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INTRODUCTTON

® retrospective of the work of Marina Abramovic was held

at IMMA from September to December i995. The exhibition

featured work from 1972 to her most recent work done in

1995. The performance works from the 70s and 80s were

decumented by video and photography and accompanied by

text. The exhibition had a powerful effect on the public.
Reactions to performances in which she cut herself were

particularly strong. This reaction of shock was grosely
out of proportion ta the place that such works held in

Abramovic's oeuvre. It had the effect of making peaple

close their minds ta the issues presented by the show.

GSsked af they knew Abramavic's work people's automatic

response became, "len't she the one who cuts hersel
hramov acHowever ainomy case, having read previcusiy a

and having seen her Transitional objects displayed at IMMA

some months earlier the work did not shock as it was natif
first impression. Nevertheless ait did raise questions
about her use af her body and the meseage she intended ta

canvey
For this reason this thesis concerns itself mostly

with the performance pieces. Although there are brief
discussions on same sculptural objects these are intended

ta highlight the cantrasting qualiities of the body warks.
The focus of attention is Abramovic's use af her body in

her art.

Expressing herselt through her bady positioned
Abramovic outside traditional linguistic discourse. The

thesis begins by discussing the rejection of languag The
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reasons for the rejection of language are given accarding
ta the Surrealist doctrine of André Bretan and the

phalosaphy at Georges Bataille. Despite the many

publications an Abramovic, her work has not been discussed

from a Surrealist perspective. Bojana FPejic hinted at its
influence when she mentioned that there was a Surrealist
tradition an Relarade where Abramavic worked.

(Pejic,1993,p35) Also David Elliott indicated the

Surrealist aunfiluence when an tracing a line through

history af performance art he related Fluxus and Beuys ta

Dada. Abramovic was ain cantact with Beuys ain the early
FOS. (ELILott,1995,p60) Given that there is an undoubtable

awareness of precursors to Abramovic's art ait is

surprising that there has not been any deeper research

into the parallels between Abramavic and Surrealism.
The Surrealists aimed to escape the predetermined

discourses of society. It emerges that in bath her art and

her life Abramavic has constantly challenged social
boundaries. The first half of "Rejection of Language"
deale with the ideas in Abramevic's works while the second

sectian, "The Space Between" discusses the life she has

lead and how it can be considered to have been lived
outside af society. Thig takes as ats basis Doris von

Drathen's assertion that Abramovic i585 a nomad and hence

exists "outside the polis". (von rathen,199s, pes?)
However the "space between" is not merely a social mo

man's land for wanderers. It as a peychalogical space

where intuition, Surrealism's great liberator, is at it:

strongest.





Breton's writings give an explanation af

its attitudes and methods. Automatic Wreitang i
at Various stages in the daiscussian toa

Surrealism' s principal technique for

expression. In relating it to Abramovic it 16

referent e@agily understood by a majority
since it is such a well documented aspect af

Initially Georges Hataille's ohilosoaphy

an attempt

intention of discussing, Abramovic's use

bady. However his writing is more

discussions of the taboo body

concerns broader than wanton masochism. Batail
of the two

fascinating physiological counterpoint far
the Voice". (Hallier,il 989.) The

inspired by these theories, is
that Abramovic rejects language ta reéleace

self, consequently 'reeing herself.
Batailie's savereigqn gud, the Acephale,

be the completely liberated insuborcdinate

thesis does not claim that Abramovic

the i99O6 but the ty,in offers Acephaie a

embodiment of a being whoa has avercame the

The sSavereignty af the Acephale
antidote to the fear af death,
Rt 18 Suatably audacious.

WAS

to gain some insight inte the abject,

extensive
and Abramovic's

axes of the body and the Fineal Eye provided

reoregents

Tear

iS impossible
as perceived by

Surrealism,
g meniioned

illustrate
Subconscious

intended as

of people,
Surrealism.

read in

with the

and abuse of her

than

art ha

le's theory

Abramovic bord

cdiscussian

the basis of the arguement

thie primad

+& shown to4

theing. The

this being

the logical
of death.

» But as an

ybb AMC AC





Her much quoted statement regarding the cultures of

the East comes across as a simplistic fascination with a

foreian culture,
When To went to Tibet...2i saw that all these cultures

pushed the bady to the physical extreme in order to

make a mental jump, toa eliminate the fear af pain,
and of ali the bedily limitation we live with. We

in Western society are so afraid."
(Elliott,19°95, 463)

But it is not intended to deride Abramovic, her time spent
in Yibet and the canviction of twenty five years af

cantinually developing artwork deserves admiration.
However the broad generalisation of the above statement
and the lack of explanation of the different state of

consciousness reached during performances, does tend ta
seem inadequate. This prampted the investigation of

53

Surrealism and the application of its tenets to her work

in order to aillustrate what this described iff tate of

conecicueness might be and what might be achieved through

escaping reagon.

Following the discussion of these ideas the thesis
fooks at the relationship beteeen performer and audience
in Abramovic's performances, both alone and with UWlay, her

partner far twelve years. Taking the ideal of the

sovereign being as a campletely separate persona

independent af all external objects, the discussion
analyses subject/object relations according to Sartre's
theary of the antagonistic psychological relationship
between two bodies.In the performances the roles of





subject and obiect vary according to the activity of one

aor other body. The discus SLOT treats the aiteration of

roles as the energy dialogue of Abramovic's performances.





DISCUS

REJECTION OF LANGUSGE

Although much has been written about Abramovic there
has been a lack of writing concerned with the materiality
of the body. The philosophy of Georges Bataille, written
during the first haif of the century, provides an

interesting Viewpoint which can be applied to her

work. (Holilier,i989) Tt is a philosophy of the abject which

cancentrates on the body's physicality. The abject is that
which is taboo in society. It is preferably ignored.

Bataille dealt with the prohibited aspects of the

y. He saw the human body as having ain its evolution

amposed its awn restrictions on self Le

The structure, or architecture as Bataille saw it, of the

animal body is simple. rt begins at the muth.

(Hollier,i9e89,pa0) This ais not immediately clear in terms

af structure. Why mot the ear which is on top or the

outetretched paw 7 Where ais the skeletal structure
positioned if architecture begins at the mouth ? Bataille
was not talking simply about physical structure but about

function.
The animal functions primarily through the mouth, to kill,
to @at and to communicate. The human is not dependent an

any one organ. His architecture is complex. Structurally
man has VOlved a5 a distinctiy different animal. He

stands an his hincdieqs and has mad e hands of his paws. He

has invented tools. Invention has necessitated language in





The Numanrder to classify obiec ne

animal systematises in a desire for order.

an attempt ta illustrate man = camplex

architecture Bataille cited two aves of the nody: vertical

(biological) and horizontal (idecilogical).The biciagical
is Spinal, from mouth ta anus. Eyes and mouth comprise the

ideological; organs of communication. (Hollier,196", pon)
Grticulation ais a trait of the homo sapiens. Yet

whilst communicating on this level only the horizontal

AXxL ui is functioning. The biological, Spinal Axi

temporarily repressed, giving way to language. If ait fully

expressed iteelt the human would adapt the classic

hysterical position af body arched and head thrown back.

This would be unrestrained physical expression. The

sounds accampanying this state however would be bestial
cries and runts. (Hollier,i989,pGl)} To articulate in this

position would be to return ta the ideological axis which,

2 a horizontal, is directly opposed toa the vertical axis.

Bataille's theory was a dramatic way of llueatrating
the formal contingency of language. But it suggests a very

clear reading of Abramovic's "Freeing the Voice' (Plate
LArownLp. In this performance she jay dawn wit

backwards over the edge of the mattress and screamed until

losing her voice. Abramovic went beyond ridding herseif af

articulate language and emitted every last sound

available.
& parallel work, "Freeing the Memory" waAS & Process

whereby she exhausted conscious thought by letting it wear

itself out. She spoke an incoherent monologue at words as
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they came to mind. Eventually after an hour and a halt she

could recall no more. The context or non context in which

she spoke reduced the words' meaning bath individually,
and collectively as a language.

In both performances Abramovic symbolically freed her

body and her mind of a language curtailing her range of

expression. The exorcism of language was fundamental to

Abramavic's work.

The position assumed by Abramovic was that of the

orgasmic body. It is ecstatic, beside itself. It signifies
the idea that a new self is unleashed. This is the primal
self which exists before the onset of language. before
socialisation. By returning to the primal animal bady

Abramavic freed herself of the restrictions imposed by

society. The fundamental difference OetLween humans and

animais are the amitations that man ¢ hamseit by

prohibiting certain aspects of his existence. The animal

dar

philosophies about the nature of ite
eubordinate itself tao aremote ideal of Freedom. The

restrictions that humans impose on themselves with notions
oT transcendency Will be dicussed later.

In the history of twentieth century art the

Surrealist mavement did mos ta usurp the rhetoric of

language. The movement's influence on Abramovic should not

t

be underestimated. In the 19 Breton tablished the}

surrealist tradition ain Belgrade and wen here that
Abramavic was ta work in the early i97oOs,





Parformance @rt's history can be traced fram the

Futurist movement through Dada and anwards fram

Surreatiam. Before developing their oun painterly atyle

the ftalian Futurists had done many performances, These

were often riotous affairs and declaimed the art af the

past, (Goldberg, 1i97'?.,pivl}
The Dada movement developed an anarchic tendency

towards art, allowing ail mediums equal footing. When

Tristan Tzara tried to organise Dada into a potent art
movement Huga Bail, an original member of Dada at the

Cabaret Voltaire, left the group. He was opposed to the

structuring af the movement. Zurich Dada dissolved. Tzara

moved ta Faris where he joined with André Ereton and

athers ta continue Dada activities. Disagreements over the

group's deoclodqies led ta it splitting and in ivVe4 fretan

published the Surreaii Manifesto thus initiating a

ace yt Py owe } ti

: i he

We ah ~
-

Was then.

t hic cA A oon whe he edi bed Lhe

mined" and cansequentiy the liberation af

Surrealismman. (Breton,1l?/8.,p1i5) The artistic practi
challenged the perceived notion of reality. When Breton

asked, "Does mat the mediocrity of our universe depend

eesentially an our powers of enunciation 7", Me was

attacking the limitations imposed by language on our

experience af the world.(Breton,1978,p25)} The "logical
mechanism of the sentence" was incapable of giving man the





Yamotive snack" that gave value tea nis
life.(Breton,1979,p132)

Surrealist art aimed ta escape lagic.it adopted the
method of Automatic Writing. This was writing without any

premeditated structure and was intended as an xpression
of thought uncontrolled by reason and aesthetic or maral

preoccupations. (Breton,i978,pl22) Despite disrupting the

stucture of language by preducing unexpected meanings
Automatic writing still operates within this structure. If
one were to be free one would have tao reject language

entirely. (Bataille, .1994, 549)
Batallle's concept of freedom was ai hysterical

posturing, physically disabling language. Surrealism was

a *horrar of Wary S at life macde exobicit by

discourse'. (Bataille, i694. p85) The discourse ta which

Bataille referred was the representational one at

language.
In speaking a language we mplicitly submit to being

classified by it. While words may be manipulated to create
TMEeaning « this meaning pasitians us ooln & cantert
predetermined by the language structure. it ais a

submission to an outside authority. Language defines the

subject for the Qther but this definition is a

representation af the subject. It distorts the true self
anc steratypes the individual. The subiect is classified
by a "discourse which precedes him" (Jeffersan,1989,o170).
Language agsimilates the subject by defining him, denying
him autonomy.





Abramovic's rejection af lanquage in the performances

discussed positioned her outside of this representational
discourse. It was mat simply a symbolic gesture limited ta

those performances. In most of her work total silence has

activated a tension between performer and audience. Gn

occasions when she has used language, it has been the

focus of attention rather than a devious manipuiator.
In "Talking About Similarity" Ulay sewed his lips

together thus refusing speech as a device to explain
himself (Plate 2). Instead Abramovic spoke for him. Hojana

Pejic sees this as Abramovic alsa rejecting language

because she speaks only for the other (Pejic,1993,p24).
The performance ended when she made a Statement about

herself. Abramovic appears sympathetic tosardse Sartre who

said that he never knew if he signified what ne wished ta

eigqnify. He could mat understand what he expressed for the

Other aE he did mat Share the aie

perspective, (detferson,1989,p51463)

e

Abramovic chose to say nothing about herself far fear af

inevitable misinterpretation. Ulay was represented at a

double remave, that of language spoken by another. He

energes a mare sympathetic character because there is a

tangible scapegoat for his misrepresentation: Abramavic.

The narmal response would be to let him have his say but

Abramovic has already shown this to be a false premise.
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"THE SFACE BETWEEN"

Body art allowed Abramoavic to participate in a discourse

not yet assimilated inte the cultural mainstream.

Performance, although around since Futuriem, was not a

readily classifiable practice. The term encompasses many

art forms, ranging fram theatre to video. Can a private
performance done before ai camera be considered

A performance may alsa be confused with a"performance"

Happening (an event that ariginated with Allan Faprow in

the saixties.). Happenings depended an spontaneity and

mpravisation. The audience were often aA part of the

event, unmlike a performance by Chris Burden where there

was a distinct separation of Burden and the public.
Yet despite obvicus differences in the practise of

Ferformance art the term is still used tao refer ta any

artist who has engaged his/her body in the final art

piece. The word "piece" 18 itself inaccurate since many

performances were never intended as obiects but as

ephemeral events. Performance art has been questionably
indexed in the history of art because of the difficulty in

lassifyving it. Tt as difficult to document an event that
is mtrainsically live. A practice, Histing since the

start of the century, that features in $0 many varied

styles of art, defies categorization.
Abramavic's adaption of body art was not 50 much a

choice as a necessity. Travelling momadically with Ulay in

van meant there was mo studio in which ta work. Hence

her body became the most appropriate medium of expression.





Dorie van Drathen considers Abramovic to be a nomadic

artist. 0van Drathen, i9¢s,o254). She differentiates
nomadism from qlobetrotting on the basis that for a nomad

the travelling between points is ae mportant a part of

life as the stationery e@xistence at these points. The

globe trotter, on the cther hand is only interested in

seeing ditterent localities. He moves oan when tired of a

place. Nomads are not anterested in the locality or the

cammunity that lives there.(van ODrathen,i9¢,
nomads are a tribal group their cammunity

formed. They do net geek to infiltrate ditferent social
structures as they occupy their own.

de

Von Drathen is perceptive aun describing Abramovic's

art as her "second skin''.(von Drathen, 1993, The

nomad traditionally lived ain a woolien tent. [t was a

mobile dwelling which meant that at ma staqe did the nomad

lay claim to any territory. Land was forsaken once left.
The nomad did not expand his persanage to inciude material

possession. Oniy his tent and animal herds were his own

and these herds were the possession of the tribe.
Abramovic's art uged her body as its material. The

few props she used were expendable and not important ta

the performances as objects ain themselves. Her life
dictated her art. it may be seen as a second skin in that
it oaften resembled an extension of the private life lead

by Abramovic and Ulay. & piece written in Detour recounts

an incident ain their lite. They stayed in the van for one

month during snowy conditions. They did exercises. "We

t

moved and breathed inside the car until the car





defrosted". (Abramovic/Ulay,1989,51946) This behaviour bears

a strong resemblence to the austerity of many of their

performances.
Whilst living with Ulay, Abramovic laid claim to no

fixed abode other than the van ain which they lived. L

lites "vile enabled her in a very real sense to escape the

boundaries af Society. She achieved the liberation af the

Tt was a freedam inmind by first liberating
marked cantrast to her life in Yugoslavia. She grew us in

a strict eanviranment. Both parents were politically
active. Her father was a general in the partisan army and

her mother a major. In 1968 during the time af student

unrest throughout Europe Abramovic was head of the Farty
cadre in the Gelqrade Academy at Fine

Arts.fElliott,1995,p55) She grew up engaged in the

political struggle in e Communist Yugaslavia.
Family life appears to have been somewhat unstable.

Abramovic grew up diving mostiy with her grandmother,

whose kitchen represented the centre of her

universe. (Abramevic,1992,0153 Her mother was obsessional

about cleanliness and disccuraged Apramavic from playing
with local children because of the risk of cantracting

ms.{(ELliott,i995,p35) Abramovic was fourteen when her

parents divorced. oAbramovic,1992,p1l1) However despite what

is described as a "fragile unity" in the home Abramovic

remained there uritaid the Age of twenty

eight. (Elliott,1992,p55}

t

herself

Pite

(





Her subsequent existence with Ulay Signified an

embracing of a freedom never to be relinquished. In Detour

their life in the van is described:
No fixed living place
Permanent movement

Direct cantact
Self selectian
Lacal relation

Faesing limitations
Taking risks
Mobile energy

Tt was a life independent of responsibilities to
others. Limitations were passing because the Pair were

always moving. The interval between stops was an amportant
time for Abramovic's creative thinking. In an interview
with Von Drathen she described how, during the "sojourn
between locations" her perception was greater. (Yon

Drathen,1993,p234) Whilet living in one place routine and

order limit the imagination. The social structure limits
the range of thought according to the way society behaves.
HReing without ai home left one vulnerable and consequently
Nore awake,

Van Drathen likens the travelling interval to a

psychological space that aperates intuitively. In the
Philosophy of Henri Bergson the self cannot perceive
itself despite knowing itself to be. This space which
cannot be occupied is known as a "zone andeterming@e"™. It

ibramovic/Ulay,1980, 519

exists between the establishment of the ega and the

{€





development of the relationshi to the ega.t¥on Orathen,Bp

1993,p236) Since the relationship to the eaqo depends oan

language as representing the ego the zone indeterminee

Bxists prior te the individual's learning af language.
Abramovic's art operates ain this area. Von OSrathen

accurately points out that the work explains nothing. (Von

Drathen,1993,p229) would nat since explanation mplies
articulated thought.

The zane indeterminge if given a physiological
lacation by Bataille in his fantasy af L'Ueil Pineal"

Although a fantasy, and the reason why will become

obvious, the pineal eye is birthed in reason. The pineal
Or pituitary gland is a secretory gland in the brain.It is
still considered as representing a third eye oar sixth

it

sense. The sixth sense is traditionally held to be that of

intuition. The funetion of the pineal gland (epiphysis) i

twofold: at develona Bexuablity and intelligence,
(Hollier,i989,ppi1é--117)

In "Le Bleu du Ciel" Bataille wrote;
"When I carefully seek out in deepest anguish, same

strange absurdity, an eye opens up at the top, in

the middie of my skull"

Hollier,1989,pi2%i}

o EFataille never succeeded in completing "L'Qeil
Fineal", despite attempting it an five different
occasians. His notes emerged posthumausliy. Hollierattributes this to the nature of the subject matter he was
attempting to describe. Since the pineal eye operatesoutside af reason, language cauld nat defineLt. (Hollier,1989,pli?.)}





Thais maginary eye occupies the same locus as the gaping
hole of a mouth that emits disarticulated noises in lieu
of language. Bataille confirmed that the pineal eye is
represented by this displaced mouth when he wrote that
"This @ye mot the work of reason, it is a cry
escaping fram me". (Hollier,1989,pl31). It is the organ of

intuitive reasoning. It does not see aS a normal eve

might because it is blinded by the sun. Staring at the sun

Mary be likened ta eating one's excrement.

(Hollier,i989,p8l) This bizarre statement draws its reason

from the mouth having become, symbolically, an anus. It
occupies the opposite pole ta the biclogical one and

utters meaningless sounds. This organ,which 1S &

completely surreal fantasy, both excretes and ssimiiates.
But oat does sa unknowingly. ft as like the "zone

indeterminée" of Bergson. Von Drathen even goes as far ag

to give this zone its various synonyms including amonast
them , "the hole in the head". (Von Drathen,199%,p2%6)

Having located this intuitive Space one is still no

nearer to occupying it. It is a matter of having faith in
Man's perceptive abilities. Abramovic believes that in the
"civilised" world the non rational abilities of humans are

buried by an education grounded in reason. She aims to
introduce the ran rational inte society. (Von

Drathen, L993,p235) At the point where the brain Gives up

intuition prevails and at this point the public interacts
With her art.

The necessity of faith dogged surrealism as much as

it does Abramovic's art. Surice@ad iss wae aoform of





religion. It proposed a way af changing the world, a means

towards the liberation of the individual. Breton' s choice

of words, in asserting that Surrealism was uninterested in

any thing that had not, "far its ultimate aim the

annihilation of being into a jewel, aimternal and

unseeing", bore similarity to those of religious writing.
(Bataille,1994,p54) The annihilation of the self features

strongly in both Sufi and Buddhist religion.
For the devotee af Sufisms

"The final goal is fana (annihilation) primarily an

ethical concent af annihilating one's sown qualities
according to the prophetic saying "Take over the

qualities of God", but slowly develaping into a

complete extinction of the personality".
Encycl.Britannica,1978,p943)

In the Buddhist religion there existe the concept af the

Tathagata garbha. & rough English translation of this is

"Embryonic Ferfect one" (Tathagata meaning Ferfect one or

an aenlightened being.) Feter Harvey described this Buddha

eagence as having "the intrinsic quality af a jewel".
This translation was fram the Ratnagotra vibhaga, a

Sanskrit text om the Tathagata garbha. (Harvey, 1990,p114)
Breton was probably aware af Euddhist concepts when

he wrate his Surrealist doctrine. He was faced with the

prablem that religion was less endearing in the twentieth

century than it had heen in the past. Religion as

practised By primitive man had purely material interests.
Rituals were practised far the good of the cammunity. Aims

were often primarily agricultural. iGataille, 9%4,p72)
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Since man survived on the crops he grew he was dependent

en the earth for survival. He did not have a scientific
understanding af the cyclical character of mature.

Winter's severity would have seemed like an injustice and

the fruits of Summer like ai reward for his oqacdness.

Rituals developed around the seasone to regulate the

cycle, to control the arbitrariness of mature. Now however

man understands the cyclical character of nature and is na

longer confused by it. Industrial development allowed man

to believe that he controlled nature. This 15 mot the

tucase. The rapidity of andustriai and techmologice

progress" this century has left man far removed from any

real understanding of mature. The humility of primitive
man who was at mature's mercy has been replaced by the

arrogance and cynicism of modern man.

Ernst Fischer cammented that there are times of

crisis during which "the contrast between the present and

the past aSSumes extreme forme". (Fischer,1945, p42)
Abramavie's art has arisen out of such a crisis. At the

and af the twentieth century people will mot believe that

i

ritual can deliver material benefit. Abramovic's role as

an artist reflects "s concept af the primitiveaesct

artist, that of the magician who practised rituals to
master. mature. But today peaple believe less im magic.
Power and capital are today's gods.{Dawes,1996.p.28) The

attention given to religions with Spiritual interests is
largely symbolic and Survives on tradition. A real
appreciation of Abramovic's art relies on faith; whether

ar mot one believes in alternate states of consciousness
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and their possible benefit. However the inspiration of a

new faith in people ais a difficult task. Surrealism was

greeted by the broader public with feelings of "emptiness,

hapelessness, uselessness, superfluity and frivolousness".
(Bataille, 1994,p.78) Abramavic's art faces the same

problems today.
There is an e¢sential paradox in seeking to restore

the last harmony of earth and man. It is similar to the

problem faced by Surrealism represented by man's self
canecious character. Surrealism consciausly sought the

renaissance af the primitive man. Automatic writing
facilitated primal expression. However primitive man was

fundamentally different fram the modern man in that in the

first instance he WAS COnSCLOuUS of His mature.

Feychoanalysis has separated man's awareness af the

conscious and unconscious mind. in seeking to revert to

pramal expression, that af his unconscious, man will
manitor his "progress" by conscious reflection, thus

negating any latent primacy. (Hataille,i994,p72) Lt would

be unnatural for modern man to be primal, to revel
ampletely ano an animal mature. Only through ritual can

primacy be cConscigusly experienced. It is only a symbolic

primal state since it is consciously understood.
Abramavic's use of the gallery provided a suitable

environment for the enactment of ritual.its architectural
framework separated the performances from everyday life.

ogThere is a strong degree of religiousity in the enactment

of rituals within a gallery. The function of the building
is comparable to a church. Bataille wa in af the opinian





that a museum was like a city's lungs; crowds poured in

like blood "every Sunday" and left purified and refreshed

Hollier,i989,pxX1f1). Similarly each week people visit a

church and leave abselved of sin, purified.
Abramovic made the gallery space sacrosanct by enacting
rituals within it, heightening the level of religiousity

nmdescribed previously. She did this through using her body.

The audience were confronted with what they could most

readily identify. Her body became the sacred instrument of

each ritual, The sacred as an abiect that matters

intimately to the subject. The abject and subject
interpenetrate or exclude each other (in resistance to

interpenetration) but aim either case complete each

other. (Bataille,1994,pl15)} When Gbramovic cut herself the

audience could imagine the pain felt. In "GAA AAA", when

Abramovic and Ulay screamed at each other incessantly, the

audience could feel the tension of the canfrontation. In

any inetance involving a human performing the ucdience's
emotions are at their most sensitive as any occurrence is

registered intuitively before being met by reasan.

The performances were governed by predetermined
activities. Fram this starting point actions determined

themgelves. Whilst being enacted they represented their
own specafic manent im time. The performances referred to

nathing beyond themselves. This should be understood as

being within the context of the performance. Clearly the

performances, viewed as art, refer to many things, for

example, the Guddhist and Sufi rituals from which

Abramavic derived many of her personal rituals.





"The Lovers" (1988), their epic walk along the Oreat

Wail of China may be Seen aS a magnification of their
earlier performances. They sat aut fram opposite ends at

the Wall and eventualiy met in the middle whereupon their
lite together ended. When sneaking of her exhaustion

whilst walking the Great Wali Abramavic described how the

@eesential qualaty af walking emerged. After a few haurs

walking she thought that ¢he would faint. By cantinuing
and agnering this state of mind she overcame rational

thoughts

"At the moment when I stopped thinking about it, the

pain stopped, I simply no longer felt my bady. My

thoughts ceased. I was in a state of camplete inner

emptiness. And at precisely that moment I only
realise this looking back I came closer ta my body.

I became my body."

(von Drathen,1993,p220)
In this state of mind perception was limited toa the

instant an which it occurred. Abramovic's admission, that
ehe only realised what had occurred within her whilst

walkainad, after the event bears testament ta the

essentially conscious nature of man. The assessment of

actions 16 inavoidable. Kitual was necessary to escape the

rtcontingency af madern lite. Otherwise the instant could

revere truly be experienced.
The value of the instant was expressed by Ulay in

Modus Viviendi when he announced with minimal verbalising
the nature of his actions as he proceeded across the

stage: "Hearing . hearing: moving, moving, touching





touching". Each word described, precisely, his actions as

they ocurred. This technique of recitation of "present
awareness" was derived from Burmese vispassanic Buddhist

meditation. (McEvilley,i985,pil2)
Abramavic's techniques for escaping her consciousness

are comparable to the Automatic Wrating of the

Surrealists. Automatic writing stimulated the unbridied

expression af unconscious thought. if ever consciousness

interceded (as was inevitable} and the writing became toa

lucid, Eretan advised that the letter "L" be mmediately
inserted to begin a new word that would again stimulate

the unconscious. (Breton,1976,5124) Gimilarly Abramovic's

performances used a predetermined structure to house the

irrational. Rational thought liberated the irrational.
The challenge for the public was to undestand what she

experienced in that release.
It was the experience af the instant independent of

past and future, responsibility or ambition. In shorts

ecetasy, an Orgasmic sensation. Orgasm ruptures badily
identity, integrating subject amd object, conscigusness

and wunconmecicusness into ane physical sensation. Such a

state of e@xistenc (if it were to be permanent) would be,

to use HBataille's descriptian of unéeub)erdinated poetic
release, "viriley sovereign".

The savereign experience would be campletely

physical, hence arreligiause since religion values the

spiritual above the physical. The gratuitous enjoyment of

purely physical pleasure gnes against the creed of any





religion that believes in salvation existing in the form

af a transcendental existence.

Spiritual religion offers a superior emd to its
followers. Ritual ativity i6 not allowed G@xist as an end

in itself no matter what its liberating effects. Man

subordinates himself to an ulterior qoal. He has an

inherent inability tao "gave value ta the instant".

(Bataille,1994,p655) Value resides in the end pursued nat

im ats pursuit. This a6 paradoxical in the case af

spiritual religion. Since the end pursued exists beyand

life on earth it can never be attained. Religion makes its
followers subservient to a superior existence which they

Will never experience while still being their earthly
selves.

The stated aim of Abramovic's performances was toa

reach a different state of consciousness, to overcome

bodily limitations. In her rituals she achieved this,
albeit temporarily. Taken to an extreme the perpetual

experience of being in the body denies the existence of

any spiritual realm.

A sovereign being is subservient ta mathing; not to

other people mor ta any transcendental morality. Nothing

remains separate fram the Savereiqn being, hence

transcendency is abolished. 0Weiss,19946,p128) In attempting
to oavercome the fear of death Abramovic eaught ta attain
this state of being. She rebelled against social tahoa ta

attain a mastery of self independent of the social
structure.





Bataille's mythical god, the Acephale, created in
1930 was ai two headed body. Janus, the Roman god of

doorways had two heads symbolising origins and

transition. 0Weise,19846,p1250) The secand Acephale which

appeared six years later in the journal, "Acephale", was a

e@adless figure.(Flate 4) Tt was the embodiment of

sovereignty. Weles,1"86,p129) Headless, the figure is not
subject ta its own identity. The ego escapes thraugh the

Pineal space left by the decapitated head. Season is
absent. Mothing is assimilated. The body is purely
material and collates no history of itself. Heing
speechless ait avoids linguistic representation. He is
neither subject ner abject. Unlike the two headed JAMS
the Acephale is neither coming nor going. He simply
@xigted as an indefinable point in space and time.

An early Abramavic performance, Fireeing the Hody",
the third in the trio that included "Freeing the Voice"
and "Freeing the Mind", finds its counterpoint ain the
headless Acephale. She danced to an African drum beat for
@ight hours at which point she dropped.(FPlate4 } While

dancing she wore a black hood over her head.It symbolized
a rejection of the egqa and 4° CONESCLOUS reasoning. By
dancing for sa lang to the hypnotic rhythm of a drum she

released herself from comscious contro and allowed her

body control her. It only let her stop when if was

physically exhausted. The drummer too was controlled by

her hoady since he was obliged ta continue until she

stopped. The experience derived fram the performance was

purely physical as was that of the Acephale.
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It a8 abvious that anybody having a fear of death

would be subservient te this fear. A life spent ruminating
an the likelihood of an afterlife would be an abysmal
model of a human life. So by the perpetual experience of

the instant this worry would be deferred until death

rendered such worry mpossible.
The airony as that ino using rituals, which are

essentially religious, Abramovic merely perpetuated the

notion that death iG sacred. Although the formal

architecture of the gallery provided a solemn setting for
her actions it positioned her at the very centre of social
canstructs. The four walls of the gallery represent the

0Ccial Gbhsession for containing and categorizing. Although
she may have destroyed the architecture of her bady in

"Freeing the Voice" she still relied upon the larger
gallery environment to achieve this aim. Whether or not

she lost her fear af death becomes irrelevent since it
seams to have been such an all consuming passion. In

cantinually striving ta overcome bodily limitations
Abramovic was subservient to this desire, Her belief that,
through their rituals, Tibetan monks overcame their fear
of death is misguided.

If inspected closely Buddhism can be seen to be as

cancerned with death as the prevalent Christian religion
of the west (Abramovic was raised a Christian).The firet
of the Four Holy Truths of Buddhism is that suffering,
""dukkha", is inherent in all things. This concept of
dukkha refers to the impermanence of all worldly things.
It is not saying that life is a painful experience but





that it ais composed of events which rise only to fall and

be replaced by subsequent ephemeral events. This causes

the general unsatisfactoriness of life (Harvey,1990,p48i,
This view may be seen to posit death (terminations,
endings, events that pass} as the cornerstone of earthly
lite. Ultimately there is the physical death of the body.

Buddhists helieve that even this death is
impermanent. The spirit undergoes reincarnation in a

different realm. What this realm is depends on the merit
Qt the previous lives lived. Ta step out of a possibly
endless cycle of reincarnation a Buddhist can reach

Marvana. This iS considered as a timeless, birthless,
deathless realm within the person (Harvey,1990,962). It
need only be revealed through the practising of meditation
and ano adaption of the Buddhist ethical cade {Holy
Eightfold Path). On a very basic level Nirvana is another

realm to which we may aspire while dogged by the suffering
af mortality.

ft 48 incorrect to suggest that the Tibetan culture
has eliminated the fear of death when its religion was

founded upon the fear or incomprehension of death.





"SUBJECT / OBGECT RELATIONS"

In the case of performance art the nature af the

relationship between viewer and artpiece is different than

that between, for instance, a painting and its viewer.
Both parties are conscious of each other hence there is a

tension created where conscinusnesses react.
Chantal Fontbriand explains how a dialogue can beth

i

established between performer and spectator. The artist is
an energy source. During a performance there is an

expenditure of eneraqy which produces a transformation. &

receptive audience will perceive this transformation. For
at to ceeur the spectator must identafy with the

performer. (Pontbriand,1?79,p24) TRIS emtaiis BGG

aneself ain the other, thus bridaing the qap between the

two.

relevant ainThe philosophy of Sartre is particula:
discussing Abramovic since she uses her body as a medium

and the Sartrian dilemma of the subiect/obiect
relationship hinges aon the body as a focus for identity.
According to Sartre im his theorising af self and Other,
the self''s identity is completed by the viewpoint of the

Qther. The self has an incomplete view of itself due to

being positioned in its own body. Ite viewpoint is ted

subjective. Subject and Object behave antaganistically.
The self is aware of the Other's alternate image of itself

his image. It carnot, to stepbut does not know

outside itself and see itself objectively is physically
mpossible. Identity is founded upon two images, the self





remains alienated fram the objective image. The antagonism

is a binding force between subject and object.
The roles af subject and object took a peculiar twist

in Abramavic's performances. On occasion she assumed bath

of these roles distorting the audience' s usual

perspective. Tension ensued from this action.
In Rhythm = Abramavic took medicines normally given

to the schizophrenic amd the catatonic. As it was a

rtormance in the Rhythm series the taking of pills cauldOe

atbe read asoan attempt toa reach a different

af
i rtor ta assume a different identity while

performing. Other works in the series involved voluntary
(Rhythm 2) and involuntary (Rhythm GO) unconsciousness.
Hawever the work carried saciolagical meaning. Abramovic

assumed the role of the medical service which controls

segments of society with its medicines. She became a

patient capable aft administering her own treatment,

capable of controlling her own body. The performance

highlighted the control exercised over people's baddies

within saciety.
= medi lunBy taking control of herself using socie

she assumed the role oF object an relation ta her

subjective state as patient. The audience - the immediate

society ain this instance - were left powerless as their

objective potentiality was removed.

In her performances with Ulay, society was alienated

in a series of Relation works €19746-1980) ehich focussed

on the interdependency of their relationship. The

performance Light/Dark suggested a closed off, self

tate





sufficient individual despite there having been two people
performing, (Flate §) They knelt opposite each other
and began slapping each other in the face. They continued

alternately, accelerating the rhythm. As the performance

approached its conclusion there was barely a pause between

slaps and both artists were flinching in anticipation of

being hit. It endured for twenty minutes until Abramovic
did not return the blow. Whereas previously she had

punished herself here she hit Ulay, positioning him as the
Object in relation to herself. Ulay reciprocated the

abuse, treating Abramavic as an object. Since both played
the mutual roles of self and other they could be seen as

ane being. Important ta this idea is that they were a

couple and they took their union to an extreme.

Abramovic and Ulay met in 4975S and the relationshio
instantly had the curiousity af their birthdays
c@inciding; Nov. 30th 1946 and 1945 respectively. They

marked subsequent birthdays with performances. Mark Dawes

described the relationship as "a laboratory for the
creation of new forces" (Dawes ,1996,p245). fe 28 an

accurate description. The FEelation Works (which include
Light/Dark}) placed their relationship on public display.
This was as much a test of ite strength as were the tests
of endurance the couple underwent.

Another Relation work, "Breathing in /Breathing out"

performed in i977 and again on their birthday in the same

Year . evokes the idea of mutual dependency.(Flate })
Abramovic and Ulay knelt opposite each ather and

maintained for nineteen minutes. They were both
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breathing in abnormally high amounts of carbon Gioxide.

Despite the large crowd at the event they seemed ablivious
to any external ativity. The physical fusion between the

two was a metaphor for complete mental as well as physical
UNLOAN.

This unity may be likened to Aristophanes theory that
ideal lovers were two wandering bodies searching for their
other half which had previcusiy been cut from them

(Hamilton, 1951,1990b - 192e)

A sculptural work, "The Lovers" suggests a similar
idea but carries far less resonance.(Flate7? ) It lacks the

tension of the living, breathing bodies af Ulay and

Abramovic. Two large veesels lie horizantally joined at
the mouths. The vessels have cantrasting surfaces, glass
and matt. A text accompanies the piece stating, "In

canjuncticon lies the only poesibility of Supreme peace and

reet". Meschede,1992,pp24O0-241) The stalement reads like
wishful thinking because it seems to forget the intensity
af "Breathing ain / Breathing out. Peace and rest were not

in evidence as Abramovic and Ulay knelt locked together
mouth to mauth. Their breathing was atten unsteady ag they

struggled to maintain the kies. Alsa due to the high
levels of carbon dioxide inhaled their consciousness would

have been altered.
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It as ireniac that when "The Lovers" was made the

relationship had begun to deteriorate. In Biography, a

performance from 1992, Abramovic recounted her life in

succinct notes --

1985 Death of Ulay's mother

More polaroids
We stop making love

igeé Ulay starts drinking
We are unable ta perform

Instead we build two black vases

the size of our bodies

(Abramovic,1992,543)
This was the concluding @xposé of a relationship lived
both nmtensly privately and extremely publicly. Although

still making art together the level of energy created by

the works had decreased. This energy had been produced by

the forces between the two lovers, between the antagonism

af subject and object at its most intense.

Speaking of "Relation in Time", where they stood back

to back for seventeen hours with their hair braided

tagether, Abramovic said that after about ten hours the

f

relationship was oniy plastic.(Flate Fhysically they&)

Were joined but mental ly their minds functioned

independently. Within there was a "separatian"
(Pejic,1993,p34). Tt is if their indavadual

subj@ctivity reclaimed its autonamy unable tao give itself
to the other. This is mutualiy beneficial as neither can

be lost in the other. If this were to happen they would

not exist for each other, their separate subiectivities
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having disintegrated. Each opposing object is only a

representation af another subject.
In 4979 on their birthday Abramovic and Ulay enacted

"Communist body, Capitalist body". was a passive
performance which created an environment far the formation

of tensions between audience and artists. The pair had

it

invited aomumber of friends to attend & party at Titteen

minutes before midnight. When the quests arrived both

t the end of thefh ttAbramovic and Ulay lay asleep in a heed

room. In the centre were two small tables laid with Tood

and cutlery. During this performance the artists did

mathing but remain asleep.
Three weeks later Abramovic and Ulay interviewed the

quests about their impressions of that nmaght. The

responses showed clearly the gap between the two parties
and the obsession of filling in that gap by an act of the

imagination.
The most extreme reaction was that of Louwrien

Wiejers. He described the party as a mightmare. It was

like a funeral because the hoasts were asleen.
(Abramovic/Ulay,1960,pivS) This reaction reflects very

little search for meaning in the silence between host and

quests. Wiejers s@emed desperate ta identify himself

whealiy an the Other, the absence of which frightened him.

He felt uncomfortable during the whole affair. Even whiist

enjoying the other guests' company he was constantly
distressed by the sleeping couple. His disorientation was

caused by the lack of a focal point for his attentions.

Qniy oon returning home did he remember the video camera





that had recorded the event. This could have been used as

a ""substiatute"™ for Abramovic and Ulay. Such an idea

reflects on his part awish to be part object, to be

farmed by the other. But ait also shows a desire for the

power derived from immersion ain the subiect/ object

dialogue. By allowing a part of himself to be objectified
the subject can magine that he knows what the abject
sees in him. AS long as the abject sleeps the subject does

not know how much of his self i being watched (if any).
Mor may he convey an image af himself to a sleeping
obiect. The Sleeping object becames an inpenetrable
subject.

Qther reactions were less panicked than Wieier's.
Ferplexed by the inactivity af their hosts the guests
waited ta see what would happen. Dorine Mignot described
ito as "sort of sacrilegious" when one quest approached the

bed to see if they were realiy asleep.
t(Abramovic/Ulay,1990,pi72) The hosts had assumed 4 sacred

position in the eyes of their quests. Feople were

reluctant ta lay presents beside the bed for fear of

preaching an imaginary barrier. One reason for this would

have been that Abramovic and Ulay were asleep. Sieep holds

& privileged position of peace unlike wakefulness which

pravokes interaction.
Gij8 van Tuyl made a Significant observation about

the ileening haste. AlthGgugh in ane sense absent through

being asleep Abramovic and Ulay were in another sense

"more present than ever". He said that of all "the words

you utter during a conversation, you wonder what it is





exactly you are revealing of yourseif". This is a perfect
understanding at Sartre' s difficulty in @xpressing
himself. Van Tuyl concluded, saying that whilst asleep one

is moat xternalising anything verbally. Qne is thus

present in "3 more significant way.
e

(Abramovic/Ulay,1980,01743
Hartmut Kowalke realised the importance of the quests

at the party when he said that it was a performance mot

sOlely because of Abramavic and Ulay but because of the

public's presence. (Abramovic/Ulay.,13990,p6173) The most

significant thing about the event was not the sleeping
couple but the tension ta which this qave rise. Most of

those present felt a degree of un@aginess but were able to

relax owith each other by reflecting on the mature of the

tension. Van Tuyl perceived a change in mood when people

began to eat and drink the caviar and champagne provided.
tt was an "expansion at boundaries".

Abramoic/Ulay,1990,pi75) By breaking conventional codes

new codes had ta be founded. Hosts do not normally sleep
while quests do mot anticipate instigating proceedings.
That said, Abramoavic and Ulay had instigated proceedings
thraugh their passivity.

In "Lips of Thomas" the perceived roles af the artist
and the audience were challenged although in this instance
Violence, aS apposed to passivity, characterised the

performance. Abramavic pertarmed this piece betore meeting
Ulay. She ate a kilo of honey, drank a litre of wine and

then broke the glass from which she drank. The cansumotion
ot the wine was the first stage of altering her





consciousness. She them cut a five pointed star in her

stomach and whipped herself until mumb to the pain. By

ceasing this flagellation while etill coanscious of

herself, aif not the pain, Abramovic retained control af

the ritual's proceedings. She turned upon herself as did

Bataille's Acephalus who carries a sword in his hand, the

instrument of his decapitation. She was Simultaneously

victim and executioner. By objectifying hersel? Abramavic

attained mastery of herself. The state in which she could

mo longer feel pain resonates with the ecstacy of the

anetant as experienced by the Acephale. Oniy this time her

ecetacy, if representable, would be aganised not joyous.
Thais presumes that ecstacy and agany are apposite

polarities af the same thing.
Her self flagellation gave way toa the further torture

of lying on across of ice beneath a heater suspended

above her stomach.(Flate 3 Here the performance turned

decisively when, after thirty minutes, members of the

audience sympathetic to her plight removed the blocks of

ice rom beneath Sbramovic. At this point Abramovic gave

up cantrol of the ritual. Through such an extreme act of

self abuse she provoked an empathic reaction. She removed

the barrier which normally separates the performer from

the audience. In this relationship, particularly in the

theatre, subject and object seldam mingle. The performer
is the actor/object, viewed by the public. He represents
the play's narrative nat himself. "Lips of Thomas" began

by alienating the audience in a very aggressive fashion.
Savereignty 18 an aggressive rejection of society.
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However in its ecstatic state the savereiqn being is

highly vulnerable as was Abramovic when acting auteide of

her conscious control. At the point when the audience and

objects external to herself became imperceptible these

objects could most easily invade the inattentive body.

From a state of aggression Abramovic became vulnerable,

passing the active role in the performance to the

audience. This is the energy dialogue af the performance,

the alteration af active and passive roles.
in an @arlier performance, Rhythm 8 (lee)

inside a burning five pointed star having doused it in

petrol before entering. A member af the audience moticad

that she was unconscious when she did met respond to the

flames burning her. He carried her aut . Here again the

barrier between art piece and viewer, ohject and subject

had been removed through the occurrence of real drama.

By using such frightening levels of gqgressicn

Abramovic heid the public's attention. Her performances

had little to do with everyday life. There is the risk in

performing private rituals that the artist will not engage

the public. In Abramovic's performances the viewer must

ne

mat be allowed "Bec ane inte the past an

24

subject. This gsenaratican automatically reduces the

immediacy af any event. thereby minimising its potency.
The gubject is more susceptable to events that happen in





its awn peychological espace. These events threaten its

identity hence heightening its awareness of the instant.

Abramovic's more successful performances are those in

which an energy transfer occurs thus breaking down the

barrier between subject and object. Both "Lips af Thomas"

and "Rhythm S" achieved this to the extent that the

audience were physically engaged in events. On ather

occasions there was a psychological involvement.

"Reet/Energy" (Flate 10), performed at ROSC in i?me

by Abramavic and Ulay wae one of their most arresting
works. They held a drawn bow between them, the arrow.

pointed at Abramavic's heart. They stood leaning away fram

the bow depending on it for support. The element af risk
involved was intense and was registered in the recorded

breathing of both artists. The tension was palpable.
Watching the video documenting the event one is riveted by

the image of Abramovic taunting the poseibility af death.

If there were not a genuine tengican created by the

performances the audience would remain immune to their
energy. It is important that the audience does not remain

detached and that the perfarmances are not reduced to mere

apectacle. An effective ritual snould operate like
Carnival as theorised by Bakhtin. Carnival ais not a

spectacle and in it neither subiect nap object
exist. (Jefferson,1999,plé65) Feaple live within ait. A

detached observing gaze would destroy the mechanism of

Carnival. The author af this gaze would nok be

experiencing Carnival but a represent an af at. If the

audience at Abramoavic's performances were to see her
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but were tar fohologicaliiv artt

physically, they would have anly tiesced them

representations of ritual. Abramoavic would have

her athemot to arrest their attention.





CONCLUS TOM

Much of this thesis has dwelt on surreai cancepts of

being. The Fineal eye and the Acephale are both fantasie
unattainable ain reality. Hecause of this ait would be

senseless to conclude by saying whether or nat Abramoavic

had achieved her aims according to Surrealism. The thesis
has offered the Acephale as the completely liberated
being. Abramovic pursued a path that would ideally lead to

the realisation of this character. Through the rejection
of o0cial canditioning, in terms af language, living
status and behavicural etiquette she tried to liberate
herself. This reflects a dissatisfaction with the Western

culture ano which she grew up and a desire to create a

different reality for herself. A reality as perceived by

her unconscious mind that could be referred to aga

eurreality, above and beyond the reality of conscious

experience.
Consideration of her work dows lead one to understand

that the western man leads a life curtailed by mary
strictures. Bodily expression in particular is coordinated
to correspond to a perceived norm. Abramovic's use of her

bady instantly provokes responses of shock in a public mot

used to seeing messages conveyed through the btoady. But
whether or mot she has attained freedom through her
actions is unclear. Certainly the theoretical discussion
of the rejection of language makes one want to celebrate
the primal self. The rediscovery af this being will
forever be an attraction because it offers a form of





Utopia ain which man is free and uncarrupt. But as has been

shown primacy for the modern mam is mpossible.
if Abramevic has attained this state ain her

performances has it benefitted the audience in any way? By

intervening in proceedings the audience did nat experience
the different state af consciousness of Abramovic even

though they may have taken part in the energy dialogue.
Their involvement never completely dissolved the

gubject/object divide. These identities were challenged in

the performances but they still existed whilet they

alternated between performer and audience. For the

audience Abramovic's action remained symbolic even though

she may have experienced changes af conscigusness. This

may well have been the extent of her ambition. In

praviding indicators as to an alternate experience aft

reality she inspires those interested to search for it. & if

has heen said it 15 a matter of faith. Whilet the

OQVereign being 1s a fantasy, the self-confident,
uninhibited, constantly active person is nat. What emerges

form studying Abramovic is the belief that the subjective
rate iheindividual has, within itself, the abilaty to cr

own life according to its own desires.

{
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