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Afterword: QUICKSILVER AND REVELATIONS: 
PERFORMANCE ART AT THE END OF THE 20TH CENTURYα 

 
Kristine Stiles 

 
In his visionary examination of alienation in everyday life, Henri Lefebvre summoned 

Baudelaire’s counsel to “artists to confront the everyday – and even if necessary to tear through 

it to reveal the living spirit enshrouded within, not above, or beyond, but within.”1But 

Baudelaire, according to Lefebvre, failed to live up to his own charge. Longing to discover the 

marvelous in the quotidian, the French poet (along with Rimbaud, the Symbolists, and later the 

Surrealists) ultimately discredited the ordinary, launching “a sustained attack on everyday life 

which has continued unabated up to the present day.”2 For Lefebvre, the search to discover the 

extraordinary within the ordinary merely produced a “lining” to everyday life that abandoned 

daily existence itself, and for him the everyday required sustained and continuous attention. 

“Even at this very moment,” he wrote in 1947, “action, work, love, thought, the search for truth 

and beauty are creating certain realities which transcend the transitory nature of the individual. 

The fact that this assertion has become trivial, that it has been put to use too often - sometimes 

to the worst kind of ends - does not mean that it has stopped being true.”3   

Such a tenacious belief in the insistent truth of ordinary life declared that what is lived 

has dignity and must be honored. Action in art commenced with this affirmation of life. When 

performance artists made their bodies and lives the primary medium and means of visual 

expression, they irrepressibly brought into visual discourse the truth, beauty, and pain of the 

actual lived circumstances of everyday life. They confronted viewers with the real corporeal, 

conceptual, and psychological conditions of actual lives - lived, and communicated through 

bodily actions. What was so unsettling about Performance Art was how simultaneously startling 

and banal visual confrontation with real action could be. For in Performance Art, viewers 

encountered a person who was actually doing something in the here and now, recontextualizing 

and reviewing the everyday by means of bodily action in and on life.  Performance artists put 
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into life-action conditions of work, love, thought, and the search for truth and beauty, as well as 

sex, food, ritual, money, fame, and all the other subjects that they explored in this book.   

To this end, the most accurate theoretical context within which to consider Performance 

Art as a medium of visual production is the dialogue it vivified between art and the real world.  

Thus, given the honorific task of writing a brief epilogue on Performance Art in the 1980s and 

1990s, it seemed best to lay out the broadest cultural framework for the impact of everyday life 

on Performance Art in the last two decades of the 20th. Consequently, I will propose four 

categories of experience that I believe largely shaped the context within which performance 

artists responded with their bodies to their time. First, the beginning of the 1980s ushered in the 

initial cases of AIDS, causing a global health crisis. Second, by the end of the 1980s Mikhail 

Gorbachov’s policy of perestroika resulted in a series of unprecedented international shifts in 

power that permanently altered geographical boundaries and social relations. Third, the new 

electronic technologies that exploded globally in the 1990s radically affected the public domain, 

transforming the very structure and relation of information to knowledge, providing a model for 

the reconstruction of the body. And, fourth, the planetary threat of continuous ethnic strife and 

warfare combined with impending ecological disaster imbued all these acts with an ever-present 

urgency. Because of the exigencies of a brief summary, I will only touch on these subjects in 

the hope that such provisional assumptions will inspire further research. Thus, I offer these 

comprehensive hypotheses in the spirit of both concluding remarks and an introductory preface 

to future research. 

 It was conjectured that by the year 2000 some forty million people would be infected 

with HIV worldwide, a figure that achieved, “the philosophical status of Kant’s mathematical 

sublime [in being] so extensive as to be unthinkable.”4 Considering the global threat to public 

health posed by HIV, Leo Bersani’s suggestion seemed to be true that a fundamental 

“aversion…to sex” accounted, in large measure, for the tragic failure of people to respond 

appropriately to the AIDS crisis.5 One group that did not ignore the AIDS crisis was Coalition 

to Unleash Power, better known as ACT UP. This small group of gay activists formed in 1987 

to perform strident media-staged events. Their direct actions enabled ACT UP members to cope 

with HIV individually, and to confront public fear and neglect of the deadly ramifications of the 

spreading AIDS epidemic collectively. At the same time in the United States, the hysterical 

response by the Christian right to Andreas Serrano’s 1987 photograph Piss Christ dovetailed 
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with the proposed 1989 retrospective exhibition of Robert Mapplethorpe’s photographs at the 

Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington D.C. The storm of protest against Mapplethorpe’s 

photographs, especially the images of gay men in sado-masochistic sexual contact, exaggerated 

the alarm, dread, and panic already surrounding AIDS. It is not coincidental that the growing 

public awareness of AIDS, in part facilitated by ACT UP, made the visual confrontation with 

homosexuality and/or body fluids all the more loathsome and frightful.6 While neither Serrano 

nor Mapplethorpe practiced performance as his primary mode of visual expression, each artist 

used his body and/or body fluids as the subject-image of his photographs. Such practices 

aligned both artists squarely with Performance Art in a clash with both organized religion and 

the state over control of bodies. 

One direct and aggressive response to the public condemnation of art that employed the 

body came from a small number of performance artists in the United States. Karen Finley, 

Holly Hughes, Annie Sprinkle, David Wojnarowicz, Tim Miller, Robert Fleck, and others set 

the tone and conditions for the broad public reception of Performance Art that took place in the 

1990s. They were, however, culturally vilified for drawing attention to various aspects of 

suffering and debasement that paralleled the public discussion of bodies diseased with AIDS.  

Overlapping and continuous with this discussion, an underground, alternative performance 

culture (especially in California) emerged in which body piercing, tattooing, and sado-

masochism joined the sacrificial to the sacred in the work of such artists as Bob Flanagan, Fakir 

Mussafar, and Ron Athey. Together with the reconsideration of sexuality fueled by the AIDS 

crisis, such performances encouraged and provided the material example for the rise in a score 

of theories of gender and sexuality, ranging from the emergence of “queer theory” to 

discussions of trauma and abjection. I doubt whether these wider cultural theories would have 

become so prominent without the broad-based cultural discussion of sexuality brought about by 

the AIDS crisis, or without performance artists’ attention to the everyday exigencies of the 

body. Similarly, artists around the globe created explosive actions and environments for the 

consideration of difficult and probing questions about the relationship between public morals 

and state control of bodies. Elke Krystofek (Austria), Xu Bing and Zhang Huan (China), Orlan 

(France), Mary Duffy and Andre Stitt (Ireland), Lorena Wolffer (Mexico), Oleg Kulik (Russia), 

and Kendell Geers and Minette Vari (South Africa) all made performances in the last two 

decades of the 20th century that examined such subjects as physical brutality and repression, 
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abuse, masturbation, incest and rape, psychical and physical disabilities, and the human results 

of ordinary social, ethnic, and religious intolerance and racial violence.   

While the antecedents for such actions in the United States remained the Civil Rights 

Movement, feminism, and multiculturalism, AIDS galvanized attention to the body, becoming a 

catalyst for discourses on every repressed, suppressed, and disenfranchised condition and 

situation of the body. The positive effect of such a broad-based political discussion of the 

individual and social body was that formerly taboo subjects such as lesbianism found a space 

within which open debate might take place. In Canada, for example, the lesbian collective Kiss 

and Tell presented “True Inversions,” 1992, a performance with lesbian themes and simulated 

lesbian sex. This performance sparked a year-long controversy on spending in the arts in the 

Canadian state of Alberta. The negative side of this broader forum, however, was that subjects 

like lesbianism would be disputed primarily in a context of abjection, disease, and marginality.  

That said, any lateral polemic on sexuality and the body moved the discussion farther away 

from the HIV and the AIDS crisis.7  

The former Soviet Union was dissolved in the very midst of this health emergency and 

broad-based social discussion of gender and sexuality. National and ethnic spaces of the entire 

world shattered when the Eastern Bloc was liberated from Soviet hegemony. The seemingly 

sudden end of the Cold War forever altered the bipolar East/West ideological divisions of the 

globe, causing a massive shift in the geographical organization of space.8 Two events in global 

relations of power followed the fall of the Berlin Wall on November 9, 1989. One was 

anticipatory, the other repercussive. They brought the philosophical and human implications of 

these circumstances into sharp emotional and intellectual focus. The first was the event of a 

Chinese student who selflessly stood before the tanks in Tiananmen Square, momentarily 

stopping their advance during the suppression of the pro-democracy protests there on June 3-4, 

1989. This student’s heroic act required anonymity to protect him from further political 

repercussions, retaliation by the authorities that may have resulted in prison and brutal 

punishment. The second event was the thrilling vision of Nelson Mandela walking free 

February 11, 1990, from a South African prison where he had been incarcerated for twenty-

seven years, only to become President of that nation, then struggling to free itself from vicious 

apartheid, and, three years later, to win the Nobel Peace Prize.   
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These weighty world events liberated artists to act who had been formerly confined 

behind the Iron Curtain, who had endured apartheid in South Africa, and/or who had remained 

under the repressive clamp of Communism around the world. In countries where totalitarianism 

made it virtually impossible to do so before 1989, artists seized on the presentational medium of 

performance to express in the 1990s long-repressed, pent-up energies. In Romania alone, even a 

short list of artists working in performance in the late 1980s and 1990s was impressive.9 In 

Moldova, especially under the organizational brilliance of artist-organizer Octavian Esanu, 

Performance Art became one of the primary mediums for the first generation of experimental 

artists to appear in that country.10 The situation was much the same in Russia where after 1989 

younger artists began to learn about the activities of the Collective Action Group (active in the 

late 1970s and early 1980s). Performance also appeared in Cuba and the Caribbean in the 

1990s, and Chinese performance artists began to travel in the West and show their work to an 

international audience.   

Performance Art appeared in these contexts as a critical new voice with a similar social 

force to that which it had wielded in Western Europe, the United States, and South America in 

the 1960s and early 1970s. This is not to say that Happenings, Fluxus, Body Art, and various 

kinds of ceremonies and demonstrations presented in the context of installations, Land Art, and 

Arte Povera had not taken place in the East, for indeed they had, especially in the former 

Czechoslovakia. There in the late 1980s and 1990s, performances by Tomas Ruller, in 

particular, became painful reminders of life in the former Eastern Bloc. In Ruller’s most 

visually compelling performance, “8.8.1988,” the artist literally set fire to the clothing on his 

back while performing out-of-doors in an abandoned, brutal, industrial site. This action was 

executed in 1988, nearly a year after the artist’s passport was inexplicably revoked in 1987, the 

very day before he was to depart from Prague to participate in Documenta 8. The revocation of 

his passport denied Ruller not only the ability to travel but to perform at Documenta. His 

performance “8.8.1988” was a response to these events and also took place on, and 

commemorated, the twentieth anniversary of the suicide of Jan Palach, a student who killed 

himself one year after the 1967 Soviet occupation of Czechoslovakia. Such memories of the 

pre-1989 conditions of the Eastern Bloc also came into vivid perspective in Hungary where the 

pioneering conceptual and performance work of György Galánti had been thoroughly repressed 

since the mid-1970s. But after 1989, Galánti, who together with his partner Julia Kalaniczay 
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had founded Art Pool, the most important international center for Mail Art, was able to open his 

comprehensive archive to the world. In Poland, where Happenings and Body Art had been 

active since the early 1960s, thanks to the pioneering efforts of Tadeusz Kantor, Performance 

continued to thrive.11 Indeed, young artists from all over the former Eastern Bloc turned to 

performance.12 It should be emphasized that the eruption of Performance Art in the 1990s in 

Eastern Europe, China, South Africa, Cuba, and elsewhere should never be considered either 

secondary to, or imitative of, the West. It was not. Rather, the great exuberance for the use of 

the body in art in places around the world where radical change was taking place, signified that 

the political dimension of Performance Art remained a cultural force for change in everyday 

life. Performance Art proved repeatedly to be the medium of expression in which the belief and 

investment in the social power of art held fast and could be rejuvenated, even in a period of 

deep cynicism (associated with postmodernism) regarding the efficacy of art in life. 

A third area in which Performance Art developed was in the new electronic 

technologies, which exploded into the public domain on a global scale in the 1990s. In the 

words of French political and cultural theorist Paul Virilio, such technologies altered both “the 

nature of the human environment, our territorial body,” as well as “the nature of individual[s], 

and their animal body.”13 For, along with electronic technologies, biogenetic technologies 

extended the eventual promise – given in the guise of a sheep named Lucy, cloned in 1997 - to 

replicate and perhaps even replace humankind. If the thesis of Hans Moravec, a senior research 

scientist at Carnegie Mellon, was to be believed, robotic cyborgs would gain the capacity to 

implant surgically the slower brains of humans with computer chips in order to bring us mere 

“meat machines” up to the speed of our own technological inventions.14 In a similar vein, Donna 

Haraway’s essay “A Cyborg Manifesto,” was highly influential in laying the groundwork for 

acceptance of cybernetically and technologically altered bodies that would – in her utopian 

formulation – contribute to improving gender and sexual relations.15 These kinds of theories 

coincided with discussion of and research on HIV. Matthew Barney’s performances in the late 

1980s and 1990s operated in the interstice of this hybridity. Cosmetically altering his body, 

Barney created androgynous, human-animal shape body types, and visualized the very real 

possibilities of surgically augmenting the body in, theretofore, unimaginable ways. Artists like 

Victoria Vesna, working almost exclusively on the Internet, created interfaces enabling the 

public to combine a variety of images, morphing new representations of the self that more 
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closely resembled their own conceptual and psychological self-images. Fragmentation and 

multiplication of identity, as well as the adaptation of alternative personae, had long been 

anticipated in Performance Art by Linda Montano, Eleanor Antin, Martha Wilson, Adrian Piper, 

Lynn Hershman, Tom Marioni, Jürgen Klauke, Urs Lüthi, and a host of other artists 

internationally. They paved the way for the photographs of Cindy Sherman, made marketable 

by the fact that her photographs distanced the viewer from the real act of self-transformation 

explored by both Sherman and her mentors by translating Sherman’s performative multiple 

personae into saleable objects. In this context and in the 1990s, Orlan carried out the most 

dramatic and troubling performances in numerous cosmetic surgeries.  These operations, which 

increasingly threatened the artist’s health and well-being, were attempts to reconstruct and 

transform her face and body into a composite of the ideal western art historical notion of beauty. 

Never was “the body” a more contested or beleaguered site then at the end of the 20th 

century. The very prevalence of a nomenclature of “the body” signaled a dramatic shift away 

from the consideration of human beings as complex, sensate, psycho-physical, soul-embodied 

beings with consciousness, to figuring us simply as “bodies.” This was especially true of writing 

in Cultural Studies and Art History where literally hundreds of new books on and theories of 

“the body” appeared in the last two decades of the century. Indeed, for Paul Virilio, the body 

had become synonymous with the electronic and technological revolution, as well as the 

computer terminal: 

The “staking out of [geographical] territory with heavy material infrastructure 
(roads, railroads) is now giving way to control of the immaterial, or practically 
immaterial, environment (satellites, fiber optic cables), ending in the body 
terminal of man, of that interactive being who is both transmitter and receiver.16 

 
In this context, Brazilian artist Eduardo Kac demonstrated how the body might literally become 

a terminal for surveillance in a 1997 performance entitled “Time Capsule.” During this action, 

Kac “implanted in his ankle an identification microchip with nine digits and registered himself 

with a databank in the United States via the Internet.”17 This kind of radical submission of the 

body to public and state control was systematically undertaken by the Cyprus-born artist 

STELARC. He aimed to “extend the concept of the body and its relationship with technology 

through human/machine interfaces incorporating the Internet and Web, sound, music, video and 

computers….[in order to enhance] an interplay between physiological control and electronic 

modulation of human functions and machine enhancement.”18 In STELARC’s performance 
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“Amplified Body,” 1996, for example, the artist was connected to the Internet and electrical 

discharges sent to the body by remote users. His responses were measured through a variety of 

monitoring devices, including such machines as an EEG, ECG, and EMG, a nasal thermistor, a 

plethysmograph, position sensors, ultrasound transducers, and other among technologies 

STELARC used on his body.  

The growing acceptance of a disembodied notion of “the body,” also had a curious new 

dimension in the 1990s, akin to fin-de-siècle dread so common at the end of the 19th century. 

This foreboding, and yet increasing accommodation, of a dematerialized, prosthetically 

augmented body, resulted, I think, in the wide-spread fascination with the concept of extra-

terrestrial life and abduction by aliens that was especially exploited in the last two decades of 

the 20th century by television and Hollywood. Parapsychology as a discipline had not received 

so much attention by intellectuals and the public at large since the end of the 19th century, and 

the popularity of representations and embodiments (again, on television and in Hollywood) of 

angels became a commercial success. While the connection between what was called “New 

Age” phenomena, electronic technologies, biogenetic engineering, and A-Life (artificial life) 

may not at first be apparent, the disembodiment of human relations made possible by the 

Internet and email increased consideration of new modes of consciousness that had been 

anticipated by such philosophers as Teilhard de Chardin.19 Such mind-expanding possibilities 

were particularly welcomed by performance artists like Linda Montano, Lynn Hershman, Ken 

Rinaldo (USA), Ulricke Rosenbach (Germany), Kathy Rogers (England), Aya & Gal (Israel), 

and others. 

The HIV threat, the reshuffling of geo-political borders, and the explosion of new 

technologies in the last decade of the 20th century took place under the global umbrella of 

political and ethnic strife, as well as impending environmental disaster. One had only to think of 

multiple sites of ethnic conflict to imagine just how unstable existential conditions on the planet 

were at the end of the 20th century: Rwanda, continuous warfare in Northern Ireland and 

between North and South Korea, Egypt and Eritrea, Israel and its neighbors, ethnic cleansing in 

Bosnia and Kosovo by the Serbs, as well as the world-threatening demonstrations of aggression 

in 1998 when India and Pakistan tested nuclear weapons, ostensibly to be used against each 

other. In addition, massive relocation and the status of refugees became an enormous issue in 

the1980s and 1990s, the dimension of which could only be grasped by considering the fact that 
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the second largest city in Pakistan or the third largest city in Malawi were both refugee camps!20 

Ecologically, the planet demanded serious consideration of sustainable development, and an 

altered relationship between human beings and the earth. A short list of potentially dangerous 

environmental conditions included: depletion of the ozone layer shielding the earth, the 

pollution of the seas and clean water, deforestation and decimation of the tropical rainforests, 

the disappearance of species, and the effects of nuclear fallout (either from testing or the 

malfunction of the world’s aging nuclear energy plants).  These fragile ecological conditions 

were further exacerbated by such global conflicts as the Gulf War in 1992, which left massive 

oil fires and the destruction of sea and animal life, as well as the further pollution of the planet’s 

air. Given the rapid and unprecedented advances in technology that reconstituted bodies as 

progressively more like cyborg-robotic beings, the collusion between humans and nature 

appeared ever more pressing.  

 Unity between animals, nature, and humans was exhibited in the growing attention to 

animal rights and the protection of nature (as for example in the two-decade long fight – in the 

1980s and 1990s - to preserve the ancient, giant redwoods in northern California). In this regard, 

the public actions of Greenpeace (founded in the 1970s) were analogous to certain concerns 

expressed in Performance Art. I am thinking particularly of the Vietnamese artist Dinh Q. Lé. 

He performed his public action “Damaged Gene” in the central market of Hô Chí Minh City, in 

August, 1998. There, Lé sold small, hand-painted plastic figures he had fabricated of Siamese-

twin babies; and he also sold T-Shirts printed on the front with the same image of the two-

headed child and on back with the following message:   

Five million acres of land in Vietnam were soaked with twenty million gallons of 
Agent Orange during the Vietnam War.  Half a million of Vietnamese children 
may have been born with dioxin-related deformities since 1965.  Since 1994, 
there have been five pairs of Siamese twins born in Vietnam.  This is 10 times or 
1,000% more than the expected number based on Vietnam’s population.  Agent 
Orange was produced by Dow Chemical, Monsanto, Diamond Shamrock Corp., 
Hercules, Uniroyal, TH Agricultural & Nutrition and Thompson Chemicals. 
 

I am also thinking of the local and global politics practiced by such performance artist-

intellectuals as Martha Rosler, Suzanne Lacy, and Antonio Muntadas, but especially by Linda 

Frye Burnham and Steven Durland, former editors of High Performance Magazine. They 

moved from Los Angeles in the early 1990s to a small North Carolina town, where they 
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dissolved the magazine, and began a sustained involvement in and commitment to the kind of 

grass-roots community action in which they had long been involved.21   

In closing, I would like to point out that throughout the 20th century Performance Art 

evaded the attempts by art historians to define it fully, and after a century of its multifarious 

forms and styles, no comprehensive history of this international medium existed. But while the 

complexities of defining the medium of Performance Art and identifying its key historical 

moments and presentations eluded art historians, it remained vulnerable to ideologically driven 

theories of it. Performance Art proved particularly susceptible to psychoanalytic theory as a 

method for explicating its conditions of production and reception, and to Marxism, which was 

useful in theorizing its embedded discourse in everyday life. Yet while both of these methods 

were crucial analytic tools for examining this unusual and unparalleled 20th century art, not 

enough attention was given to the significance of how Performance Art visualized the urgency 

of real human experience in actual everyday life. A celebrated case in point is the work of 

Rudolf Schwarzkogler. Even though his horrific photographic tableaux of 1965-1966 led to the 

false tale of his self-castration (a notorious myth that has fueled the often hysterical public and 

intellectual response to Performance Art in general), Schwarzkoger actually did work with a 

real body, that of Heinz Cibulka. In order to simulate castration for Schwarzkogler’s 

photographs, Cibulka actually did submit his genitals to be wrapped in gauze, dripped with 

blood, and a double-edged razor blade placed on his swathed penis.22 This example makes 

vividly clear how astounding the real acts of performance artists are in terms of what they 

actually do to bodies, usually their own. That the castration was simulated as a visual 

representation, does not diminish the facticity of the performance as an image, and the way in 

which that presentation of an action aroused the imagination of actual viewers to their own 

psycho-sexual anxieties and myths. No wonder Performance Art often received such a volatile 

reception, and that it was the only art medium seemingly able to evade the voracious 

commodification in late capitalism.23 

The immediacy of the exigency of presentational art – and its contingency to an artist’s 

actual life - differentiated action in art from its parallel aspects in the performing arts. This is 

not to claim that elements belonging to dance – such as expressive bodily movement - or theater 

– as mimetic and/or scripted narrative representations - did not also occur in Performance Art. 

They often did. But, the ability of visual artists’ actions to stir the public’s emotions may have 
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accounted for the longing by some critics to appropriate it to the performing arts (which 

generally failed to engender the direct kind of political and social results that Performance Art 

obtained in the 20th century).24 For example, the immediacy with which the concept of a 

“happening” transformed popular culture in the 1960s was testimony to how live art captured 

the attention of the public. Additionally, the appropriation of the Happening as a medium for 

political agitation by the Yippies in the United States, the PROVOS in Holland, and 

performance artist-activists in Japan provided further evidence. Perhaps the best register of the 

political impact of action in art was the wide imitation and adaptation by academics (cultural 

theorists and art historians alike) of the writings of the Situationist International. Particularly the 

theories of Guy Debord were plundered (especially in the 1980s and 1990s) and used to support 

every imaginable ideological position. Given such a reversal of his intentions to discredit the 

academy and the fatuous imitation of knowledge, Debord’s suicide in 1994 was particularly 

poignant and tragic. Six years earlier, however, he made the recriminating observation that the 

obliteration of historical knowledge and memory only enabled “all usurpers” to fulfill their aim: 

“to make us forget that they have only just arrived.”25 Perhaps in the end, Debord’s reminder to 

remember – like Nietzsche’s earlier exhortation that nihilism begins in forgetting – preempted 

the usurpers by alerting some to that deceit. 

The public efficacy of Performance Art was also demonstrated in other arenas. For 

example, to understand how eroticized and/or violated bodies actually threaten those moralizing 

imperatives throughout the world that seek to hold bodies in check, one had only to recall the 

public reaction to Wiener Aktionismus from the early 1960s to the late 1990s. I am thinking here 

particularly of the irony of the police that were summoned to protect Hermann Nitsch’s Six-Day 

Festival of the Orgies Mystery Theater from animal rights protestors in the summer of 1998 at 

his chateau in Prinzendorf, Austria. It may well have been that some of the very same police 

that were protecting him and his art in 1998, were the public servants who had been summoned 

in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s to arrest the artist for the very same thing.  In another context, 

the cultural potency of Performance Art was demonstrated in Germany when Joseph Beuys’ 

visual art actions made him a charismatic popular leader and eventually an actual political 

figure. Karen Finley incurred the public’s wrath, its defensive response to being actually 

confronted with her performed self-abuse, when she offered real repeated visual demonstrations 

of the effects on women of normative female objectification and women’s physical and psychic 
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abuse. Finally, such artists as Rasheed Araeen, Coco Fusco, Guillermo Gómez-Peña, Lorraine 

O’Grady, William Pope L, James Luna, Yasumasa Morimura, and many others produced 

genuine public responses to questions of ethnicity and race. In these ways, Performance Art 

extended the Duchampian principle of the Readymade, in so far as a performance artist chose an 

action, performed it in an altered context, and thereby imbued that act with the sign of a new 

signification. This new signification, however, was not fundamentally about exceeding the 

everyday, but actually intervened in the plain conditions of life. Interference in the quotidian is 

precisely what gave Performance Art its robust public presence. For these artists attended in 

visual actions to the pressing necessities of the ordinary about which Lefebvre spoke so 

passionately. 

I have theorized that the artist’s body in its mutual contingency with the viewer’s body 

is precisely what sustains the direct connection between viewing subjects (the public) and acting 

subjects (artists).26 For their actual affect in the public domain, artists making actions have been 

slandered, envied, imitated, and appropriated by artists, academics, politicians, and even 

Hollywood. In large measure, I think the success of Performance Art in undermining the 

traditional aesthetic principles, aims, and practices of conventional art may account for these 

extremes in admiration and detraction. If one thinks of the central role of mimesis in western 

history, for example, then it is possible to understand that when performance artists brought 

sculptural and painterly figural representation into the presentational mode, they made the 

dream of Pygmalion come alive in their bodies and bold actions. Action augmented the implicit 

situation of the event inherent in the phenomenology of the object-status of sculpture; and it 

extended the process of making, visualized in gestural abstract painting into real time and space. 

In these ways, action in art extended painting and sculpture into the real where mimesis always 

hungered to be. Such a procedure challenged deeply embedded values of behavioral propriety, 

they also drew the public into an unprecedented actual dispute over the social, cultural, and 

political ethics of the body. I have long suggested that the actual appearance of the body in 

action recuperated human representation from the prurient denigration of late 19th century 

academic figurative art. Moreover, embodied actions restored the integrity further stripped from 

figurative representation by fascist, communist, and capitalist versions of Social Realism, laying 

the ground for a revitalization of figurative painting and sculpture in neo-expressionism of the 

1980s.27 Performance artists questioned, mocked, and rejected representations of the ideal body 
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and notions of its perfection, long linked in the aesthetic theories of absolute freedom.28 In this 

way they could be seen to have deserted the production of bodily images as abstract models for 

moral principles, plunging viewers into actual considerations of actual corporeal conditions. 

They attacked, parodied, and abandoned the stock and trade in perfect bodies upon which the 

master narratives and the highest values of conventional western art and its histories were 

based. Performance artists insisted that the exigencies of the body exceeded mere 

representation, and that Enlightenment notions of aesthetic distance, indifference, and autonomy 

were dangerous fictions that had little to do with the actual conditions upon and in which real 

human beings live and artists produce art. Finally, Performance Art at the end, just as at the 

beginning, of the 20th century was like quicksilver, slipping through the fingers of historians and 

theorists alike to provide revelations about everyday life. 
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