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In recent decades, the visual arts have witnessed an unprecedented
development of performative practices. This has brought about both
a heated academic and institutional debate about the notion of perfor-
mance and the phenomenon of performativity — in relation both to ways
of presenting performance in the exhibition space and to the problem of
creating museum collections made up of performance works.

The issue of how to collect performance is at the heart of this
publication. Another important question the authors of the study ad-
dress and aim to answer is why museums should collect performance.

What is the content of the book?

The publication Performing Collections, compiled in three parts, brings
together the results of the many years of research work of the collec-
tion curators and performance scholars associated with the museum
confederation L’Internationale.

The first part of the book contains introductory texts on the
subject of collecting contemporary performance, written from a broad
research perspective, situating the phenomenon in a historical context,
in relation to a museum genealogy, and also situating it at the interface
of other disciplines such as theatre, the performing arts, contemporary
choreography, anthropology and film. This section of the book presents
a variety of research perspectives spanning diverse geographical
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areas. Although the publication aims at diversity, it does not aspire

to global mapping of collecting practices, constituting rather a pres-
entation of specific interests and research practices within the area of
confederation.

The second part of the publication includes case studies result-
ing from the long-term museological research conducted on contem-
porary collections within the confederation L’Internationale. The selec-
tion of case studies was based on interviews with artists and the heat-
ed discussions and encounters that took place, among others, during a
symposium organised in 2019 in Istanbul in relation to collecting perfor-
mance by our partner institution SALT.

The research criteria for the case studies are the diversity and
complexity of the individual practices, which in extreme cases make it
impossible to include them in collections on a traditional basis. The aim
of the research was not only to analyse specific performances but also
to look at how it is possible to incorporate selected works into muse-
um resources respecting their contextuality, complexity and need for
activation, which frequently refer to the notion of a specific body as a
repository of memory. Some artists have left clear instructions for han-
dling the work, and, in some cases, expert knowledge is needed to cre-
ate an appropriate protocol. The information gathered in relation to
these specifics provided some important clues as to how our working
method could evolve.

The third part of the publication — Glossary of Terms —is an at-
tempt to provide a handy reference list of interesting phenomena and
terms describing the methodology of working on archives and collec-
tions of performative works cited in specific case studies. Here, the au-
thors look at general cultural phenomena and philosophical concepts
such as Modernisation or Ideology, or selected terms describing indi-
vidual artistic practices such as the Breathing Archive, Anatolian Kitsch
or Prototype. The definitions collected in the Glossary of Terms make
up a handy go-to source to help map publications in terms of language.
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Indeed, one of the major conclusions of this publication is that there is
an evident need for a new language and adequate way of describing
performative practices that continually elude traditional strategies of
collecting and preserving artworks.

When did it all start?

One important reference point for Performing Collections is the tem-
poral caesura of the 1990s. The decade of the 1990s and the beginning
of the twentieth century in the visual arts are variously described by
scholars of the subject as: the performative turn (after Bishop 2019),
the relational turn (after Bourriaud 2002) or the experiential turn
(after Hantelmann 2014). Whatever the terminology, this was a form-
ative watershed for performative practices, which influenced their
contemporary development in the visual arts. The philosopher Boris
Groys explicitly refers to this phenomenon as the theatricalisation of
the exhibition space:

Nowadays, one speaks time and again about the theatralization
of the museum. Indeed, in our time people come to exhibition
openings in the same way as they went to opera and theatre
premieres in the past. This theatralization of the museum is of-
ten criticised because it might be seen as a sign of the muse-
um’s involvement in the contemporary entertainment industry.
However, there is a crucial difference between the installation
space and the theatrical space. In the theatre, spectators remain
in an outside position vis-a-vis the stage, but in the museum,
they enter the stage and find themselves inside the spectacle.
Thus, the contemporary museum realises the modernist dream
that the theatre itself was never able to fully realise — of a thea-
tre in which there is no clear boundary between the stage and
the space of the audience. (Groys 2013)
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A significant event at the turn of the 1990s was the arrival of
contemporary choreography and conceptual dance in the space of in-
stitutional art. Let us remember that the development of new artis-
tic practices was a natural consequence of the transformations taking
place in the decades preceding the 1990s, where the notions of art-
work, exhibition space and the audience had been systematically rede-
fined. These processes ultimately led to the hybridisation of forms, the
phenomenon of the post-medium condition in the visual arts (Krauss
1999) and the proliferation of practices opening up art institutions to
the phenomenon of performativity. Performance researcher, philoso-
pher and playwright Bojana Kunst, in her talk “What Does It Mean To
Have Performance In The Collection?”’, draws attention to the highly
significant phenomenon of internationalism, which, after the fall of the
Berlin Wall, redefined the ways in which performance practices were
produced and exchanged in the context of the broadly conceived East
and West. Kunst writes:

Suddenly there is a ‘discovery’ of different ‘contemporary histo-
ries’in Europe. The rise of co-production platforms, networks,
co-production festivals and the internationalisation of perfor-
mance production in general are related to this widening of
common European cultural space, and to the flows of capital
through which the models of European cultural production have
also changed considerably.

Performance and Performativity
Performativity itself extends the notion of performance. It is a fea-
ture that stimulates a response and can be attributed to an object or

phenomenon regardless of whether it is actually a performance. As
Dorothea von Hantelmann writes in her essay on the experiential turn:
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To speak about the performative in relation to art is not about
defining a new class of artworks. Rather, it involves outlining a
specific level of the production of meaning that basically exists
in every artwork, although it is not always consciously shaped
or dealt with, namely, its reality-producing dimension. In this
sense, a specific methodological orientation goes along with the
performative, creating a different perspective on what produc-
es meaning in an artwork. What the notion of the performative
puts in perspective is the contingent and elusive realm of impact
and effect that art brings about both situationally - that is, in a
given spatial and discursive context — and relationally, that is, as
regards the viewer or the public. It recognizes the productive,
reality-producing dimension of artworks and brings them into
the discourse. Consequently, we can ask: What kind of situation
does an artwork produce? How does it situate its viewers? What
kind of values, conventions, ideologies, and meanings are in-
scribed into this situation? (Hantelmann 2014)

From this perspective, then, what seems important is not so
much the artwork itself, but the context in which it was created and
the reactions it evoked when activated. In Amelia Jones’ take, the con-
cept of performativity also contributes to the openness of the inter-
pretation of an artwork understood as a process. Performativity ena-
bles the reinterpretation and revision of discourses, artistic practices
and artworks. A critical strategy developed through multiple readings
of a single work introduces into contemporary art discourse the phe-
nomena of ambivalence, confusion and subversion and a non-norma-
tive interpretation of artworks, collections and archives (Jones 1999).
Performativity can also be understood directly as a curatorial method
and as a concept capable of introducing specific research threads into
museum curatorial work.
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The use of the term ‘performance’ in the book is itself ambigu-
ous and multidimensional, consistently reflecting the fluid nature of the
phenomenon. It reflects an attempt to understand performance from a
transdisciplinary perspective — at the intersection of the performing arts,
theatre, literature, film and anthropology. The authors of the individual
texts, often coming from different disciplines in the humanities, refer to
various genealogies of performance, as well as to various historical ap-
proaches to the topic. Bojana Kunst speaks of performance as a process,
and the ‘work of many’, something that ‘belongs to the many’.

When | talk about performance, | refer to the whole series of
practices, collective and collaborative methods, economies and
dispositive of rehearsals, production modes, contextualisations
and disseminations of performance, to the whole biospheres of
working, which constitute the event of the performance. In this
way, performance lingers in-between all this — embodied work,
rehearsals, economies of collaboration and working methods,
dramaturgical framing and economies of dissemination. At the
same time, performance is entangled with reception; it belongs
to the scene, and performance is also a situation.

Contextuality

The publication Performing Collections is intended to broaden the re-
search field on the phenomenon of collecting performance while de-
veloping the language of discourse with which we can describe new
phenomena in art that do not fit the traditional definition of a museum.
Boris Groys writes critically about the traditional museum as a kind of
time capsule:

Traditionally, the main occupation of art was to resist the flow
of time. Public art museums and big private art collections were
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created to select certain objects - the artworks, take them out
of private and public use, and therefore immunise them against
the destructive force of time. Thus, our art museums became
huge garbage cans of history in which things were kept and ex-
hibited that had no use anymore in real life: sacral images of
past religions or status objects of past lifestyles. (Groys 2013)

The work on the book has revealed the dispersion and lack of
systematic museum research about the phenomenon of collecting per-
formance. Many performance works that are part of the collections of
institutions affiliated with L’Internationale have an extremely complex
history, often waiting to be newly qualified, described and supplement-
ed by additional documentation and interviews with artists and wit-
nesses. In a restrictive and non-inclusive collecting policy, there is of-
ten a lack of openness and the goodwill to include performative works
in collections, as their ephemeral nature often escapes the logic of a
museum.

The most heated debate around performance collecting began
when Western art institutions that have collections became aware of
the deficiencies that exist in historical collections. The consistent ex-
clusion of performance works from collections or their inclusion in an
incomplete form led to the phenomenon of incompleteness. Museum
collections also have to deal with institutional constraints in the context
of collecting art that requires a different kind of work, care and atten-
tion. Moreover, performative works are not easily ‘isolated’ from their
environment and context; they are often socially and politically linked
to specific communities and places. The question of the contextuality
and site-specific nature of performance is fundamental to understand-
ing performative work. The issue of performance linked to a specific
body or group of bodies, to a specific time, place or situation appears
in virtually all the texts cited in this publication. The choreographer and
visual artist La Ribot in a conversation titled “Collecting Dance”
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describes her experience of working in white cube and black box spac-
es, drawing attention to the complex concept of the ‘roaming con-
text’ and the body as archive. La Ribot refers to the idea of the ‘original
body’ being equivalent to the primary form. One answer to the ques-
tion of why institutions should collect performance is therefore a ques-
tion of enriching the collection with context, which enhances the sense
of community that plays a key role in understanding the role of the con-
temporary museum.

Breathing and Oxygenation or the Metabolism of the Contemporary
Collection

In describing her artistic practice and vision of the institution of the fu-
ture, visual artist Otobong Nkanga repeatedly talks about the idea of
oxygenating collections and the breathing archive. Clémentine Deliss
proposes a vision of a metabolic museum finding its continuation in the
latest Metabolic Museum-University project. The researcher draws at-
tention to the energetic potential of the museum as an institution in
process, producing new taxonomies, engaged in processes of decoloni-
sation, constantly in dialogue with artists and professionals from differ-
ent disciplines.

Bojana Kunst also links performative practices to decolonising
strategies.

Many discussions today concern the role of the museums in the
history of imperial plunder. Ariella Azoulay writes how museums
are part of the construction of imperial citizenship, where pres-
ervation of the past is part of the vast enterprise of destruction
conducted at the expense of the destroyed world. In the pro-
cess of preservation, the past consists of discrete documents
and objects, and this methodology of separation and extrac-
tion is one of the imperial operations of power executed over
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the objects belonging to the living world. That the museum is
now open to being a space of live performances can also be ap-
proached from this perspective — with how art institutions in the
West themselves confront their own past, with their own entan-
glement in violent history. Every collection is embroiled in a mul-
tiplicity of living worlds. From this perspective, the arrival of the
performance (and the body) in the museum can challenge the
institution’s isolation from the living world and dedicate itself
rather to the entanglements of living kinship and genealogies,
to embodied experiences and poetics of communities, to invis-
ible and contradictory histories. Otherwise, it is only another
continuation of imperial methods.

Collecting is more than just a way of transmitting knowledge; it
is also a strategy for recording history. The common perception is that
practices excluded from museum collections and archives are doomed
to be erased. The collecting of performance brings new qualities to mu-
seum practices in the same way that it transforms institutions’ artistic
programmes by placing emphasis on the relationship with the audience
and educational processes; in doing so, it develops imagination, draw-
ing on experience (situated knowledge) and encouraging empathy as
well as enhancing democratisation.

Contemporary museums are at an inflection point of transfor-
mation. From a static model focused on the preservation and conser-
vation of individual objects, often carefully isolated from their context,
they are having to transform themselves into performing institutions,
nurturing an extended relationship with their audiences and surround-
ings. Technological developments combined with the digitisation of
collections have brought further changes in the museum paradigm.
The way in which the collective body — the audience, the artists and the
performers — functions in the space of the technologised museum has
changed. The new type of institution requires a different engagement
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from all these participants and compels a different economy of work
and production.

Naturally, in a changing institution, the approach to collecting
must also change, which involves a different understanding of the con-
cept of ownership, the role of documentation, digitisation processes
and conservation processes in general.

In the context of this new type of institution, Bojana Kunst asks:

What labour is needed to have a performance collection? Should
we - besides the restorers — also employ performers? How do
we transport a performance collection? Should we develop kin-
ships between different biospheres and scenes where the works
are shared? How to keep performance alive as a relational field,
not as a nostalgic repetition? All these questions we can also

ask about objects, and that is why a performance collection is
so interesting. And how to keep these collections in such a way
that they would belong to all, and would continuously change

in order not to succumb to exclusionary authorship? Especially if
we keep in mind that the performance is a process and work of
many; it belongs to the many.

Where Is the Work, or a New Working Methodology?

In times of transformation, a fundamental question remains to be
solved: how to archive the processes and oxygenate the works, bearing
in mind that there is never a single objective history.

What form should a new methodology for working on a collec-
tion of performative works take? The case studies described in the pub-
lication Performing Collections propose different approaches to the sub-
ject, suggesting several systemic solutions.

It is certainly not possible to create a single standardised proto-
col of conduct; nevertheless, collaboration with artists and witnesses
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of events is crucial to the development of the final shape of the work,
which in some cases requires activation and work with the audience.
From a museological point of view, the case of re-performing
historical material is fascinating. In some cases, however, where the
historical process and context determined the form of the work, a sim-
ple digitised form feels like the best fit for archival material. Examples
of this are the phenomena described in the essays “Fragments of a Co-
Op Festival” by Amira Akbiyikoglu and “OHO - Between the Magic of
Digitisation and Financial Literacy” by Igor Spanjol. In this context, it
becomes crucial to include in the archive the oral accounts of witness-
es and to develop the broadest possible context for the phenomenon.
What these cases have in common is the notion of collective work, of-
ten with the whole community involved in the creative process. In the
context of the 1990s, one concept frequently mentioned is the notion
of the laboratory, developed by the artist Maria Teresa Hincapié, whose
complex case is described in Claudia Segura’s essay: “(Dis)Appearing
Without a Trace: A Case Study of Maria Teresa Hincapié”. The ques-
tion arises whether it is possible to create a laboratory within an archi-
val space. Hincapié did not think that her works could be re-performed
by other bodies, but inspired by the practice of Jerzy Grotowski, she
dreamt of a laboratory and a place for the exchange of knowledge.
Myriam Rubio, in her essay “What a Museum Can (Not) Do: Welcome
to the Circo Interior Bruto”, also invokes the concept of the collective
work and the laboratory, which at times becomes an attempt to de-
scribe a performative work that is by its nature a non-material, ephem-
eral process. José A. Sanchez, in “Variation on the Unaccounted: A
Triptych, by Mapa Teatro”, attempts to create a museum protocol
which could be employed to reproduce the works of the Bogota-based
theatre group Mapa Teatro. Here, the author raises the important
theme of re-performing the work in different forms outside the histor-
ical and social context related to themes of violence and trauma. The
essays “Some Things Last a Long Time ...” by Zofia Czartoryska and
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“Transfer of Responsibility and Knowledge” by Chantal Kleinmeulman
bring in the concept of the prop, the actor-object, the non-human per-
former. In turn, Joanna Rajkowska’s sculpture of a palm tree in the pub-
lic space of Warsaw can be considered an active object that is the sub-
ject of many spontaneous actions in the urban space. Here, the public

- or rather the users of the urban space - play a crucial role in the crea-
tion of the performance and the archive itself. The way that the object is
used can, however, sometimes go against the recommendations of the
conservator, as is the case with the installation 1. Werksatz (1963-69) by
Franz Erhard Walther, described by Kleinmeulman. The artist even pro-
duced a ‘storage form’ of the artwork, although in its original form, it
was activated by the public. In this case, with the involvement of a num-
ber of skilled professionals, it was possible to create a prop that allows
the work to be activated without risking damage. The author of the
text emphasises the important role of museum educators in the pro-
cess. The transfer of knowledge from body to body seems to be one of
the essential practices in the process of collecting performance and be-
comes a prerequisite for keeping a performance work alive. For these
purposes, Otobong Nkanga has developed the concept of the breath-
ing archive. The artist considers orality and body memory necessary
conditions for the existence of an artwork. Through ‘oxygenation’, the
exchange of bodies, histories and knowledge, the artwork can come
into being in the museum collection.

This kind of fluidity makes it possible to maintain a link between
past and present. Oral transmission, which is an essential part of the
whole process, is also a form of ‘preservation’ of the work. One cannot
overestimate here the role of fiction, the transmission of a witness to
an event. Persis Bekkering, in her ficto-critical essay “How to Describe
What a Mirror Looks Like? On Ria Pacquee’s Madame and It”, describes
the case of the performer Ria Pacquee building a singular relationship
between witness accounts (often documenting her performances), fic-
tion and documentation. Another important issue addressed in many
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of the texts published in the book is the question of disappearance,
documentation and visual translation, i.e. the transcription of the per-
formative act into a photographic, film or installation record. The col-
lected case studies form an unusually complex picture that helps in
understanding the nature of collections consisting of performances.
Nevertheless, it is not possible to create serious performance art collec-
tions without institutional changes.

Conclusions

The traditional, static model of the Western museum reproduces co-
lonial strategies of isolating and preserving objects. Performances are
alive. They combine the local and the geographically distant. They have
intimacy and emotion, and are sensitive to temperature and time of
day, but in a very different way to traditional art objects. How can a mu-
seum go about collecting such sensitive, ephemeral works?

Who will be responsible for the hierarchy of such a living,
time-changing collection and how can it stand the test of time? A new
type of ‘breathing’ institution needs to develop an entirely new meth-
odology based on the concept of embodied knowledge - involving an
understanding of the power of the performative work. It is impera-
tive to engage with places and people, caring practices and indigenous
knowledge based on oral transmissions. In this context, an education-
al and mediating role is also essential, while maintaining the continuity
of research. The fluidity and evolution of the performative work must
be contrasted with the staid solemnity of the traditional collection.
The book Performing Collections not only provides guidance on how to
handle living works, it also hints at what form the art institution should
take in the future.
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A Conversation between
Joanna Zielifiska and Bojana Kunst



Joanna Zieliriska: How did performance change in the 1990s and what
influenced the emergence of new performative forms, and the trans-
formation of performance into more nomadic forms?

Bojana Kunst: There is no coincidence that we are starting this
talk about the transformation of performance into a more no-
madic form at the beginning of the 1990s. | would like to con-
nect this to the specific historical conditions around the fall of
the Berlin Wall, more precisely with the end of communism,
which strongly influenced the development of European cul-
tural politics in the 1990s. At the same time, this opening to the
‘East’ is expanding the processes that started already in the
late 1980s when southern Europe joined the European Union,
like Portugal and Spain (1986), which together with the Flemish
wave influenced the development of the performance scene in
Europe - suddenly there is a ‘discovery’ of different ‘contempo-
rary histories’ in Europe. The rise of co-production platforms,
networks, co-production festivals and the internationalisation
of performance production in general are related to this wid-
ening of common European cultural space, and to the flows

of capital through which the models of European cultural pro-
duction also changed considerably. | remember an anecdote
from André Lepecki, who was at that time a dramaturge of Vera
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Mantero, a choreographer from Portugal. Somewhere at the
beginning of the 1990s, a consortium of three European produc-
ers approached Mantero about making a group piece and asked
her to work with a dramaturge from the north. ‘Why do | need

a dramaturge and why should she or he be from the north of
Europe?,” Mantero asked them (deLahunta 2000). This anecdote
tells us not only about the heightened need for mediation which
influenced the establishment of the dramaturge and later also
curator in performance, but also about a complex political and
economic dimension of privilege of knowledge which goes to-
gether with the development of new forms of production and in-
ternationalisation, as well as with the new flows of capital in the
European Union. The dramaturge from the north (we can also
say from the west) stood there as a kind of ‘guarantee’ for a suc-
cessful production, for a fruitful entrance into the market from
the outskirts of Europe, and maybe also to be a guarantee that
the work will not be a delayed repetition of work already seen

in the ‘progressive west’, that it will receive proper contextual-
isation and that there will be a cultural value added to the com-
mon social market — a guarantee for the work becoming public
in an international sense. However, this anecdote also expresses
some real difficulties and complexities of the mediation at that
time, where the joy of discovery of the European East was fast
replaced with the disappointment of déja-vu, or the lack of the
contemporaneity of the works. Nomadic internationalisation of
performance has had ambivalent consequences: on one side, it
has opened the potential for the new forms of production, more
possibility for intercultural exchange, influencing the democra-
tisation and opening of performance practices, and in this sense
contributed to the experimental character of many works. But,
on the other side, there was a problem of recognising different
histories and values, and very little understanding of the speci-
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ficity of questions and localities where and how the performanc-
es were made. This was by example also part of discussions in
the IETM (International Network for Contemporary Performing
Arts), which was an important co-production network at that
time, but laden with cultural prejudices about others, with mis-
understandings and yearnings for the discovery of the new. I'm
speaking especially about the first half of the 1990s, which were
also strongly marked with the war in the former Yugoslavia.

In the 1990s, more elaborate and numerous co-produc-
tion networks among European theatres started to form, but
interestingly, only a few authors stayed with this common mar-
ket when initial interest in the East faded, and it seems that the
cultural field is still marked by the misunderstandings of what is
going on in between Western and Eastern Europe. The develop-
ments in European cultural politics were supporting the creation
of many different networks, which were not seen only as pos-
sibilities for production but also as discursive and even political
platforms sometimes. But this internationalisation also brought
a specific professionalisation to the production modes. All the
organisations developed the same modes of production and dis-
tribution of the performance they had to further professional-
ise themselves, and only in this way could they be eligible for EU
monetary support and be part of the flow of cultural exchange;
they had to succumb to the same model of management.
Mladen Stilinovi¢ addressed this in his distinctive way in his well-
known text from 1992 ‘In Praise of Laziness’, where he claims
that art in the West cannot exist because artists from the West
are not lazy. The artists on the East, he writes, could be lazy be-
cause the whole system of insignificant factors did not exist,
they had time to do their art, and on the other side the artists
from the West are rather producers of something. This provoca-
tive text discloses all the symptoms of the situation, with which
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we are also confronted today: precarity of production, contin-
uous acceleration and nomadism, the culture of creating pro-
jects. At the same time, it is provocatively re-affirming a rich his-
tory of collaboration and making of art in the East, which was
not the focus in the 1990s, because the desires and promises of
new economies were much stronger.

JZ: How did the idea of internationalisation and the idea of work-in-
progress actually change performative strategies? Do you think it in-
fluenced the nature of performances and somehow challenged the
idea of staged performance and different production modes? Maybe
some performances have become less connected to the body of the

artist?

BK: | think it had a strong influence, which, however, was only
detected in reverse, but also sometimes reflected inside the
performances (for example, the performance of Sasa Asentic:
My Private Bio-politics from 2011). I’'m speaking here especially
about the independent production of performances, which is
made as part of the non-governmental sector and is econom-
ically dependent on public subsidies and international co-pro-
duction budgets (cultural networks, foundations, etc.). What

is interesting for me is how this embrace of democratisation

in performance, experimentation and plurality of working pro-
cesses, paradoxically goes hand in hand with specific economic
forms of production, which in opposition to the openness of ar-
tistic form are more and more becoming similar. The common
feeling of everything is possible (in relation of experimentation
and working process), which was the feeling at the start of the
1990s, was at the end of the decade already transformed into
the preparation of project applications, organised through eco-
nomic parameters, but still somehow paradoxically hiding the
promise of the future, attracting young players on the field to
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compete for a public money. At the same time, internationalisa-
tion demanded a specific mode of production, where the econ-
omy (the budget) is conditioning its internationalisation, how
the work is done and circulated. | remember a joke among col-
leagues about solo works in dance, that solos are a perfect form
of dance because they are cheap to tour and can be shared on
the international market. But it is true, the most nomadic are
the smaller works, which are easier to tour and present; they are
suited to the festival form, but this on the other side again con-
tributes to the neoliberal understanding of freedom, which is
mostly individualised and atomised, circulating around examples
and repetitions of the self. So, in a way, new flows of money
and economy of production, which came as part of international
production, were not only offering possibilities for internation-
alisation and exchange, but also limiting the very possibilities of
performance. BADco., for example, is a performance collective
from Zagreb, who was very aware of the paradoxes of such a
performance economy, insisting on the collective structure of
performance, which was always developed with the dense and
engaged relation to the locality of the space.’ Another system is
a network of residencies, through which the artists and some-
times groups (but not so often) could work in different environ-
ments, even co-produce the performance through the network
of residencies. This has many positive sides: the artists can be

in constant exchange, work internationally; but on the other
side, it gives priority to the nomadic life and travel, which can
fast become an economic form of survival, especially with rising
precarity among artists and the difficulties in continuing their
practice, not to mention how at the same time the whole field
became very unsustainable in the ecological sense. In a way, in-
ternationalisation even strengthens the border between smaller
non-governmental organisations and institutionally strong the-
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atres (like national institutions, big theatre companies), which
are still working inside the framework of state representation or
gestures of state or private capital supporting international ex-
change. I’'m not sure if the performances are less connected to
the body of the artists; | would say quite the opposite happened.
Nowadays dance performances are the most numerous inside
the flow of nomadic internationalisation. At the same time, of-
ten, the body of the performance worker becomes the body of a
nomadic and precarious labourer behind the practice, an invisible
working and labouring force of production, dissemination, appli-
cation and showing, a body which has to master many appear-
ances and due to the demands of its economy, a lonely body,
rarely as a collective body. Not to mention that this kind of pro-
duction is unsustainable and privileges mostly able bodies.

JZ: The idea of nomadic performance is not so much connected to the
exhibition space and institutional programming, but to the format

of festivals, and is also embedded in the tradition of performance art
from the 1960s and 1970s, if we are talking about solo performances
which rely strongly on the body of a performance artist. So, | wanted
to ask you how this transformed into something which was more con-
nected to the exhibition space and durational performances happen-
ing inside of the institutions?

3

BK: The first approach to this question would maybe to go back
to dance performances and the way in which they entered in-
stitutions, which was very widely discussed in the last decade.
Besides many theoretical questions, which are also circulating
around performativity of the exhibition space, the status of the
museum as a place of live encounter, the intermediality which
challenges the established forms of presentation and the dura-
tion and temporality of the museum, there was also something
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Aydin Teker, aKabi, 2008. Courtesy of Levent Oget
and Something Great
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else at work, which is related to the production and economy of
those performances. Let’s say some of these works overcome
the solo condition exactly with their entrance to the museum -
with this they became the work of many, almost a serial inter-
connected work which is only possible through the relations be-
tween different histories and practices. I’m thinking here about
Boris Charmatz work of 20 Dancers for the 20th Century and his
whole speculative proposal about the dance museum, Xavier Le
Roy’s Retrospective , but also about the work of Mateja Bucar,
Keith Hennessy, or Okwumi Okwapasili; all these works entered
the museum as a space of discovering series of genealogies and
interconnections. These genealogies and interconnections are
conditions of the live event, reconnecting the specific histories
and expressions (like in the case of dance performances), and
destabilising the very meanings of histories and continuations
around which specific institutions were organised and estab-
lished (like decolonial works, parallel narrations). This is a differ-
ent situation than from the 1960s and 1970s, when the question
of the artist’s body in performance art was destabilising the re-
lationship between object and subject, but not unsettling the
social, economic and political relations outside the institution
itself. This can be well seen in the gradual disempowerment of
institutional critique and museums’ capitalisation of it. It is of
course difficult to say how this will develop and for sure it is a
danger that the performance in the museum will only strength-
en the capitalisation of its liveness, but | have some hope here.
It is impossible to overlook the reality of bodies today, immense
inequalities and dispossession of bodies, the way in which bod-
ies stand for other bodies, how they are entangled with others
in their vulnerability.

But there is also another answer to your question and
has something to do with the 1990s and with the fact that we
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started this talk with the discussion about the East and West.
Speaking from the perspective of the former East, the shift
happens throughout the 1990s, which brought institutions
from visual art and performance practices in proximity, since
they were both resisting and fighting the danger of the erasure
of the ‘Eastern’ histories of contemporary art forms and move-
ments, fighting against their de-politicisation, de-contextual-
isation and division from the social and economic context and
material conditions. In a way, the historicisation of your own
practice, the interconnectedness of your own practice with the
practice of others, became an important artistic and theoret-
ical practice in visual art institutions, but also in performanc-
es, and this happened approximately at the same time. This
was for example the focus of many performance magazines

in ex-Yugoslavian space (Maska, Frakcija, Teorija koja hoda),

but also visual art institutions, like key exhibitions of Zdenka
Badovinac in Moderna galerija in Ljubljana (“Body and the East,”
“Seven Sins,” “Interrupted Histories”). The institutions in the
visual art field and performances (done mostly in the non-gov-
ernmental sector) in that way developed around the same po-
litical urgency and interest, which was the resistance towards
oblivion and erasure, and politicisation of memory; they were
actually doing the work of decolonisation. They were exhibiting,
producing works and establishing discursive platforms to chal-
lenge the ideologically problematic transition to capitalism, wild
privatisation and erasure of the varieties of emancipatory past
in these environments. At the same time, they detected how
the acceleration and generalisation of the mode of production
erased established collaborative forms, modes of work and la-
bouring practices of collectivity, collaboration and communal
work. | think that what brought them together was an articula-
tion of a political interest, which resisted a simple understanding
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of their contemporaneity and demanded re-politicisation of
their past. This opens the space for the more radical experimen-
tation with the aesthetic forms but also with the institutional
contexts of showing, staging and exhibiting.

| can finish this answer with a concrete example. Rok
Vevar, Slovenian performance theoretician and dance histori-
an, collected for more than a decade the documents from the
history of Slovenian contemporary dance and created an im-
mense archive in his living room, collecting for many years an
archive of practices, which would otherwise disappear. His ar-
chive found its home in +MSUM (Museum of Contemporary
Art Metelkova) in 2018 (and not in SLOGI, Slovenian Theatre
Institute — Museum, which would be at the first sight more suit-
able in this case).> This is not coincidence, but an expression of
the common political interest for the emancipatory and living
politics of memory, working inside networks of genealogies
and alliances. One such alliance is by example the next project
of this collection, the establishment of the Balkan digital dance
base under the umbrella of Nomad Dance Academy. But a room
with the dance collection in the museum is also a kind of dura-
tional performance; it is to be seen in the future how it will be
used as space for experimentation, contributing to the possibili-
ty of a different approach to the collection in general.

JZ: 1 looked into the collections of different museums, through our
LInternationale network, and | find out that these collections don’t re-
ally represent the history of performance, especially if we are thinking
about more experimental ways of collecting performance - not only
by means of photography and video documentation. You can barely
find any examples in the major collections in Europe of what | would
call relevant examples of what we‘re talking about right now: the
1990s transformation, and how performance became institutionalised
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Rok Vevar, the Temporary Slovene Dance
Archive, 2012. Courtesy of Moderna galerija,
Ljubljana, Dejan Habicht
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Rok Vevar, the Temporary Slovene Dance
Archive, 2012. Courtesy of Moderna galerija,
Ljubljana, Dejan Habicht
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in the 2000s. So, | would be curious to know your take on the idea of
collecting performance. How to collect ephemeral art and, moreover,
how to include it in the museum collection?

L0

BZ: Maybe we have to first start with the question of what do
we mean when we talk about performance, and then go to the
practice of collecting. When | speak about it, | don’t necessari-
ly link it to the genealogy of performance art, where questions
of documentation were part of it from its start, and in an inter-
esting way unsettled the relationships between the very act
and its repetition; this would be one line of discussion, which

is in already elaborated in visual arts. When | talk about perfor-
mance, | refer to the whole series of practices, collective and
collaborative methods, economies and dispositive of rehears-
als, production modes, contextualisations and disseminations of
performance, to the whole biospheres of working, which consti-
tute the event of the performance. In this way, performance is
lingering in-between all this — embodied work, rehearsals, econ-
omies of collaboration and working methods, dramaturgical
framing and economies of dissemination. At the same time, per-
formance is entangled with reception, it belongs to the scene,
and performance is also a situation. Why is this distinction im-
portant? | don’t want to say that there are not a lot of similari-
ties and crossings between visual art genealogy of performance
art and performance. But this observation helps us to link per-
formance to the specific labouring practices and experiences,
to the set of economies and dispositives, which can have a dif-
ferent articulation and different materiality from the live event
in visual art. Intermediality is not so much an aesthetic question,
but the transition and mutual influence of working processes
and practices of collaboration, which is also changing the way in
which the institutional environment is organised.
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So, the ephemerality of performance is paradoxical; per-
formance is ephemeral because it is embodied and material,
because it is made as series of alliances and relationalities with
the human and more than human agents, and collecting has to
somehow be prepared to dive into these entanglements, not to
be satisfied with the enlistment and preservation of that what
stays after the event. What stays afterwards is namely often
framed with the institutional power of visibility. Performance is
a particular situation (together with the audience), entangled
with the specific environment, which spills over such visibility.
Much more interesting is what stays in opacity, half or non-visi-
ble, as a rumour or noise, silent, obscure, sticky. Here, different
methods coming from the performance process can be very
helpful: from imagination, speculation, collective re-articulation,
collective narration, practices of embodiment, bodily archives,
collective repetition, etc.

When the dance performance entered the museum and
became part of the exhibition, this was not just any dance. It
was a dance performance which was unsettling its own proce-
dures of making and its own media specificity, changing its ways
of collaborating, producing and working. At the same time,
when a museum is becoming a space of performance, this un-
settles its own economic, labouring and working procedures,
unsettling the very procedures of how it is producing value and
how it belongs to the environment. Only from this perspective,
does the question about the collection of performance become
interesting, not only because it questions the very notion of
the collection, but also because it changes the procedures and
modes of working, shifting its practices of making a collection.

JZ: We should also mention that digitisation has become an important
phenomenon in the 1990s.
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BK: Yes, but | think there is still much work to do with it. The
visual art field has many difficulties in exhibiting and archiving
digital art that developed in the last decades, from addressing
the fast obsolescence of technology to the misunderstanding of
structural, processual and labouring methods in this field - how
to grasp collective processes and their alternative politics of use
and how to exhibit them. It is interesting that we have the same
problem with ephemerality in digital art, where it arises from
the technological obsolescence, and in performance and the-
atre, where it belongs to the immediate disappearance of the
condensed time of event. In both cases, there is a danger that
this will be transformed into the melancholic impulse for repe-
tition and invariability. At the same time, the repetition of the
theatre and dance repertoire is also a kind of melancholic col-
lection, which serves often as a normative confirmation of what
should constitute dance and performance in a particular cultur-
al environment This is a collection structured around hierarchy,
which originates from the established institutional procedures
of separation and exclusion. But all institutions in their core
are imaginary, in the sense that they are all invented, they are
not given for once and for all. Institutions are invented as so-
cial arrangements also to retell specific histories. In this way the
collection, if taken seriously, is shaking, unsettling exactly this
imaginary core — what does it mean to be an institution, a mu-
seum, an archive, what does it mean to retell and repeat. If the
digitalisation of collections is participating in melancholic repe-
tition, then it does not really change the ways collecting can be
done, it does not open up different, multiple and diverse allianc-
es with the past.

In theatre there are already many institutions of col-
lecting, mostly theatre museums. The theatre museumin
Ljubljana is collecting documents and programmes of all the
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performances happening in state and city theatres, prepar-
ing yearbooks, organising exhibitions (about actors, direc-
tors, etc.) and organising symposiums, etc. However, at the
same time, the private dance collection | spoke about found
its place in the museum for contemporary art, and many of the
performances made outside state institutions are not part of
these collections. Some of the most important re-enactments
and attempts to rethink the historical past in Slovenia were
done outside of this theatre museum (like a series of re-enact-
ments done by Maska from 2010). On the other side, when the
Flemish wave of performance started in the 1980s, the Flemish
theatre institute became an important part of it, participating
with alternative practices of collecting, building discursive for-
mats and expressions.? The same goes for the theatre maga-
zines dedicated to contemporary production, which exist in
the post-Yugoslavian territory, continuously experimenting
and trying out methods of historisation, archiving and collect-
ing. So, there is a whole field of practice and knowledge al-
ready existing which has to be taken into consideration when
we would like to develop the collections of performances in
the museums.

At the same time, the interest in collecting performance
comes not only because of interest in the disappearing past, but
because of the need for the continuation of the present.

JZ: What do you mean by that?

BK: It is not only ephemerality which causes the difficulty to
collect the performances, but also their economy, how perfor-
mances are made and produced. With the internationalisation
of the performance market and acceleration of the economy of
production, performances are even more rapidly replaced with
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the new ones; there is always a demand from the market for the
new works to be shown. Rare is the situation that performance
can last for a year and rare are the artists who have the privilege
(and economy) to repeat their works. Therefore, performance
collection can also be approached from this perspective, as a
way to develop alliances with the close and actually not so dis-
tant time, with the time in which we are still living and remem-
bering as fellow passengers, as contemporary. Here, again, we
have this collection of more than one, being many, and through
collections maybe it is then possible to disclose how the prac-
tices and modes of working are related with the fellow passen-
gers from the past. Here, it is especially important to recognise
how different economies and unequal geopolitical visibilities in-
fluence the disappearance of performance, and how there is an
obligation to always leave the collection radically open for the
practices of kinship between invisible articulations; only in this
way can a collection be diverse and non-hierarchically organised.
| was recently speaking with Julia Asperska, who works
as a collection manager in the Something Great organisation.*
They are now involved together with several universities into
a larger research project on performance collecting. For me, it
is interesting that Asperska poses this question as a producer,
based on her experience in the international field, where works
are disappearing with speed and there is always demand for a
new production. They are now trying to form a performance col-
lection of older works, especially those who have had a special
significance for the context where they were done, and search-
ing for ways this collection can be made visible. They are build-
ing the collection of past performances and offer it to museums,
theatres and festivals as a chance to show the work or part of
the work, offering the possibility to the artists to restage, to
keep the props. They are developing a network of practices of
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how it is possible to continue with the present, and not with

the past, since these experiences are mostly not older than a
decade. In this way, they are somehow decelerating the time of
their loss, which | find a very interesting proposal, and somehow
in agreement with the ecological thinking about extinction and
the way to build more sustainable production. At the same time,
we know that the loss of performance is not only ontological,
but it is also happening due to political and economic reasons:
some works are lost faster than the others, some scenes disap-
pear faster and more violently than others, because of the politi-
cal circumstances, the unequal distribution of sources, privatisa-
tion, etc. A performance collection should focus exactly on such
dimensions of performance disappearance.

JZ: It’s interesting to speak about this, because we have to think about
what it means for museums to collect. Museum collecting strategies
are still based on the idea of preservation.

BK: | agree.

JZ: We have to consider whether this idea of preservation makes sense
nowadays, when we have digital art and everything that is happening
beyond the physicality of objects. There is a question as to whether it
is still possible to follow up this strategy of preservation. In my opin-
ion, it has become obsolete. Can we think of alternative and more sus-
tainable ways of collecting performance? The cause is the character
of this ephemeral art: we cannot look at performance the way that
we might look at objects and other collectible material items. It is also
interesting from the perspective of a collection to consider how mu-
seums can challenge these strategies, right now. Basically, to invent
many kinds of collections or maybe a different format of institution.
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BK: To reinvent a collection it is necessary to unsettle the very
institution itself, to unsettle the organisation of its values. In
this sense, performance collection should not be just an addi-
tion, but a reinvention of the very structure of the institution
and its value production. Many discussions today concern the
role of the museums in the history of imperial plunder. Ariella
Azoulay writes how museums are part of the construction of im-
perial citizenship, where preservation of the past is part of the
vast enterprise of destruction conducted at the expense of the
destroyed world. In the process of preservation, the past con-
sists of discrete documents and objects, and this methodology
of separation and extraction is one of the imperial operations of
power executed over the objects belonging to the living world.
That the museum is now open to being a space of live perfor-
mances can also be approached from this perspective - with
how art institutions in the West are also confronting themselves
with their own past, with their own entanglement in violent his-
tory. Every collection is entangled with the multiplicity of living
worlds. From this perspective the entrance of the performance
(and the body) in the museum can challenge the isolation from
the living world, and dedicate itself rather to the entanglements
of living kinship and genealogies, to embodied experiences and
poetics of communities, to invisible and contradictory histories.
Otherwise, it is only another continuation of imperial methods.
Performance also helps us to recognise how all the objects of a
collection are part of unequal and multiple living histories (past
or present). A collection is a mesh of interconnections which has
to be shared, and not a distinct preservation which has to be
maintained.

From this perspective, a performance collection is an in-
teresting problem, because it can contribute to creating various
and multi-layered values, under the condition that of course it
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unsettles its own condition — separation, preservation and ex-
clusion. At the same time, performance collection demands dif-
ferent knowledge and labour, a rethinking of what it means to
restore performance, how to work with a living and temporal
archive, how to take care of the durational practices, etc.

What labour is needed to have a performance collection?
Should we, besides the restaurateurs, employ performers? How
do we transport a performance collection, and should we devel-
op kinships between different biospheres and scenes where the
works are shared? How to keep performance alive as a relation-
al field, not as a nostalgic repetition? All these questions we can
also ask about objects, and that is why a performance collection
is so interesting. And how to keep these collections in the way
that they would belong to all, and will continuously change so
that they would not succumb to exclusionary authorship, espe-
cially if we keep in mind that the performance is a process and
work of many; it belongs to the many.

JZ: In my research, I’'m trying to look for different ways of collecting
performance; for example, I’m introducing narrative fiction that can
serve the idea of archiving performances, including emotions and re-
actions of witnesses. The search for an experiential way of archiving is
linked to the idea of creating a new type of archive. What do you think
about the idea of a performance museum? Does this idea not take the
practice of collecting ephemeral art and process-based art to anoth-
er level? Maybe we can actually use a body, a physical body, a human
body, to preserve these performative works - to keep performance
alive.

BK: We return to the problem of what it means to keep perfor-

mances alive with your question. The problem is that the need
to keep them alive does not always serve the best intention,
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and the history of theatre is full of these attempts, to keep per-
formance the same, to repeat it in the nostalgic and melanchol-
ic way. Nevertheless, when it is not understood as a preserva-
tion of value but as a space of experimentation and imagination
with the living archives and embodied histories, where attention
is given to what stays outside of the power of visibility, then it
can become interesting. What would this space be, where past
biospheres of the performance could live again? Maybe the mu-
seum would then be more like a permaculture garden, explor-
ing processes of reciprocity and renewal, lost in the exuberant
growth of memory and forgetting.

JZ: I realised that while we develop various performance strategies,
we need to develop a different vocabulary around collecting, and may-
be completely rethink the idea of museums.

8

BK: ... and the notion of labour. This is often forgotten, the
fact that there is a specific history of labour in performance and
theatre, and that this labour is different from the labour in the
museum. The labour of collecting performance needs different
skills and we can find them also in the practice of performers.

ENDNOTES

1 See the website http://badco.hr/en/home/.

2 More about the collection at https://www.mg-lj.si/en/exhibitions/2288/zspa/.

3 Flemish theatre institute is now existing as Flemish art institute,
https://www.kunsten.be/en/.

4 See the website https://somethinggreat.de/Something-Great-Collection.

PERFORMING COLLECTIONS «


http://badco.hr/en/home/
https://www.mg-lj.si/en/exhibitions/2288/zspa/
https://www.kunsten.be/en/
https://somethinggreat.de/Something-Great-Collection

REFERENCE LIST

Azoulay, A. 2019, “Potential History, Unlearning Imperialism”, Verso, London.

delahunta, S. 2000, “Dance Dramaturgy: Speculations and Reflections”.
Dance Theatre Journal, vol. 16, pp. 20-5.

Stilinovi¢, M. 2014, The Praise of Laziness. Gato Negro Ediciones, Mexico City.

L1() What Does It Mean to Have... «



COLLECTING
DANCI=

A Conversation with
La Ribot by Lola Hinojosa



Lola Hinojosa: You were trained in classical, modern and contempo-
rary dance; you were part of various companies and dance groups un-
til you began making solo work as La Ribot, where you do practically
everything from costumes and lighting to choreography. Do you con-
sider yourself a dancer, a choreographer, a visual artist, a perform-

er or does interdisciplinary work such as yours rather resist these
categories?

o

La Ribot: At the age of fourteen | began my training as a clas-
sical dancer and at 18 | decided that | wanted to dedicate my-
self professionally to dance. | went to study at the Rosella
Hightower School in the South of France and immediately real-
ised that it was not what | wanted to do at all, but | was still in-
terested in ballet, dance and everything related to staging, the
body and movement. Later, | studied modern American dance
(for example Martha Graham and José Limén techniques), and
travelled around Europe doing workshops and encountering
other techniques, teachers and schools. After a stint in New
York, | came back to Madrid in 1983 and continued studying.

| started doing my own thing as an author, and | started cho-
reographing. | worked with various collectives and groups until
I met Blanca Calvo in 1986, and we founded a company called
Bocanada Danza, with friends who were dancers, musicians,
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scriptwriters and light technicians. It was an incredible moment
of experimentation.

In the 1990s, these practices ceased to be so interest-
ing to me and | began working alone in the studio and solo
on stage. | changed my name to La Ribot, which between the
figures of ‘La Carmen’ and ‘La Garbo’ was a divinely popular
name. At that time, | began developing ways of working that
stem from the visual arts. | was writing, drawing and working
alone. | applied visual arts techniques to the body and move-
ment: | used cutting, pasting, colouring, assembling, installing,
juxtaposing or fragmenting, as opposed to practices that were
typical to dance, such as repeating, copying or spinning. Then
something began to happen in that it became as dance-like as
it was visual arts-like, and a compact whole began to emerge.
What | was doing stopped depending only on music and the-
atre. The body, which is a vehicle of movement and choreo-
graphic language, began to be a plastic and conceptual object -
a political and poetic object. This was the origin of the work
Piezas distinguidas (Distinguished Pieces).

LH: Tell us about the Piezas distinguidas series.

02

La Ribot: The Piezas distinguidas were and are short or very
short pieces. They could be thought of as mobile poems, tab-
leaux vivants or haikus. | organise them into a fixed and scored
series and the series constitutes a show. At the start of the pro-
cess, | proposed to make 100 pieces throughout my life. Today,
in November 2021, I’'m still working, and | am currently on Pieza
distinguida No 57. There are to date six series or shows, with a
few exceptions. There are some distinguished pieces, for exam-
ple, that lie outside the ‘short’ norm, since they are long, or out-
side the ‘live’ norm because they are videos. They are all pieces
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that proposed an alternative to what was being done in contem-
porary dance at the time: they propose a fragmented, conceptu-
al, choreographic and plastic discourse. For that reason, | speak
of ‘presenting’ instead of representing, and of ‘exposing’ Piezas
distinguidas, not of dancing them. ‘The dance is thought not felt’
[ would say.

The first stage of the Piezas distinguidas is influenced
by the plastic arts. | encountered references, like the sculp-
tor Marisa Merz for example, that are so personal, or Piero
Mazoni, with their certificates and works like Artist’s Shit
(1961), or the monochromes. In general, | am influenced by
the twentieth-century avant-gardes: Duchamp and his ready-
mades; Joan Brossa, who is always so funny and poetic; and
1960s and 1970s Conceptual Art, especially the New York coun-
tercultures. In the 1980s | began to be interested in Cindy
Sherman and her dismembered bodies and apparatuses of ter-
ror. At that time, and in the field of dance, | was interested in
Pina Bausch’s use and extensions of time with all those danc-
ers, who seemed so old to me.

LH: You worked on Piezas distinguidas for ten years, from 1993 to 2003,
and then you took a hiatus for ten years, picking it up again after that.
The first pieces were conceived for the space of the theatre; that is,
they were produced with the front-facing gaze of the spectator in
mind, with all the choreographic resources and lighting techniques
typical of the genre. Then, around the year 1998, you reconfigured Mas
distinguidas (More Distinguished) so it could be adapted to very differ-
ent spaces, departing this time from the viewer’s relationship with the
wider space. It is in 2000, with Still Distinguished, that another staging
device emerges. Tell us about this transition, about dismantling the hi-
erarchies of the stage theatre.
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La Ribot: The Piezas distinguidas that marked my career and
became so well known were concentrated with the first three
series in the 1990s. The first series, 13 Piezas distinguidas (1993-
94), is the most theatrical. At that time, | was still defining how
things are interrelated: the objectual with the theatrical, the
choreographic, the staging, the space, the spectator, etc. In
1997, | made a second series entitled Mas distinguidas (More
Distinguished), which was more plastic, cinematic and the-
atrical, still using lights with a front-facing stage. Around this
time, the Kunstmuseum in Lucerne invited me to show them,
but we couldn’t use lights. So, | presented them without lights
and with the audience in front of me sitting on chairs scattered
across the space. | discovered that the audience shifts their
gaze as the context changes. From then on, | created general
lighting and maintained two versions of Mds distinguidas: one
for theatres with a black background, and another, white ver-
sion, for exhibition halls, museums or garages. Both versions
are conceived for a front-facing audience and have a general
plane of light.

From 1997 to 2001, at the same time, Blanca and | were
planning Desviaciones (Deviations), a festival programme or-
ganised with José A Sanchez and by UVI-La Inesperada, a col-
lective of six choreographers from Madrid: Mdnica Valenciano,
Olga Mesa, Elena Cérdoba, Blanca Calvo, Ana Buitrago and
La Ribot. Together, we conceived of projects where we could
all present our work, exchange ideas, findings, questions and
issues, get to know each other and organise everything we
lacked: programmes, invitations to artists from Europe who did
not pass-through Madrid. We generated our own economy of
knowledge, money, debates and archive. In this context, we
created a space that was not only front-facing and theatrical,
but in which one could wander.
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At the same time, | was doing Still Distinguished, the
third series of Piezas distinguidas. During this period, | was re-
flecting on the hierarchies of power between spectator, artist
and actor. For Still Distinguished, | developed a staging device
that was a kind of white horizontal surface where the viewer is
always with me, wandering around with me, following me and
sharing the space — power hierarchies are flattened out. The
spectator is able to see things they cannot see from their seat-
ing in the theatre and above all they take responsibility for what
they are seeing, and this gaze has an effect on the work. The
place in space and its movement are also part of the work and
have value for me.

On the other hand, as of 2002, | began working on cho-
reography projects with large groups, multitudes of people,
such as 40 Espontaneos (40 Spontaneous). | also made videos
and video installations, such as Despliegue (Unfolding, 2001) and
films such as Mariachi 17 (2009). By 2010, | had more resources
and the works were more ambitious. However, | maintained my
aesthetic, such as a human scale and a poverty of materials -
handmade objects, folding chairs, strong colours and written
texts —as well as the presence of women on stage and real or
mythical animals like mermaids.

While living in London, Lois Keidan invited me to present
the three Piezas distinguidas series together for the first time
for Live Culture at the Tate Modern, using the same staging de-
vice as Still Distinguished. This was a key event. In 2003, we did
it, and | presented Panoramix, with all the pieces in a row, which
lasted for three hours. Panoramix (1993-2003) is a multidiscipli-
nary manifesto: a compilation of ten years of work and a state-
ment on dance and contemporary art. | assumed that with this
the Distinguished Pieces project would end, because | did not
want to continue, but ten years later | returned to the theatre
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La Ribot, Panoramix, 1993—2003.
Installation view at I\/Iuseo Reina Sofla Madrid.
Photo: Museo Reina Soffa
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La Ribot, Panoramix, 1993—2003, 2003
Installation view at I\/Iuseo Reina Sofla Madrid.
Photo: Museo Reina Soffa
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with PARAdistinguidas (Beyond Distinguished, 2011), a series
with five dancers, Ruth Childs and Anna Williams among us, and
twenty amateur extras. | am currently continuing with the pro-
ject, actually in 2017 — for the T.I.A retrospective in Berlin and
the Portrait at the Festival d’Automne in Paris in 2019 - | had to
restage Panoramix exactly as | performed it at the Reina Sofia
Museum and the Tate Modern in 2003: so, me by myself, naked
for the full three hours with all those people around me....

LH: The presence of your naked body has always been a staple in your
work in general, but especially in these short pieces. In most of these
works this body is presented to us on a flat surface, on the ground. It
is a body, we could say, that is scattered, disarmed, knocked over.

o8

La Ribot: | have conceived several bodies: the intelligent body,
contemporary body, operator body.

The operator body is the body of all my video work. | al-
ways use a long sequence shot (the closest thing to live action)
and have the camera in hand as close to the body as possible.
This way of filming creates a vision that is sometimes objective
and at other times subjective. There is no hierarchy or fixed or-
der, and this allows me to change the perception of a space, but
also to transfer the experience of dance to the viewer. | share
this term with the choreographer Olga Mesa.

The contemporary body levels dance with contempo-
rary art. It was the name | gave to contemporary dance at the
Geneva school HEAD in 2004, because my students did not want
to come to my dance classes.

The intelligent body is the name | give to the body of all
those who do not have specific training in dance. This concept
has allowed me to extend access to contemporary dance to ex-
tras, people of all capacities, ages, those with very different ed-
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ucational backgrounds and to all my students. The intelligent
body, which we all have, measures danger, looks for possibilities
and has memory - it knows how to repeat. It is wonderful and
must be recovered!

| can see this fragmented and disarmed body that you
mention, and it is important if it is equated with that of the
viewer. What happened in the Still Distinguished series is that
the horizontality was constructed in it, and so were the frag-
mented, broken, scattered, thrown and, above all, installed bod-
ies. The horizontality was the surface of the ground where bod-
ies and objects, both mine and those of the spectator, are at the
same level. Everything can continue in motion as long as we are
all concentrated and connected in that limitless horizontality.

LH: From early on, almost at the beginning of the Piezas distinguidas
project, the concept of the ‘distinguished owner’ appeared. You had
the idea of selling works for which there is no art market, precisely be-
cause they are ephemeral pieces devoid of any objectual dimensions
and can only be staged. Was this a symbolic gesture or was there a
real attempt to enter the art market? What questions did this idea of
ownership provoke for you at the time?

La Ribot: Well, that was related to changes to the Bocanada
group and the loneliness of the artist that | was becoming
out of necessity. In 1993, when | first planned to produce 100
Distinguished Pieces, it may have seemed like a symbolic ges-
ture, but it wasn’t. These economic transactions allowed me
to keep making, producing and continuing to work on a small
but real scale. There was obviously no market though. Who
were the first owners? People close to me: friends, choreog-
raphers like Olga Mesa, Mathilde Monnier, lon Munduate,
Jérébme Bel and Juan Dominguez and painters, singers, art
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La Ribot, S-Liquid, 2000, 2003.
Installatlon view at Museo Reina Sofla Madrid.
Photo: Museo Reina Soffa
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lovers and my gallerist at the time, Soledad Lorenzo. After a
while | couldn’t keep going. By the year 2000, I’d created thir-
ty-four Distinguished Pieces and there were twenty-seven ‘dis-
tinguished proprietors’. | had learnt a few things throughout
this process. | didn’t want to perform them, and | stopped sell-
ing them. The ‘distinguished proprietors’ became like angels.
Angels who argued about the ephemeral, the nature of the
possible object, what belonged to them or not and what they
could do with this ‘property’.

During those years, the ephemeral as a possible object
was a fun, interesting, strange and new question, on a very
small scale and without a market. Later, there were artists like
Tino Sehgal, and Marie Cool and Fabio Balducci who knew the
Distinguished Pieces, because they were colleagues of mine or
friends at the time and they developed this for the art market,
finding new ways to ‘preserve’ or talk about the live and give it
value. Wonderful!

LH: Regarding the pieces that are part of the Reina Sofia Museum’s
Performing Arts Collection, Another pa amb tomaquet (2002) is a work
produced with the camera, which generates a materiality. This is the
classic format by which museums have collected dance pieces and,
ultimately, all live arts. However, S Liquide (2000) is totally different:
there is no materiality or objectivity whatsoever to store. The muse-
um as an institution not only collects, but also conserves for future
generations. In the instructions for S Liquide, you have established
the dancers who can interpret this piece: La Ribot, Anna Williams and
Ruth Childs, but | was wondering if you imagine that the piece might
be preserved through transmission to other bodies. Here, we delve
into the debate of the body as an archive. Could the museum preserve
these pieces beyond these people, perhaps through oral transmission
or written instructions, or should the piece simply cease to exist?
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Laughing Hole, 2006, 2013.
Installation view at Ruhrtriennale, Essen.
Courtesy of La Ribot. Photo: Ursula Kaufmann
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La Ribot: The Reina Sofia Museum is the first and only museum
that has a Pieza distinguida. That is exceptional because there
will be no other. In the case of S liquide, other people could per-
form it, but | prefer it if those who have been close to me per-
form it, because it has to do with that notion. My body: | am orig-
inal. Anna Williams is original. Ruth Childs is original. Everyone
who could do it would also be original. How to preserve the orig-
inal live? How to make that an archive? What is an archive? Why
do we archive it? What is choreographic writing? The archive of
what | do are the dancers, performers and extras. That is, they
are all the bodies with whom | work. The most powerful archive
is the one that acts and the one that persists through memory. It
is energy and concentration. Anna Williams and Ruth Childs have
both worked with me; therefore, it is natural and instinctive to
me that they would be the archives, as | am the archive.

What lives, dies; it is ephemeral. So how to preserve that
archive? It is a question that is not resolved. Although S liquide
belongs to the Museum and the Museum is a ‘distinguished
owner’, the issue is not resolved. The acquisition opens up this
question. | would like to give value to dancing bodies. This is my
dance vindication.

LH: Laughing Hole is a work of yours that is perhaps most committed
to the historical-political context in which it was created. Yet there is
something timeless about it. The version in Castilian Spanish emerged
from an invitation from Mapa teatro: Laboratorio de artistas to take it
to its space in Colombia. This is a space that is very well known for its
relationship with expanded theatre works that speak of the violence
in Colombia. Would you say that Laughing Hole established a relation-
ship or dialogue with the context where it was staged and therefore
acquired new layers of meaning, or rather that the work escapes any
attempt to contextualise it?
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La Ribot, Laughing Hole, 2006.
Installation view at Galerie Barbara \Weiss, Berlin.
Courtesy of La Ribot
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La Ribot: It contextualises itself; some of the words that popu-
late the posters in the piece appear and are added for a specif-
ic moment or they remain forever; it depends. There are three
versions: one in English, one in Japanese and one in Spanish.

| translated the Spanish version in Bogotd on the invitation of
Mapa Teatro. Laughing Hole in Bogota had a huge impact on us.
This was obviously related to the context in which we found
ourselves. We also made it last for eight hours and it was bru-
tal to feel and see how the words resonated in the bodies and
in the city. For the translation | spent a week there prior to per-
forming. | sat down at ‘La Casa’, and the first person that passed
by helped me to translate. Words from the Colombian context
were gradually incorporated in this way, which was a very inter-
esting process. For example: estrato (stratum). A stratumis a
way of dividing the city into social classes, they call it estratos.
Depending on what stratum you are in, life happens one way or
another, socially and politically speaking.

Then they invited us to Japan, to the Aichi Triennale,
where we decided to translate the entire work. New words
with a social and political relevance in Japan thus appeared in
the translation. For example: ‘peeping’, which means spying
through a hole; spying on your neighbours. It’s something the
Japanese do; | had no idea. Fantastic. So ‘peeping’ becomes a
native word, which | conjugated with all the others.

The work is full of life, very vivid and moving, in move-
ment. Some of those native words have appeared or disap-
peared over the seventeen years that the work has toured
around the world. It has a life that is impossible to fix. There
have been words in Catalan, Zulu and German. All the lan-
guages and words that appeared in this work have remained
in my heart, in my memory and across my retina.
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LH: What do you think has changed since the early 1990s regarding is-
sues such as collecting the performative, dance as an archive or the
ideas around transmission and repetition? Are there younger artists
and dancers who take these concepts for granted, or has the issue not
changed so much in the last thirty years?

La Ribot: This question is always pertinent. Are we changing
our perception or our view of things with what we do? Do we
change something or allow something to remain the same?
Contemporary dance is a contemporary art and it has become
more accessible over the last thirty years. Contemporary dance
is now present in art schools, universities, museums, galleries
and it also remains in theatres. Education programmes have
been created; Master’s that accept or incorporate dance, theat-
rical writing, visual arts assemblage and performance or video
art. It is all more porous now.

How we understand and treat the body has also
changed. Dance and the body were something people related
with music and theatre. Now the body as such is being ques-
tioned: the political body, identity, gender, sexuality. We talk
about disciplines, transversality and issues that arise in our con-
temporary society. Is everything more performative? Yes. There
is much in historical performance art and contemporary perfor-
mance studies. Art and dance have expanded, and they are be-
coming a territory of research, reflection, manifestos, militancy,
poetry and, above all, a territory that is expanding, is becoming
less formalist and more conceptual, if that makes sense.

Do the new generations take it for granted? The roads
open up and new generations walk them, that’s how it goes,
and sometimes without knowing how they were built.
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1. Scene of the Crime

A large gleaming liver lies on a table, cut to the diagrammatic shape

of the Etruscan liver of Piacenza.' Next to this viscous lump of flesh

sits a multi-tonal mop of hair. It’s a brush made from woven strands

cut from the heads of thirty-six people in the room. Recently removed
from living bodies, both animal and human, these organs effect a foren-
sic fascination, as if they constituted live DNA at the scene of a crime.
Scattered around the smudge of blood are other things: a rat trap wo-
ven out of reed; a clock with one hand; a label for an object that is not
there; some pieces of coloured paper with printed texts; two small
flickering light boxes by Jenny Holzer; and a painted Virgin Mary made
of synthetic plaster around thirty centimetres high. Together, these dif-
ferent agent-objects act within a Debating Chamber organised by the
Metabolic Museum-University (MM-U) at KW in November 2021.2 Placed
in different constellations to one another, they become ‘participative
devices’, connecting people to things, words and ideas and forecast-
ing new meanings and interpretations (Korsby & Stavrianakis 2020,

p. 95). Transitional, inquiry-led and semi-private, this three-hour-long
‘contingent exhibition’ offers a curatorial conduit for us to momentari-
ly explore and understand how we can come together as a circle of col-
leagues. The situation is vulnerable. The Stenographer types:
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MM-U Debating Chamber, 2021 at KW
with BLESS hairbrush and cow's liver.
Image-work: Eva Stenram
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People slowly arrive. Everyone’s wearing a mask. There are
refreshments at one corner of the room by the stairs leading
down through the gallery, across four floors. Guests are hand-
ed a collection of four slim pamphlets in various colours, bound
together with a thin brown paper band. In the centre of the
room stands a table, divided into numbered segments. It looks
like a rudimentary city map, the numbers indicating the dif-
ferent neighbourhoods. There are some green-coloured seg-
ments, too, that look a bit like parks. Black plastic chairs with
metal legs are arranged around the table in a circle, interrupt-
ed by a white lectern with a microphone on it and a large digi-
tal clock. Across the table from the lectern stands another tall
table, behind which a man - the lawyer - wearing a checked
scarf is seated. There are various spotlights arranged around
the table, as well as people with film and still cameras. Off to
one side of the central table is a second table, decked out with
objects. Underneath it there are some shelves with various ar-
tefacts placed on them. In the back corner sits a technician who
speaks French. Most people are speaking English. I’m sat to the
left of the lectern on one of the same black chairs as form the
circle around the table and am typing on a laptop on a small,
squat table. It’s just gone 3 p.m. and things are about to begin.
A strange, repeated sound plays on the PA. A man steps up to
the lectern to welcome us and remind us that the gallery is state
funded. Clémentine then welcomes us all to the MM-U.3

With its graphic design and five metres in length, the ovoid ta-

ble could be in a casino or a war room.* The thick red lines and black
numbers painted on the surface demarcate forty sectors. In the original
Babylonian context, these zones would have referred to the pantheon
of gods. Today the grid presages the dangers of categorical thinking
and what one can or cannot do, be this in art, curatorial practice

7
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MM-=-U Debating Chamber, 2021 at KW, various prototypes
and ominous objects. Image-work: Eva Stenram







or related fields of inquiry. There is always an organisation to be put
to the test and dismantled in this decolonial exercise of ‘academic
iconoclasm’.

The Debating Chamber commences. Guests are seated, still, and
waiting, as if for an art conference to begin with a recognisable discur-
sive format.> Then a mirroring occurs between the need to negotiate
our presence together and the incongruous grouping of objects on the
table. Identified as ‘prototypes’ or ‘ominous objects’, they mediate core
expressions of individual ways of thinking and, like omens, articulate
current concerns in the conditional tense, the ‘what if?’ necessary to
future readings.® In the design of life, prototypes defy archival death.
They contain the potential to transform, even when surpassed or for-
gotten by research and design.” Like a revenant, a prototype is there to
be re-energised, or risk falling into oblivion. In Eupalinos or the Architect
(1921), French poet Paul Valéry describes the morphological and seman-
tic ambiguities of an object that Socrates finds on the beach:

It was made from its own form, doubtful matter. Was it a fish
bone, bizarrely worn down by fine sand? Or ivory carved by a
craftsman beyond the waves for what purpose | do not know?
Was it a divine existence that perished in the same vessel for
which it had been made to prevent its sinking? Who was its au-
thor? A mortal who followed a concept, who used their hands
to form an object different to the raw material, carving and
etching, cutting, and joining; stopping and looking; then finally
letting go of their work — because something told them it was
complete. Or perhaps it was not the work of a living body but
made without self-awareness, shaped out of its own substance,
blindly forming organs and armatures, shell, bones, and protec-
tion, feeding and pulsating by itself, and taking part in its own
mysterious construction for time unknown. Or maybe it was just
the fruit of infinite time? ... For a while, | considered it from all

I\_I
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its dimensions. | asked questions without waiting for answers.
This ambiguous object was the work of life, or art, or time, ora
game of nature. | could not tell the difference, so | threw it back
into the sea(Valéry, 1921).

When positioned in adjacency to one another, prototypes can
function like a contrast medium, highlighting differences and providing
both a critique of former systems of classification and evaluation, as
well as motivating questions, meanings and technicities.? In their unfin-
ished and intermediate status, these artefacts, images, words, sounds
and texts trigger observations and conversations, and underpin the
foundation for a transversal methodology.® Their divergent values, re-
flected by authored as well as anonymous or undocumented artists, lo-
cate them outside of the art market. Research collections made from
the ‘enigmatic debris’ (Valéry 1921) of an artist’s work are not sold at
auction or in fairs. Private galleries, if they own the estates of artists,
are not particularly engaged in collating and selling these individual ar-
chives as artworks. Yet these are far from being the biographic adden-
dum to an oeuvre. They have a prelusive quality that is significant and
generative.

The start of this inquiry takes place a few months earlier at an
MM-U online meeting or ‘Bureau d’Esprit’. Just as the ‘situation de-
signers’ BLESS begin to present their digital archive to the group, our
doorbells ring. Unexpectedly, each of us is handed a parcel containing a
BLESS prototype. | receive ‘Fur Wig 00’ (1996), one of their very first de-
signs; Matthias Bruhn is given the folding stool made of cowhide, Krista
Belle Stewart the mini treadmill, Tom McCarthy a pair of sunglasses
with gold chains dangling over the lens like in a lap-dancing club, and
Margareta von Oswald a long knobbly walking stick with a wine glass
for a handle. Through this action, BLESS have broken the strictures
of our virtual conversation. For rather than show us their prototypes
online, they have literally sent them out to us by messenger at a time
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MM-U Debating Chamber, 2021 at KW, exercise in
visual thinking. Ilmmage—-work: Eva Stenram




when we are confined to our homes by the pandemic.” Later, when we
realise that this action is a performative moment without any transac-
tion of ownership, a particular conjecture remains: What if BLESS had
gifted one of their prototypes to the MM-U? Could this act of radical
generosity form the basis for a polysemic collection made from our indi-
vidual research materials? Might one produce symbolic capital from this
ideational aggregate or ‘holding for inquiry’ that reflects our individual
identities and aesthetic affiliations?

However, by extracting key designs and placing them into anoth-
er archival context, that of a research collection, one is fracturing pro-
fessional biographies and quite possibly giving away both quasiartworks
and codes of production. Such academic iconoclasm refutes the validity
of an ‘original context’ and the sanctity of named authorship in favour
of an experimental, unfinished archive with its own idiosyncratic style of
ordering, naming and documenting. It reverses the common anthropo-
logical process in which another culture’s artistic ingenuity is appropriat-
ed and reframed within a logos of ethnos. With the MM-U, we are doing
it to ourselves, fracturing our own bodies of work, propagating re-read-
ings and re-design, devising alternative terminologies and seeking to
produce a venue that can reflect this transgressive paradigm.

In his final publication, Paul Rabinow searches for methods
and terms to convey venues in which ‘thinking and invention’ can take
place collaboratively (Korsby & Stavrianakis 2020, p. 95). He states,
‘The challenge — and this could be pedagogic too - is what to do with
multiplicity? How do you assemble multiplicity into an assemblage
that’s dynamic, preserves the heterogeneous character of the parts,
but brings them into some relationship with each other that’s unex-
pected and good for everybody?’ (Rabinow 2014). At the University
of California, at Berkeley, he sets up the ‘Labinar’, a workspace for
sharing materials, talking about ‘empirical instances’, and noting how
different groupings can provide terms of analysis and synthesis. ‘The
aim’, he writes, is ‘to avoid the reduction of the seminar space to
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a proxy zone for merely advancing in one’s thesis research. Simply put,
we wished to try and think together about things that we had not yet
thought about’ (Korsby & Stavrianakis 2020, p. 82). At one point, his
collaborators describe the increasingly repetitive tone of the meetings
and how they decide to introduce a fresh animal liver into the Labinar,
surprising their colleagues who pass it around noting the tactile quality
and incongruity of the organ within the university setting.” This phys-
ical intervention dislodges the stasis felt in the group and creates an
unexpected moment of collectivity. Referring to the work of Pedersen
and Nielson, the agency of the liver is described as a ‘trans-temporal
hinge’ (Pedersen & Nielson 2013), a theoretical tool for understanding
situations or phenomena in which different temporalities (certain past,
present and future events) are momentarily assembled.”

2. Same Words, Same llIs®

The three-hour Debating Chamber at KW follows eighteen months of
pandemic-induced isolation. The procedure for the day is planned by
Tom McCarthy and Matthias Bruhn with rhetorical and performative
prompts along the lines of a parliamentary assembly.* This is com-
bined with oracular protocols, which are equally political. The gather-
ing opens with a ‘Calling to Order’, a sonic intervention composed by
Augustin Maurs in which a shrill voice cries out ‘Die Welt ... die Welt ...’
(the world ... the world ...). Guest Assyriologist, Netanel Anor, pro-
nounces a prayer to the Babylonian sun god Shamesh in ancient
Akkadian. Later, Anor will close the session by reading the prognos-
tics of the liver and interpreting the ritual of pouring oil into a bowl
of water.” In the short interval between the acts, a shuffling of chairs
enables a switch in positions. It is hard not to notice the generation-
al divide in discourse, referentiality and stance. We are effectively as
diverse and as interconnected as the artefacts laid out in front of us,
both in turn reflecting the ‘modern fiction of radical openness’.™
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MM-U Debating Chamber, 2021 at KW, exercise in
visual thinking. Ilmmage-work: Eva Stenram
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After around thirty minutes, propositional groupings start
to form. The rat trap, first placed upright on the table, mimicking a
monument or high-rise, is laid on its side, ‘ready to catch an edict’.”
A plastic folder containing dust from a sawn-off beam and belonging
to Geoffrey Hendrick’s Flux Divorce Box™ now neighbours the prefab
souvenir of the Berlin Wall brought by Henrike Naumann. In between
both lies a broken shard of reddish land made by artist Krista Belle
Stewart and used to transport her heritage from Spaxomin in Canada
to Europe. It works well next to the grey sheet of paper prepared by
Elhadj Abdoulaye Séne that reads, ‘The term FICTION as an instrument
in law’." Questions of land, partition and fractured relationships materi-
alise between people, words and things. ‘What is language and what is
an object? Can we as actors become open to the point where we don’t
matter anymore? Do these objects play with us?’ asks Kristian Vistrup
Madsen, the designated Observer.>

The whole game is about language/symbolism, but only until it
isn’t any longer. Then it becomes a process of eroding the con-
text that was established by the ritual (presenting the objects/
prototypes; announcing them) and the table (the map, and
mapping not as a way of producing knowledge, but changing it).
But the objects are only open or closed within that context, oth-
erwise, open to what? To language? In the end, there is some-
thing ironically stable about their openness; any combination
seems possible. But where is the stopper, the limit; what would
the last action be? To take care, in this case, seems to mean tak-
ing care not to end the game. Some participants are keen to end
it, not by breaking rules, but re-establishing them: closing the
vertigo openness of the objects.”

Several transgressions take place over the course of th