legends) and historicizing media (books, art catalogues, lectures, finally re-performances).
What connects all of these modes is a flexible concept of memory (and forgetting), which can

be more or less social or personal, depending on the level of direct involvement: Performance

7 VALIE EXPORT is the artist’s stage name, to be spelled in capital letters.
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is always bound to factors of historizication, reception, and memory of space. Considerations
of medium specificity will not play a prominent role in my discussion—though photographic
practice is important—because labels such as ‘photo-performance,’ or ‘performance for the
camera’ seem to prematurely encapsulate the complexity of the performative action that
unfolds rather than reveal the actual dynamics of the interaction between the piece, its
context, and its audience(s).®

Instead of medium, I will draw upon another set of ‘specificities,” namely reception,
history, and memory. These terms are neither interchangeable nor strictly analogous,
although they fuse at times to play their part in the field of representation. Because of its
centrality to the historical reception of live art, the document will surface in all of these
settings—and with it the question of whether it is self-contained or discursive in its effects,
and to what extent it can reach its own audience. In my reading of re-performance, the body
in public will become legible as a monument to past eventness, participating in the
performative unfolding of the so-called original rather than offering a belated repetition.

First, let me address the construction of presence where it is most emphatically
asserted: For example, in a catalogue text on Marina Abramovi¢, performance scholar
RoseLee Goldberg finds “presence” to be the artist’s “overriding obsession.” Indeed,
Abramovié¢ has been famous since the 1970s for exhausting her own body in often dangerous
performances, some of which have depended on direct audience participation—for example

Rhythm 0, 1974, in which the spectators were asked to use tools, among them knives, a gun

¥ Important to a lesser degree will be the intersection of performance and video art, where the performative
tends to be subsumed under the video document. See Mechtild Widrich, “Stars and Dilettantes: On the Voice in
Video Art,” in Sounding the Subject (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT List Visual Arts Center, 2007).

® RoseLee Goldberg, ‘Here and Now,” In Chrissie Iles (ed.) Marina Abramovié. Objects Performance Video
Sound (Oxford: Museum of Modern Art Oxford, 1995), 11.
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with one bullet, and scissors, on the ‘objectified’ body of the artist, until the performance
ended in disarray.

The implicit tension between objectification and an obsession with personal presence
became explicit in the fall of 2005, when Abramovi¢ staged and re-performed six
performances of the 1960s and 1970s, five of which were initially not her own, together with
a newly created performance, under the title Seven Easy Pieces. Among the chosen pieces
were Joseph Beuys’s 1965 How to Explain Pictures to a Dead Hare, Bruce Nauman’s 1974
Body Pressure, and EXPORT’s Genital Panic."® [Fig.1.6] One could read these re-
enactments along the lines sketched out by Goldberg, arguing that Abramovi¢ replaced the
body of the original performer with her own, painstakingly redoing the action decades after
the fact, in order to overcome (for herself and the audience) the most obvious limitation of
performance art, namely the unavailability of the ‘original’ experience for all those not
present at the earlier event. But things are not so simple. An investigation of the different
relocations and re-emergences of Genital Panic, from its first occurrence in 1969 to
Abramovi¢’s reenactment in the rotunda of the Guggenheim Museum in 2005, will allow me
to interrogate the presumption that the live act provides unmediated access to performance
through the artist’s body.

It is said that, in 1969, VALIE EXPORT went into a cinema in Munich, wearing

jeans with a triangular cutout aimed to reveal the pubic area. Once inside the auditorium, she

19 Originally, Abramovi¢ had the following selection and sequence in mind: Marcel Duchamp, Marcel
Duchamp playing chess with a nude female model (1963), Bruce Nauman, Body Pressure (1974), Vito Acconci,
Seedbed (1972), VALIE EXPORT, Genital Panic (1968 [sic!]), Gina Pane, Self~Portrait(s) (1973), Chris
Burden, Trans-Fixed (1974), and Marina Abramovié, Crossing to the Other Side (2005). Due to copyright
issues and readjustments, the seven evenings were finally scheduled as follows: Bruce Nauman, Body Pressure
(1974), Vito Acconci, Seedbed (1972), VALIE EXPORT, Action Pants: Genital Panic (1969), Gina Pane, The
Conditioning, first action of Self-Portrait(s) (1973), Joseph Beuys, How to Explain Pictures to a Dead Hare
(1965), Marina Abramovic, Lips of Thomas (1975), Marina Abramovi¢, Entering the Other Side (2005). The
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum Archive, New York.
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walked slowly through the rows, with her “crotch and [the audience’s] nose on the same
level.”!! The intention of this “action,” as EXPORT herself described it, was to confront the
voyeuristic male moviegoer with a “real” female body, instead of the mediated one that could
be consumed clandestinely—thus anticipating and inverting Laura Mulvey’s famous 1975
feminist manifesto “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” by several years.'> “People in the
back of the cinema got up and fled the situation, because they were afraid I would come up to
them as well,” EXPORT stated in a recent interview, thereby confirming that the titular
“panic” had in fact taken place and stressing the presence of the real woman as pivotal."?

Let us examine the images associated with VALIE EXPORT’s action more closely.
Two of them became the representatives for Genital Panic in surveys of postwar art
throughout Europe and the United States. Taken in 1969, one photograph shows EXPORT,
with teased hair, seated on a bench outside what looks like a house in rural Austria, with bare
feet, her exposed crotch in the center of the composition, pointing a machine gun in the
general direction of the camera. [Fig.1.7] In the second photograph we see EXPORT inside
the same building, sitting with one leg propped aggressively on the wooden crossbeam of a
second chair, thus emphasizing her pubic area, the gun’s barrel directed at the ceiling.
[Fig.1.8] A third photograph, with EXPORT standing, legs apart, in front of the bench, has

also been published in recent years.'* [Fig.1.9]

! peter Weibel and VALIE EXPORT, Bildkompendium Wiener Aktionismus und Film (Frankfurt am Main;
Kohlkunstverlag, 1970), 290 [My translation].

2 Mulvey describes the use of psychoanalysis in her essay as her “political weapon, demonstrating the way the
unconscious of patriarchal society has structured film form.” Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema,” [delivered as a paper in 1973], Screen 16 (3, 1975), 6-18.

13 VALIE EXPORT, interview by author, audio file, New York, February 19, 2007 [my translation].

' This lesser known photograph of EXPORT standing is published in Roswitha Mueller, VALIE EXPORT.
Fragments of The Imagination (Indiana University Press: Bloomington and Indianapolis, 1994), 18, and in
Hedwig Saxenhuber (ed.), VALIE EXPORT. National Centre for Contemporary Art and Ekaterina Foundation,
Moskow (Vienna/Bolzano: Folio, 2007), 32.
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None of the photographs is a document taken during the reputed performance. None
tries to restage the ostensible setting of the performance. On the contrary, all three focus on
the carefully posed artist, exchanging the cinema in the metropolis for a suburban milieu—in
fact the studio of the photographer, Peter Hassmann, located on the northern outskirts of
Vienna. The compositions resemble publicity posters, while the grainy texture links them to
the mid-twentieth-century tradition of documentary photography. They seem to be a
distillation of the idea of the action rather like film stills, and, given the iconic nature of the
images, it is no surprise that Hassmann had become locally famous at the time for political
advertisements commissioned by the Austrian Socialist Party (SPO)."?

Because the photographs are detached from the supposed location of the original
performance, they raise the question of how we know what took place during the reported
action. This particular case reflects larger issues attendant on any study of live art: how does
one link textual or verbal descriptions of the event, which often circulate in conflicting
versions, with the few documentary images or films that remain? What, in short, does the
picture have to do with the narrative explanation of the event? Accounts of Genital Panic
from the time of its execution do sparsely exist; the first description stems from the 1970
publication Bildkompendium, which EXPORT co-edited, and from which I quoted the initial

description. This is surprising, given the fact that EXPORT received extensive, often

!5 The outdoor photographs were taken in the secluded courtyard of a house in the 22™ district of Vienna, a
venue, which, as I was told, had indeed been used for film screenings by the previous owner. Hassmann used a
Pentax 35mm camera, which explains the grain when blown up to poster size. Peter Hassmann, interview by
author, audio file, Vienna, August 13, 2007.
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outraged press coverage for other actions such as Touch Cinema in 1968.'® EXPORT’s own
extant accounts tend to appear a few years later. Take the following interview from 1979, in
which EXPORT describes the situation in a way that closely follows the photographs in some
respects (supplying a gun) while elaborating on other aspects of the 1969 performance (the
movie theater):
Genital Panic was performed in a Munich theatre that showed pornographic films. I
was dressed in a sweater and pants with the crotch completely cut away. I carried a
machine gun. Between films I told the audience that they had come to this particular
theater to see sexual films. Now, actual genitalia was available, and they could do
anything they wanted to it."”
Twenty years later, however, EXPORT renounced this combative stance, stating: “I never
went in a cinema in which pornographic movies are shown, and NEVER with a gun in my
hand,” a position she confirmed in an interview in February 2007, contradicting her own
1979 description of the event and expressing confusion about the origin of the description of
the theatre as “pornographic.”'® Almost parenthetically, EXPORT remarked that if she had

actually gone into the theater with a gun, “[t]he security would have shot me.”"® The weapon

in the photograph—confirmed by Hassmann to have been an actual firearm—seems unlikely

161 discuss Touch Cinema in depth in Chapter Two. EXPORT performed Touch Cinema as well as
Publikumsauspeitschung (together with Peter Weibel) in Munich on April 15, 1969—not for the first time—
which is well-documented, e.g. in the article “Exhibitionisten an die Front,” in the German journal Der Spiegel
(April 21, 1969), 194; Wolfgang Kudmofsky, “Dem Publikum die Peitsche,” action. Filmzeitschrift, no.. 5
(Mai-June 1969), 21; “Nun ist es genug! Skandal auf der Strasse,” Film 46/47 (November 1969); Fred
Viehbahn, “Neues Trommelfeuer auf alte Konsumenten. Underground explosion wurde fast zur
Nummernrevue,” Kélner Stadtanzeiger (May 5,1969); Peter Hajek, “Tapp, tapp, ein film. Austria Filmmakers
Cooperative in Miinchen beliebt und zu Gast;” Kurier (November 12, 1968), 11; “Zum Angreifen,”
Siiddeutsche Zeitung (November 15, 1968); the Kolner Stadtanzeiger (May 10, 1969); Stern Osterreichausgabe
(18, 1970); Quick (December 11, 1968).

17 «y ALIE EXPORT interviewed by Ruth Askey in Vienna 9/18/79,” High Performance Magazine (Spring
1981), 15.

18 Kristine Stiles, “Corpora Vilia. VALIE EXPORT’s Body,” in VALIE EXPORT. Ob/De+Con(Struction)
(Philadelphia: Moore College of Art and Design, 1999), note 7, and VALIE EXPORT, interview by author.
EXPORT described the theatre as an art cinema. This is consistent with the description in the Guggenheim
catalogue of Abramovi¢’s re-performance of the piece, taken from an interview with EXPORT by Nancy
Spector (October 2005): “the performance took place in an art cinema in Munich, where I was invited with
other filmmakers to show my films.” Marina Abramovi¢, Seven Easy Pieces (Milano: Edizione Charta, 2007),
118.

¥ VALIE EXPORT, interview by author.
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indeed to have been wielded in public, given the politically tense German climate of the time,
with the terrorist Red Army Faction about to launch their first attacks, and particularly in
conservative Bavaria.*’

What are we to make of these multiple revisions, besides the commonplace that art
historians should not trust the oral accounts of artists or interviewers, or, perhaps, should not
trust published narratives claiming to be artists’ oral accounts? Most conspicuous is the
correlation of EXPORT’s 1979 interview with the photo-pieces featuring the machine gun, a
prop that appeared also in Abramovié¢’s re-performance in 2005. If EXPORT could not have
used the gun in public, then is Abramovi¢’s gun an Ergdnzung (addition, or replenishment) to
the 1969 performance, as EXPORT characterized it when asked about Abramovié¢’s re-

enactment??!

Truth and Performative Utterances

I will return to the significance of the machine gun in a moment. First, however, I want to
propose that EXPORT’s 1979 account of her own piece is not simply a true or false
statement; rather we have to consider it an accomplice in the performative production of
meaning. The pornographic cinema, the weapon, in short, her role as the feminist warrior, is
a performance in its own right, detached from the bodily presence of performer and audience

in the “here and now” (ten years later, there and then) of the Munich theatre.?

29 While Hassmann did not remember the details, Hermann Hendrich, photographer of EXPORT’s Body
Configuration series as well as producer of some of her films, recalled that the gun was acquired from Udo
Proksch, businessman and weapon collector, who was later convicted of murder in the course of one of the
greatest insurance frauds in Austria’s history, the shipwreck of the Lucona in 1977. Hermann Hendrich,
interview by author, audio file, Vienna, January 29, 2008 [my translation].

2l VALIE EXPORT, interview by author, ibid.

22 The phrase ‘here and now’ could serve as a talismanic summation of the concerns of early performance
studies; it is also the title of Goldberg’s text on Abramovi¢, who herself uses the phrase (see note 9).
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The interview becomes performative by re-instantiating the earlier performance. The
English verb “to perform,” derived from French perfourir, can either mean to accomplish a
task (as in economic usage), or to carry out a pre-scripted action in public, e.g. in a theatre or
musical play. When British philosopher J.L. Austin introduced the term “performative” into
linguistic philosophy in the 1950s, he attempted to understand the relationship between
speech and actions. It is no coincidence that Austin, who had decoded German messages for
the British government during the war and thus had first hand experience of the force of
words, should become interested in the necessary circumstances in which a spoken word
would constitute an action in real life. In the postwar context, these concerns with actionable
words can almost be seen as the philosophical counterpart for social studies of coercion such
as the obedience experiments by Stanley Milgram at Yale University in New Haven.”

Austin described performative speech in the following manner: “by saying or in saying
something, we are doing something.”** His most famous examples are wedding vows (“I
hereby take you to be my husband”) and the baptism of a ship, that is, utterances that
constitute a change in the social situation because of conventions, often tied to certain rituals
(the rings, the champagne bottle), and not comprehensible outside this context (you need to
be familiar with the idea of baptizing a boat). He initially differentiated this performative
speech from non- performative utterances that are based on the binary relation between
“true” or “false.” Later on however, he complicated this strict distinction and introduced the
terms locutionary (act of saying something), perlocutionary (act through saying something,
i.e. the performative), and illocutionary (act set in motion by saying something, e.g.

convincing someone) in order to suggest that every form of speech contains both

2 Stanley Milgram, Obedience to Authority; An Experimental View (New York: Harper and Row, 1974).
24 J.L. Austin, How to do Things with Words (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1962), 12.
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performative and descriptive parts.’ For my reading, it is important that constitutive and
descriptive statements are not exclusive, as they seldom are in an artistic context that wants
to be both political and narrative, or in which the utterance involves an interaction between
performer and audience.

In this sense, although legally her statements might have been dubious or false (being
unverifiable by witnesses and contradicted by her own later accounts), EXPORT is not
narrating the performance either truthfully or untruthfully, nor are we dealing with a ‘faked’
work of art. On the contrary, EXPORT’s statements in the 1979 interview must be
considered what Austin calls a “happy performative,” namely an utterance being taken for
the action of that which is being uttered, an utterance with concrete consequences in contrast
to a descriptive statement.

One of the requirements that Austin wishes to find in every “happy performative,”
one that works, is “appropriate circumstances,” or a “situation” that makes possible the
concrete consequences of the performative. In this case, the situation encompasses the public
nature of the magazine in which the interview was printed and the willingness of members of
the art world to historicize the event in the reassuring form of the pictures, and also, through
these pictures, to forget that they were not present at the “original” event. These
“circumstances,” however, are not arbitrarily plucked out of an infinite “context,” as Jacques
Derrida argues in his poststructuralist reading of Austin.”® Rather than the concrete

conditions serving as a crutch for stabilizing an infinite and shifting range of performed

2% Austin explains the complexity of the distinction in: J.L. Austin, “Performative-Constative”(translated by
Geoffrey Warnock), in Charles E. Caton (ed.), Philosophy and Ordinary Language (Urbana: University of
Illinois Press, 1963), 22-53. See also Chapter Five.

26 Jacques Derrida, “Signature, Event, Context,” in Margins of Philosophy, translated by Alan Bass (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1982), 322, esp. note 11.
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meanings, we should, with Austin, conceive the utterance and its conditions interacting
without hierarchy in a “total speech act.”’

The total speech act in the case of EXPORT’s Genital Panic ranges from the
seemingly embodied act in 1969, through the 1979 interview (contextualized in its specific
site and through its particular disseminations), up to Abramovi¢’s re-enactment and beyond.
In this sense, the 1979 interview in its mediated condition, as it was received at the time or as
we read it today (for example, through my citation of it here), draws its authority from, but
also itself enacts the belief in, the bodily presence of the artist, which is thus retrospectively
projected back into the event. The interview, along with other re-articulations of the work,
thus creates a new form of audience to which that body is (imaginatively) ‘present,’ a
reading audience. The readers of 1979 could thus connect the event to the photograph,
affirming or even producing a new historical version of the performance ten years after it was
done: an audacious and aggressive act in public.

Is it appropriate to apply Austin’s theory, which is concerned with concrete actions in
everyday life, to the context of artistic practice? Indeed, over the last two decades, the idea of
the performative has been fruitfully extended to relate cultural practice to linguistic usage,
and specifically in the realm of theatre and performance studies. In particular Judith Butler
was crucial to make Austin relevant for cultural studies. She introduced the term

“performativity” to describe the social construction of the individual through the

%7 Austin, How To Do Things With Words, 52.
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performance of gender.”® While the etymologic closeness of the terms might be responsible
for the recent loose application of the term “performative” to describe all kinds of
performance practices, attention to the core idea of “doing through saying” can shed much
light on performance and its documents. For example, in a discussion of Yves Klein’s Saut
dans le vide (Leap into the Void, 1960) and Chris Burden’s Shoot (1971), the American
scholar Philip Auslander has employed speech act theory to provocatively conclude: “The act
of documenting an event as a performance is what constitutes it as such.”* Klein’s
dangerous-looking jump out of the window is a photomontage, while Burden was actually
shot in his arm by a friend, an act artfully recorded through depth of field and long camera
exposure that captures the durational event in one image (showing both shooting and
wounding).*® Is in fact the image the frue performance? Auslander ascribes the performative
content of a live act exclusively to its documentation.

Taking Auslander literally, in our case the contradictions between versions of Genital
Panic would be irrelevant, since the photograph would constitute the performance itself: it
would be of little interest that EXPORT’s photo pieces are not taken at the public
performance, nor that the gun is present in the pictures and then reported in the Munich
action in her 1979 interview but disclaimed in recent publications and statements of the artist.

It would also be of little interest whether the artist ever went into a cinema with her ‘Action

28 See Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist
Theory,” Theatre Journal 49/1 (December 1988), 519-531. See also her books Bodies That Matter. On the
Discursive Limits of "Sex" (New York: Routledge, 1993), and Excitable Speech: a Politics of the Performative
(New York: Routledge, 1997).”For a good overview, see Sybille Krimer (ed.) Performativitiit und Medialitdt,
(Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 2004). In her introduction to this extensive anthology, she distinguishes three concepts
of performativity, which she relates to a historical chronology: “Universalisierende Performativitit;” (Austin’s
“universalizing” concept, which, as Kriimer puts it, shows the “permeability between word and act”),
“Iterabilisierende Performativitit” (based on Derrida’s iterability, and including Judith Butler’s politicization of
Derrida’s reading of Austin) and Korporealisierende Performativitit,” (the use of the concept of performativity
in performance studies). Sybille Kridmer, “Was haben Performativitit und Medialitit miteinander zu tun?” Ibid.
zz Auslander, “The Performativity of Performance Documentation,” 5.

Ibid.
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Pants.” The photographs have all the ingredients of a performative gesture, as we have seen,
and they seem perfectly to illustrate EXPORT’s oral utterance (or verbal performance) of the
piece in the first interview.

And yet, Auslander’s argument rules out the complexity inherent in the tension
between acts and performative documents. He cannot account for what I am interested in,
namely the oscillations between different instances of the performative, oscillations that in
turn reveal the different audiences produced in each instance. Auslander’s disregard for
original context roughly follows Derrida’s expansion and criticism of Austin, stating that—
due to the iterability of linguistic signs—context cannot limit the meaning of these signs.’! In
the end, Auslander’s manifesto works only partially even for his carefully chosen examples
from the early days of performance documentation. The fascinating aspect in the Klein
photomontage is exactly the tension between that which we see and that which might or
might not have happened, i.e. the artist’s play with the idea of performance (of a bold leap)
contrasted with his introduction of doubt about possibly ‘faking’ it, his ironic use of the
image, and his staging of it for an audience through the angle of the camera and the montage
technique. Auslander thus flattens the oscillation between different instances of the
performative as regards their appearance (corporeal or mediated, partially signed, or citation,
or based on conventions, or partially annulling these conventions) and their chronology (the
difference between Klein publishing the montage in his own newspaper / artist publication
Dimanche on November 27, 1960 and the usage of the image today).** I would argue in
contrast that only by minutely historicizing nodes in the performative relay can we disclose

the different, historically specific notions of public art and of the audience they can produce.

31 Derrida, “Signature, Event, Context.”
32 Today, part of the appeal is the well-known “stunt,” the equally well-known fact that assistants held a safety
net, and Klein replacing this “audience” by the indifferent looking man on the bicycle.
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What if we were to find the radicality of performance art precisely in its ability to
bridge bodily presence and its image? American scholar Amelia Jones has phrased this as
follows:

Precisely by using their bodies as primary material, body or performance artists

highlight the ‘representational status’ of such work rather than confirming its

ontological priority. The representational aspects of this work—this ‘play within the
arena of the symbolic,” and, I would add, its dependence on documentation to attain
symbolic status within the realm of culture—expose the impossibility of attaining full
knowledge of the self through bodily proximity.>®
Jones points out that the documentation of performance art plays its role in “enacting the
artist as public figure,” and acknowledges that it is the moment of the performance where
cultural representation, and thus history, begins.>* One could add that history continues to be
built through palimpsests of discourse and image that follow inexorably from this moment—
including critical reviews, interviews and artist’s statements, art historical texts, exhibitions
and catalogue essays and a range of performative enunciations and visual images from the
artist’s documents of the supposed original event to later reproductions of these images and
re-enactments. How can we bind this reception history to the performative force of the
images?

In our particular case, the question of motivation might help us clarify the relationship
between image and event. Why, we must ask, would EXPORT insist on the shock value of
the real in a 1969 Genital Panic ‘action’ and also produce an image of it, only to question the

visual ‘facts’ she thus established in her later reminiscences about the piece? Why does the

gun enter the picture at all, and why does EXPORT then dispute its ‘presence’ in the original

33 Amelia Jones, “’Presence’ in Absentia”, 13; with the phrase “play within the arena of the symbolic,” Jones
cites Kathy O'Dell, Toward a Theory of Performance Art: An Investigation of its Sites (Ph.D. dissertation, City
University of New York, 1992), 43-44. Both O’Dell and Jones draw from Freudian and Lacanian theory for
their discussion of performance art.

3* Amelia Jones, Body Art / Performing the Subject, 6.
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performance in her later statements? If we followed Auslander, we might have to conflate all
the early interviews and images into one ‘constructed’ performance, or else we would have to
declare that various independent performances had taken place due to the multiplicity of
images and references. But in my argument, there is no need to multiply the performance.
These various and contradictory words and images all point to one historical event, however
ambiguously or inconsistently they correspond as factual documents. They clearly speak as
performative relays. The shifts they represent are after all shifts in reception and in the
history of the piece. What if we pay attention to the changes in context instead of declaring
the expendability of that frame?
The historicity of the performative is indeed familiar to performance studies: Judith

Butler has politicized the notion of Derrida’s performative iterability in her book Gender
Trouble (1990) by contending that the performative constitution of gender is enacted through
constant repetition. Instabilities always remain, leaving room for subverting the original
meaning of a linguistic sign, as in her example of gay appropriations of the word “queer.”’
Whenever the utterance is repeated, it brings about a change in the context, thus changing the
utterance itself, which partially entails the history of its meaning, and at the same time
partially changes its connotations and political relevance.

EXPORT, I want to claim, needed to alter the set-up of the action for the photographs
in order to achieve a functioning performative action in itself. The photographs in fact

circulate under a slightly different title, namely Aktionshose: Genitalpanik (Action Pants:

Genital Panic), instead of the mere Genitalpanik of the performance, as if EXPORT were

35 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble. Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990). Judith
Butler will ultimately also bring in 