
When per fo rmance  a r t  emerged  in  the  Aust ra l ian 
a r t  wor ld  o f  the  1970s ,  th rough spaces  such  as  the 
Exper imenta l  Ar t  Foundat ion  in  Ade la ide ,  i t  was 
charac te r i sed  as  a  l i ve  event  in  which  the  a r t i s t 
p resented  an  ac t ion  o r  p rocess  in  f ront  o f  a  l i ve 
aud ience .  I t  was  a  heady  t ime  fo r  exper imentat ion 
and ,  a l though photographs  were  o f ten  taken  and 
v ideos  recorded ,  most  o f  th i s  was  documentat ion  o f 
the  work  in  ‘ rea l  t ime’ .  In  fac t  some o f  the  a r t i s t s 
res i s ted  the  idea  o f  documentat ion  be l iev ing  that 
such  documents  p layed  in to  the  hands  o f  the  a r t 
market .  Fo r  them,  per fo rmance  a r t  was  a  genre  that 
was  ephemera l  and  not  ob jec t-based ,  i t  was  not  fo r 
sa le  and  i t  c r i t iqued  the  idea  o f  the  a r t  museum or 
the  p r i s t ine  whi te  cube  o f  the  ga l le ry  space .  In  shor t , 
per fo rmance  embraced  a  u top ian  ideo logy  where  a r t 
was  res i s tant  o f  the  s ta tus  quo .  R i tua l ,  conceptua l 
p rocess ,  everyday  l i fe ,  mundane  ac t ions ,  and  a r t  that 
assau l ted  the  senses  and  somet imes  the  a r t i s t ’s  own 
body  was  commonplace . 

S ince  the  1970s  the  per fo rmance  a r t  document 
has  undergone  s ign i f i cant  changes  and  we now 
encounter  per fo rmance  made exc lus ive ly  fo r  sc reen . 
Th is  work  b lu rs  the  d i s t inc t ion  between per fo rmance 
and  v ideo  a r t ,  espec ia l l y  where  the  a r t i s t  i s  the 
majo r  f igure  wi th in  the  v ideo . 

Th is  p ro jec t  b r ings  together  per fo rmance  a r t  c reated 
in  ‘ rea l  t ime’ ,  per fo rmances  that  a re  c reated 
spec i f i ca l l y  fo r  the  v ideo  camera  wi thout  a  l i ve 
aud ience ,  and  documentat ion  f rom the  a rch ive . 
Per fo rmance  and  v ideo  a r t  deve loped  s ide -by-s ide 
and  in te rac ted  f rom the  la te  1960s  onwards  as 
v ideo  began to  operate  as  a  per fo rmat ive  agent 
fo r  the  a r t i s t .  Th is  dynamic ,  together  wi th  a 
conceptua l  engagement  wi th  ‘ l i veness ’ ,  p rope ls  th i s 
exh ib i t ion  in to  the  p resent  as  we see  a  new genre 
o f  per fo rmance  v ideo  deve lop ing .  Some o f  th i s  i s 
per fo rmance  a r t  fo r  sc reen  (Cather ine  Be l l ) ,  some 
i s  v ideo  a r t  in  which  the  a r t i s t  i s  the  p ro tagon is t 
(Eugen ia  Raskopou los ) ,  some engages  wi th  f i lm 
h is to ry  and  theory  (S imone  H ine )  and  some i s  the 
resu l t  o f  ca re fu l  ed i t ing  o f  l i ve  footage  (J i l l  O r r, 
Nas im Nasr,  Ray  Har r i s ) .

The  c r i t i ca l  h i s to ry  sur round ing  ‘ l i veness ’ 
was  p rompted  by  a r t  h i s to r ian ,  Amel ia  Jones , 
who contes ted  Peggy  Phe lan’s  per fo rmance 
s tud ies  approach .  Phe lan   famous ly  a rgued  that 
“per fo rmance’s  on ly  l i fe  i s  in  the  p resent” 1 but 
Jones  contes ted  th i s  by  ins i s t ing  that :  “ the  body  a r t 
event  needs  the  photograph  to  conf i rm i t s  hav ing 
happened” 2.   La te r,  Ph i l ip  Aus lander  we ighed  in 
c la iming  that :  “ the  ac t  o f  document ing  an  event  as 
a  per fo rmance  i s  what  const i tu tes  i t  as  such” 3.   The 
debates  between Jones ,  Phe lan ,  and  Aus lander  s i t 
as  the  eye  in  a  s to rm around which  a  mul t i fa r ious 
d i scourse  has  deve loped .  Th is  i s  because  the  e f fo r t 
to  capture  the  l i ve  per fo rmance  i s  rendered  in  a 
remedia ted  fo rm,  v ideo  o r  photography,  and  th i s 
g ives  r i se  to  an  onto log ica l  paradox  that  cont inues 
to  haunt  a r t  h i s to ry.  The  debate  i s  whether  o r  not  a 
l i ve  ac t ion  can  c reate  a  p resence  in  i t s  absence .  Th is 
quest ion  i s  a t  the  cent re  o f  th i s  exh ib i t ion  and  i t  w i l l 
hopefu l l y  engender  debate  amongst  v iewers  look ing 
a t  works  that  a re  remedia ted  v ia  v ideo .  The  v ideos 
a re  accompanied  by  a  se r ies  o f  per fo rmances  so  that 
the  ga l le ry  aud ience  can  exper ience  both  the  l i ve  and 
the  remedia ted  fo r  themse lves . 

The  i ssue  o f  the  p resence  o f  the  a r t i s t  be fo re 
the  aud ience  has  g iven  r i se  to  some compel l ing 
a rguments  concern ing  the  ph i losoph ies  o f 
per fo rmance  a r t  and  l i ve  ac t ions .  Wi th in  the 
f ie ld ,  the  scho la rsh ip  sur round ing  the  onto logy  o f 
per fo rmance  i s  compel l ing  and  th i s  opens  out  in to 

much wider  i ssues ,  demonst ra t ing  that  per fo rmance 
a r t  ac t ions  ex tend  beyond the  borders  o f  the 
‘o r ig ina l’  enactment . 

There  i s  an  in te res t ing  conundrum at  the  hear t  o f 
the  l i veness  debates :  on  one  hand  the  v iewer  sees 
a  v ideo  o f  an  a r t i s t  do ing  an  ac t ion  and  whi l s t  s /he 
unders tands  that  s /he  i s  watch ing  a  remedia ted  fo rm, 
s /he  menta l l y  imbues  the  v ideo  wi th  the  a r t i s t ’s 
p resence .  The  v ideo  per fo rmance  encapsu la tes  t ime 
and  in  some cases  th i s  i s  ach ieved  th rough the  use 
o f  a  dumb wi tness—a v ideo  camera  se t  up  to  f i lm 
the  p roscen ium arch—which  then  produces  a  wou ld -
be  rea l  record  but  in  many  cases  an  un in te res t ing 
p roduct .   More  recent ly,  as  v ideo  record ing  and 
ed i t ing  has  become more  access ib le  to  the  a r t i s t ,  we 
see  per fo rmance  made exc lus ive ly  fo r  camera .  The 
p roduct  i s  then  a  v ideo ,  s ing le  o r  mul t ip le  sc reened , 
p ro jec ted  on  the  ga l le ry  wa l l .  Th is  i s  not  exact l y  an 
ob jec t  but  i t  i s  ce r ta in ly  marketab le  and  i t  makes 
per fo rmance  a r t  more  eas i l y  managed by  the  museum 
because  i t  f i t s  n ice ly  in to  a  c lean  whi te  room.  Even 
though the  v ideo  may  represent  rad ica l  and  ab jec t 
scenes  i t  de l i ve rs  th i s  in  a  sa fe  way.  But  i t  a l so 
b r ings  the  v iewer  c loser  to  the  a r t i s t  v ia  the  camera . 

At  i t s  bes t  v ideo  per fo rmance  in te r rogates  i t s 
med ium to  enhance  the  remote  exper ience  fo r  the 
v iewer.  Eugen ia  Raskopou los ’  v ideo  re -depar t ing 
(1995 )  i s  an  exce l lent  example  where  the  camera 
records  the  movement  o f  the  body  but  does  not 
represent  i t ,  thus  c reat ing  a  phenomeno log ica l  a f fec t 
fo r  the  v iewer. 

The  ins ta l la t ion  o f  v ideos  and  the  l i ve  per fo rmance 
program at  AEAF  and  the  Ade la ide  Cent ra l  Schoo l  o f 
Ar t  showcase  the  recent  rena issance  in  per fo rmance 
a r t  and  the  new genre  o f  v ideo  per fo rmance .  Some o f 
the  a r t i s t s  respond to  the  spectac le  o f  ob jec t-based 
prac t i ce  by  mak ing  ephemera l ,  co l labora t i ve  and 
par t i c ipato ry  works  whi l s t  o thers  exp lo re  v ideo  as 
a  way  o f  expand ing  per fo rmance .  The  i ssues  that 
a r i se  take  us  back  to  Peggy  Phe lan’s  a rgument  about 
the  onto logy  o f  per fo rmance  and  the  concept  o f 
remedia t ion  that  has  been  prope l led  by  a  younger 
generat ion  o f  a r t i s t s  and  commentators .

The  exh ib i t ion  i s  accompanied  by  a  sympos ium t i t led  
You  Had To  Be  There  that  hopes  to  open  a  pub l i c 
debate  in  Ade la ide  a round these  i ssues .  My 
thanks  go  to  each  o f  the  a r t i s t s  fo r  the i r  generous 
cont r ibut ions  and  to  the  magn i f i cent  team at  AEAF 
who have  made  i t  poss ib le  fo r  me to  rea l i se  the 
p ro jec t .

 
Dr  Anne  Marsh
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