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P erforming Documentation in the Conservation 
of Contemporary Art is the title of the 

international conference held in Lisbon, in June, 
2013. This issue of Revista de História da Arte offers 
updated and expanded versions of a selection of 
the papers presented in the conference, and a few 
additional contributions. The aim is to provide access 
to current research by exploring the many aspects 
associated with documenting contemporary art 
and focusing on problematic issues identified and 
discussed by researchers from major institutions 
in Europe and the USA whose mission is to 
collect, exhibit and disseminate knowledge about 
contemporary art. 

The variety of topics and issues addressed shows how 
vast, complex and diversified the fields of theory and 
practice of documentation as a strategy for preserving 
contemporary art are. It underlines the continuing need 
for museums, collectors and universities to join resources 
to make sure that future generations may experience and 
understand our contemporary artistic expressions  and 
that what is documented and preserved is the “real thing”, 
while making allowances for change, opening space for 
reinterpretation, ensuring the possibility of presentation 
in different contexts, providing access and promoting 
public participation in the process. 

The organization of this publication presented a challenge 
as most articles cover a variety of aspects and some could 
be included in more than one chapter. Coming from private 
collections, museums, archives, research and training 
institutions, authors address common issues and illuminate 

fluent transitions between practices of presentation, 
documentation, preservation and (re)interpretation 
of works of art.

By way of introduction to the diverse range of situations 
discussed in the publication, Renée van de Vall identifies, 
in addition to the traditional paradigm of scientific 
conservation, the emerging “performance paradigm” and 
“processual paradigm”.  Given the nature of current art 
practices and the evolving status of many works of art Van 
de Vall calls for a documentation practice that registers 
“doubts, disappointments, and the arguments pro and contra 
particular decision” to enable ethically sound conservation 
choices.

In Preserving the ephemeral Irene Müller addresses the 
problem of performance transmission and its relation to 
the archive, suggesting that losses and blind spots may be 
opportunities that can add value to the artworks. Gabriella 
Giannachi enters the world of mixed reality performance 
introducing methodologies for documentation of the 
user’s experience of such works and analyzing the role 
of the produced documentation for museums. From the 
curatorial project’s  point of view, Liliana Coutinho addresses 
performance art documentation looking specifically at 
the social and political dynamics associated to some of 
these events. Finally, Vivian van Saaze discusses the role 
of memory in the preservation of artworks that cannot be 
documented by written or visual records.

In Documentation in progress Andreia Nogueira and Hélia 
Marçal examine the complexity of documenting connections 
between different artworks that are both autonomous and 
part of ongoing projects. Teresa Azevedo charts an artist’s 
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quest to find the ideal format to present in a single space 
and moment a two-part installation work.  Both articles 
underline the need for museum collections with works 
that are part of evolving projects to increase interaction, 
information exchange, and joint monitoring to prevent loss 
of meaning.  Claudia Marchese and Rita Salis discuss the 
challenges of documenting a private, rather than a public 
museum collection and stress the role of the collectors in the 
process. 

Reimagining documentation shows how continuously 
emerging new forms of artistic expression challenge our 
traditional documentation practices and call for more 
imaginative strategies. Sanneke Stigter examines the process 
of documentation when the conservator takes the role of a 
co-producer and reasons in favour of an autoethnographic 
approach. Julia Noordegraaf argues for a more radical 
freedom of interpretation in the execution of time-based 
media installations and emphasizes a shared responsibility 
among all stakeholders for documenting and remembering 
these works. Based on an analysis of today’s network 
cultures and artistic open source strategies, Annet Dekker 
proposes ‘processual’ conservation practices that consider 
distribution and development. And finally, Cristina Oliveira 
focuses on artworks that use living beings and explores 
aspects of documentation far beyond our traditional views 
and experiences.

In Capturing, structuring, and accessing Rebecca 
Gordon explores the complex interrelation of layers of 
documentation in performance art and introduces the 
idea of the ‘meta-score’. From the museum perspective, 
Allessandra Barbuto discusses the elements of performances 

and the practice of their documentation. She builds a 
persuasive argument  for an improved structuring of the 
acquisition processes. Joanna Phillips presents a new 
model for documentation of time-based media works that 
also considers decision making processes. The additional 
efforts to document these processes would allow a better 
understanding of what determines different manifestations 
of artworks. And last but not least, Glenn Wharton reviews 
the current museum culture of documentation. As a result 
he argues that the activation of institutional archives 
by promoting public contributions in a form of crowd 
documentation would offer new directions for the ever 
growing challenge of documenting contemporary works 
of art.

This issue of Revista de Historia da Arte involved the 
joint efforts of many colleagues. We are most grateful to 
all authors who not only provided the rich content, but also 
demonstrated great patience in the editing process.  We 
thank the reviewers who thoughtfully read and commented 
on all contributions. We would like to express our gratitude 
to Alison Bracker who provided an invaluable contribution 
to this publication with her experience in text editing and 
her profound knowledge of the field.  The publication was 
made possible through the financial support provided by 
the Instituto de História da Arte (IHA) and the Network for 
Conservation of Contemporary Art (NeCCAR). 
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PERFORMANCE ART, 
ITS “DOCUMENTATION,” 
ITS ARCHIVES
ON THE NEED FOR DISTINCT 
MEMORIES, THE “QUALITY OF BLIND 
SPOTS” AND NEW APPROACHES TO 
TRANSMITTING PERFORMANCE ART

ABSTRACT

Archives must be both actively appropriated and initiate action in  
order to remain culturally relevant as a medium of transmission. 
This  applies to all archives but especially to those concerned with  
performance art. The project ‘archiv performativ: a model for 
the  documentation and reactivation of performance art’ at the 
Institute  for Cultural Studies in Zurich focused on the question 
of how to  provide access to material from performances in order 
to facilitate  the representation and understanding of this art 
form. This article  illustrates two examples and with reference to 
archival and  performance theory highlights some possibilities for 
dealing with both  the medial diversity and the subjective ‘voices’ 
transmitting a  performance. Furthermore the evaluation of the 
polyphony represented  by different artefacts is also discussed.

KEYWORDS
PERFORMANCE ART | DOCUMENTATION | ARTEFACTS 
| ARCHIVE TRANSMISSION

RESUMO

Os arquivos devem ser utilizados ativamente e promover a ação 
para que permaneçam relevantes meios de transmissão. Isto 
aplica-se a todos os arquivos mas especialmente aos arquivos 
que se ocupam da arte da performance. O projeto “archiv 
performativ: um modelo para a documentação e reativação 
da arte da performance” do Instituto de Estudos Culturais em 
Zurique focou-se nas questões de como oferecer acesso a 
material de performances de modo a facilitar a representação 
e compreensão desta forma artística. Este artigo ilustra dois 
exemplos e, com referência ao arquivo e à teoria da performance, 
sublinha algumas possibilidades para lidar com a diversidade 
medial e as “vozes” subjetivas que transmitem uma performance. 
Para além disto, a avaliação da polifonia representada por 
diferentes artefactos é também debatida.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE
ARTE DA PERFORMANCE | DOCUMENTAÇÃO | ARTEFACTOS 
| ARCHIVE TRANSMISSION

IRENE MÜLLER
Art historian and freelance curator 
irene.mueller1@gmx.ch
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1 Cf. Peggy Phelan’s argument that 
performance is identified primarily by its 
disappearance (Phelan 1996). In the late 1990s 
the discussion shifted from an ontological 
to a phenomenological approach towards 
performance documents, among others 
Amelia Jones (Jones 1997), Philip Auslander 
(Auslander 1999, 2006) or Barbara Clausen 
(Clausen 2006) have argued for it.

2 Cf. the Swiss projects Performance Saga 
(Katrin Grögel, Andrea Saemann) http://
www.performancesaga.ch/ and Performance 
Chronik Basel (Muda Mathis et al.) http://
www.performancesaga.ch/ as well as: 
re.actfeminism (Bettina Knaupp, Beatrice 
E. Stammer) http://www.reactfeminism.
de/; bo-ring (Julia Kläring, Virginie Bobin) 
http://www.bo-ring.net/; What’s Welsh for 
Performance (Heike Roms) http://www.
performance-wales.org/. Cf. other projects 
and publications mentioned in the footnotes. 
All websites last accessed 16.6.2013.

3 For further information see the 
project website http://www.zhdk.
ch/?archivperformativ.

4 In addition, two project interns joined the 
team: Julia Wolf (student ZHdK MA fine arts) 
and Veronika Merklein (performance artist).

5 Steyerl 2008.

When dealing with performance art and its various 
forms of transmission, one is entering controversial 

territory strewn with theoretical claims and overlapping 
discourses. Hence there is (still) disagreement within the 
field of performance theory regarding the interpretation of 
performances as “works,” and the relationship between the 
artistic concept, its performance, and medial testimonies.1 In 
the last ten years, however, several exhibitions and projects 
have been dealing with performance materials and various 
forms of mediation,2 showing that a theoretical paradigm 
shift has taken place.

Overview of the research project
One research project in this field was archiv performativ: 
a model for the documentation and reactivation of 
performance art, which was carried out from 2010 to 2012 
at the Institute for Cultural Studies in Zurich.3 The project’s 
interdisciplinary core team consisted of performance artist 
and curator Pascale Grau, cultural theorist Margarit von 
Büren, and me.4 The point of departure for the project was 
our observation that the transmission of performance art, 
at least in Switzerland, is much impeded or even prevented 
by the difficult access to materials from performances since 
the 1970s. Due to this fact and our theoretical premises, we 
formulated the following questions: Which materials are 
most often collected and used? Which specific qualities 
and properties do these archival items have? How and 
in what way are the users of these materials inspired to 
attempt different forms of transmission? To what extent are 
media-inherent parameters responsible for a certain intensity 
of transmission?

The project was devised to conduct use-oriented basic 
research. To start our research, we questioned institutions 
and performance projects, examined archives and conducted 
interviews with collectors and users of performance 
documents. Based on a qualitative evaluation of this survey, 
we then applied the findings of this research in the exhibition 
and mediation project archiv performativ: a model in Basel, 
where four research teams worked with the artefacts 
supplied on specific questions concerning the documentation 
and transcription of performance art. At the conference 
Recollecting the Act. On the transmission of performance 
art, we presented the results of our research, as well as 
comparable projects and organized live performances.

Theoretical context: Documentary evidence
On the strength of our evaluations, we proposed to establish 
a document pool as extensive as possible, in order to 
facilitate the transcription and representation of performance 
art. Documents related to a performance — or artefacts, 
as we decided to call them, in order to use a more neutral 
term — are the basis from which we will be able to critically 
read, assess and transmit performances in the future. For 
this reason, we regarded it as essential to link documentary 
methods and forms in performance art with discourse on the 
documentary in art contexts in general.

The documentary in artistic practice
Filmmaker and art theorist Hito Steyerl has pointed out 
that in the discourse on the documentary, two fronts have 
always collided: on the one hand, those who hold on to the 
possibility of reproducing reality using technical apparatus, 
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–and hence the truthfulness of the documentary recording; 

and on the other hand, those who work on the premise that 
documentary images represent a construct, and are shaped 
by power relations.5 Steyerl assumes that documentary forms 
are always interested in producing truth and speaks in this 
context of “documentality.”6 Thus, the “truth” is a product 
that is constructed via documentary codes; e.g. black 
and white photos or interviews. This “documentality” 
works with authentication strategies — for example with 
documentations portraying performances or interventions 
that illustrate certain effects in the social/political field, 
and therefore create other, new realities. Steyerl makes the 
point that many artworks adopt this style, and act as if they 
are interested in the truth rather than examining causes. 
She suggests examining what documentary images express 
rather than what they represent.7 

The documentary in the field of performance art
Consequently, it seems appropriate to question or even 
broaden the concept of documentation of performance art. 
All of its forms are a translation into another medium, and 
therefore a transcription producing artefacts. For this 
reason, performance documentation should be understood 
as all available artefacts: those used or made during the 
development of a performance, as well as materials and 
media used or created during the live moment: all medial 
recordings made in the context of the performance, and 
the oral and written testimonies made subsequent to 
a performance, or to publicize the event. Still, another 
important factor has to be taken into account, namely 
the status of the artefact. Often the physical remains of 
a performance or photographs are considered not only 
as artefacts, but also as an artwork itself. This act of 
denotation, be it by the artist or by the estate, entails both 

questions of (legal) authorship and shifts of meaning. This 
change of status feeds back on the way (performance) art 
history and theory deal with the re-ascribed significance 
and the context of origin of such artefacts.8

Where performance documentation is concerned, the 
question of the documentary, or the production of truth 
and knowledge, arises from a slightly different angle. The 
intention of creating a link with the live moment is of course 
inherent in performance documentation. The documents are 
supposed to provide evidence that the event actually took 
place. While performance theory worked against history 
writing for 30 years, concentrating entirely on presence 
and the live experience, and discouraging any kind of 
documentation, in the 1990s, the discourse shifted from an 
ontological to a phenomenological dimension of providing 
evidence on the premise that what appears in documents 
can provide realisation and knowledge.9

Amelia Jones has prompted a change in the way 
performance documents are evaluated. Back in 1998, she 
claimed that performance needs photography to assert the 
event in the first place: The performance only becomes a work 
through its documents.10 Her argument is closely linked with 
the demand for abandoning the modernist understanding of 
the work as an “object” in favour of postmodern concepts 
of representation and indexicality. Performance can also be 
understood in terms of Derrida’s idea of the supplement, 
which sees the describer as shifting the described rather than 
substituting it.11 In this sense, the performance makes various 
forms of supplement visible, from the performer’s body and 
the immediate narrative up to its documents.

Philip Auslander, on the other hand, postulates that 
documents can sometimes be the event and not necessarily 
just a testimonial.12 He is referring here to the fact that since 
the 1970s performances have been created especially for the 

6 Steyerl 2004, 92. She is drawing here on 
Foucault’s concept of governmentality, which 
is defined as a specific form of exercising 
power that operates through the production 
of truth; cf. Foucault 1987, 243–261.

7 Steyerl 2008, 14–15.

8 Cf. as a prominent example Marina 
Abramoviþs photographic series based on 
performance photographs, e.g. Art Must Be 
Beautiful, Artist Must Be Beautiful, 1975–
2010, 20 framed gelatin silver prints and one 
framed text panel, edition of 3 with 2 APs; or: 
Rhythm 0, 1975, published 1994, gelatin silver 
print with inset letterpress panel and framed 
text panel, edition of 16 with 3 APs (AP 1/3 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum New York, 
Gift by Willem Peppler 1998).

9 Cf. Auslander 2006, Clausen 2006 and 
Clausen 2009.

10 Jones 1997.

11 Cf. Derrida 1992, esp. 244–263.

12 Auslander 2006, 27.
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–camera without being preceded by a performance before 

an audience. Barbara Clausen underlines this by giving a 
number of examples of live performances that can only be 
received in their entirety in a mediatized form. She cites, for 
example, Peter Weibel’s subversive intervention Polizei lügt 
[police lies] in Vienna (fig. 1). This action is only intelligible 
from the photo that was deliberately taken from an angle 
that allows the subversive message to be read. So, “Weibel’s 
status as a performer is not proven until the documentation 
is received.”13

The third influence to be mentioned here is Rebecca 
Schneider’s work. She has determined that performance itself 
is a form of document, since cultural practices are transmitted 
through it.14 In dance, for example, historical codes are 
embodied and passed on in the form of a repertoire. By 
a document, she not only understands a stable item of 
value that is preserved, but everything that encourages an 
action, which is, then, performative and embodies both the 
disappearance and appearance of something.

Taking these views into account, we can venture a new 
definition of performance documentation. Following up the 
actual discourse, the priority is not to reconstruct the event 
as exactly as possible through artefacts, but to consider 
performance documentation as a flexible cluster of manifold 
“pre- and after-lives” of a live event affiliated to various forms 
of authorship and intertwined processes of media transfers. 
If one assumes that performance produces realisation, 
and documents produce a performance in the first place, 
this must influence how one works with the documents of 
performance art in terms of history, mediation and storage.

Reactivating performance art: Transmitting, transcribing
More than other art forms, performance art is 
disadvantaged by the fact that it cannot be 

transmitted without consideration of artefacts, and 
so does not become inscribed per se in history. Our 
investigation looked at artefacts and their potential for 
transmission and representation, as well as at strategies 
of transcription by means of scientific and artistic 
practices.

Sigrid Schade and Silke Wenk define transmitting in 
terms of allowing cultural processes of memory-building 
to be examined via performative practices and their 
agents. Moreover, they argue that performative practices 
of transmission are always based on practices of 
repetition, and repetition means that a deviation from the 
“original” takes place, whether it is intended or not.15 The 
terms “transmission” and “transcription” can be used 
synonymously on the premise that transmission always 
constitutes a form of transcription. Transcription includes 
various methods such as re-enactments, re-performances, 
and other strategies of appropriation in artistic formats. 
These methods generate different forms and levels of 
transmission intensity: from historical faithfulness to the 
“original” in re-enactments to interpretative translation in a 
re-performance, and even re-writing or transforming in an 
artistic work. Transcriptions can be classified as instances in 
which the element of alteration or deviation is recognisable, 
hence also artefacts. 

The “living” archive as the basis for transmitting 
performance art
For the practice-oriented research part, we developed 
archiv performativ: a model in the Klingental exhibition space 
in Basel. It employed a scenography that divided the space 
into a number of distinct areas to be used for exhibition 
and live performance or lectures, research, and exchange.16 
While it was a publicly accessible site, where selected 

13 Clausen 2009.

14 Schneider 2001.

15 Schade and Wenk 2011, 121–124.

16 The concept was designed by artists 
Michael Meier and Christoph Franz (http://
www.meierfranz.net/).
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FIG. 1 Peter Weibel, Polizei lügt, 1970/71, 
photograph, 12.5 x 18 cm, from the series 
Anschläge [attacks]. Courtesy Galerie Anita 
Beckers, Frankfurt.
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materials from the archive of Basel’s Kaskadenkondensator 
were on view,17 its various spaces simultaneously served 
roughly 20 artists, curators, researchers and students from 
Switzerland and abroad as laboratories for experimentation 
and research (fig. 2-4). Our intention was not to exhibit 
artefacts in the sense of aura-imbued art objects, but to 
create a space where people conducting experimental 
research with artefacts classified according to type could 
interact.18 The aim of the whole setting was to discuss 
and present different methodological forms of access 
and theoretical approaches to transcriptions in a process 
of reciprocal exchange between various scientific and 
artistic fields — in other words, to conduct research 
as a performative process.

By working under trial conditions, we examined the 
hypothesis that archives, as guardians of memory, must 
be actively appropriated and initiate action in order 
to remain vital. This understanding not only draws on 
Foucault’s concept of archive,19 but also on more recent 
models of archival practices and theory. While Foucault 
sees the archive as a method of constantly restructuring, 
transforming and constructing knowledge through agents 
grounded in specific discourses, online archival projects 
place the emphasis on accessibility or “re-using” rather than 
storage.20 In line with performance theorist and curator 
Heike Roms, archival theory now stresses that documents 
only become evidence through the actions of the archivists 
who construct testimonials by means of filing systems, 
classification and the like.21

Working in and on an archive, one must make visible, 
or bear in mind, the selection procedures and omissions 

that determine the archive.22 Consequently, the archive can 
be understood as categorized memory. Wolfgang Ernst 
puts it like this: “Like every form of memory, it is less a site 
of historical storage than a site of keeping [memories] at 
hand, making [them] available and allowing [them] to be 
updated; [...].”23 

Findings of the case studies 
The following two examples shed some light on the specific 
transmission qualities artefacts can develop. Since both 
performances were developed in the context of the project, 
my report is based on in-depth knowledge of them and 
of their artefacts. However, I would like to step back from 
my involvement and approach them as an impartial but 
interested user. 

Axel Töpfer / Boedi S. Otong, Besenstudie #12, 
September 9, 201124

The project team invited artist and filmmaker Axel Töpfer 
to create another edition of his previously developed 
Besenstudie [broom study] concept for the model archive. 
The original concept involved inviting the public to 
participate in a performative installation of materials the 
artist supplied, such as aluminium foil, paper and adhesive 
tape. The performance marathon took place in April 2011, 
where each participant had an “estimated 30 minutes” 
for his / her action. All the material was put back in its 
original position for each successive performance. For 
Besenstudie #12, Töpfer invited Indonesian artist Boedi 
S. Otong to work with the same materials once again. Töpfer 
linked this performance with his own interest in subjective 

17 The archive comprises materials from 1998 
to 2008, from which 44 performances, or 
rather their artefacts, have been selected.

18 Cf. Büscher 2009, referring to Joan Jonas’ 
installation in the exhibition After the Act. 
Die (Re)Präsentation der Performancekunst, 
Museum Moderner Kunst Stiftung Ludwig 
Wien, Vienna 2005.

19 Cf. Foucault 1981, 183–189.

20 Cf. Fertig 2011, 5–6.

21 Roms 2010.

22 Cf. Ernst 2009, 187.

23 Ernst 2009, 186.

24 Cf. project case study http://www.zhdk.ch/
index.php?id=40508.
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camera work, and staged himself as a filming performer, 
or as a performing filmmaker. The 25-minute performance 
consisted of Otong improvising an examination of the 
material with his body and voice while Töpfer moved around 
him with a handheld camera, filming from different angles, 
including extreme close-ups. 

Concerning this performance, the “archive” consists of 
artefacts, which include a concept draft by AT incl. list 
of materials, April 2011; 14 photos of the material “before 
/ after” by AT, April 2011; a video recording in full wide 
shot and slightly moving camera by Julia Wolf; a 2nd video 
recording in live editing and intensely moving camera by AT; 
the materials for the performances, now held by AT.

While the text artefacts tell us about the intention and 
context of the performance, they also point to the role of 
the concept text as a score and prompt the intentional 
transcription of the materials by each performer. This 
knowledge signals two things for the analysis of the other 
artefacts: For one, the material used in the performance 
should be understood as “usable resources” which, though 
performatively charged and changed by each performance, 

FIG. 2 archiv performativ: a model, 
Ausstellungsraum Klingental, Basel, 2011. 
Courtesy archiv performativ. 

FIG. 3 archiv performativ: a model, 
Ausstellungsraum Klingental, Basel, 2011. 
Courtesy archiv performativ. 

FIG. 4 archiv performativ: a model, 
Ausstellungsraum Klingental, Basel, 2011, 
lecture performance by Donna Kukama 
and Katrin Grögel. Courtesy archiv 
performativ.
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are always returned to a re-usable form again. These 
materials do not have the status of relics, in which the 
traces of performative actions are stored and enclosed, 
and which are attributed with the function of transmitting 
aura and encapsulating emotions. For another, the photos 
of the material are involuntarily interpreted as documents 
of a process and take a supplementary role as bearers of 
information. They function no better as a visual distillation 
of the performance than they convey the concept it is 
based on.

The term documentation in a performance context often 
refers to photos or video recordings. The latter, especially, is 
widely considered to faithfully capture the live moment. This 
view is informed by the individual’s own expectations, which 
see the technical audio-visual recording as a documentation 
of reality and not as the construct of a medial reality. The full 
film in wide shot is only supposedly the product of neutral 
and objective observation. Hence anyone embarking on an 
art-theoretical analysis of this artefact type must critically 
reflect on their own wishes for authenticity and truthfulness 
and take the omissions of such media into consideration. 
The second video marks the other extreme in this spectrum: 
Made by using a handheld camera, live editing, the night 
shot function and manipulating the camera syntax it 
constructs the event anew (fig. 5). Töpfer articulates his 
authorial position and involvement in the action. It is clear 
that he is explicitly interested in a specific visual aesthetic, 
imbuing the viewer’s perception with emotion. Here, Gilles 
Deleuze’s theory on movement-images and affection images 
is called to mind, which sees the image not as static, but 
“as movement” and “in movement,” and attributes the 

images, detached from their spatial context, with an affective 
dimension.25

The two videos make clear how mutually referential 
artefacts are. The “documentary” recording includes a 
view of the filmmaker, contextualising his position in the 
performance (fig. 6). The subjective video requires the user 
to apply interpretation strategies to a far greater extent. 
By showing a view from within the performance, it not only 
conveys a form of “reception” that is generally denied to 
the public, but its author also inscribes himself directly, 
even physically, in the recording (fig. 7). On an artistic and 
theoretical level, it offers a range of stimuli for transcriptions, 
or analyses, going beyond its immediate transmission 
function. Here, Töpfer’s shift in position becomes manifest, 
from concept author to co-performer and author of an 
artistic video work, which links the score — the handling 
and charging of certain materials — with Otong’s action and 
medially transforms it in terms of visible content. 

Dorothea Rust, Re-enactment, September 2, 201126

The point of departure for Dorothea Rust’s performance 
was her interest in the potential of artefacts for inspiring 
creativity and memories, especially used objects 
and descriptions. Specifically, the artist drew on an 
eyewitness report on her performance of 2008 from the 
Kaskadenkondensator’s archive27 and, as a consequence, 
on some of the utensils she used at the time. Rust used the 
descriptive-interpretative report on the one hand as a script 
for dramaturgical action, on the other hand as functional 
material, involving it along with other items, such as green 
wellington boots, a potato fork, music from a laptop, and a 

25 Deleuze 1989, 86–96.

26 Cf. project case study http://www.zhdk.ch/
index.php?id=40502.

27 The performance Dance MaEdlEy 
II tanzt took place in March 2008. Cf. 
Kaskadenkondensator. Saisonrückblick 
2007/08, texts by Markus Goessi, 10–11.
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FIG. 5 Axel Töpfer / Boedi S. Otong, 
Besenstudie #12, 2011, video recording in 
live editing and intensely moving camera 
by Axel Töpfer, Mini DV, 4:3, 6 stills. © Axel 
Töpfer / courtesy archiv performativ.

FIG. 6 Axel Töpfer / Boedi S. Otong, 
Besenstudie #12, 2011, video recording in 
full wide shot with slightly moving camera 
by Julia Wolf, video HD, 16:9, 3 stills. 
Courtesy archiv performativ.

FIG. 7 Axel Töpfer / Boedi S. Otong, 
Besenstudie #12, 2011, video recording in 
live editing and intensely moving camera 
by Axel Töpfer, Mini DV, 4:3, 3 stills. © Axel 
Töpfer / courtesy archiv performativ.
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bag of apples. The central elements of the approximately 
40 minute-long performance were the text read out by 
the performer, her extempore speaking, and her different 
actions, which constantly contradicted her words. 

Among other items, the following artefacts are available 
on this performance: a scan of the used performance 
report from 2008 with markings by DR; an unedited audio 

recording, made on a mobile recording device with a stereo 
microphone by the author; a picture series by Pascale Grau 
comprising 92 photos; a 2nd picture series by Urs Schmid 
comprising 38 photos.

The re-used performance report provides us with a 
script and most of the spoken text (fig. 8), while also filling 
the gaps in information left by the photo series. But it 

FIG. 8 Dorothea Rust, Re-enactment, 2011, 
scan of the used performance report from 
2008 with markings by DR. © Dorothea 
Rust / courtesy archiv performativ.
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gives no evidence of the concept of the performance as a 
re-enactment; this must remain supposition evoked by the 
title of the performance. 

Regarding the audio recording it is self-evident that 
this artefact alone cannot convey the visual aspects of 
a performance. Nevertheless, in view of the significance 
of sounds and speech in this performance, this very rare 
documentation format is a valuable artefact. The audio 
recording not only conveys the striking auditory level of 
the performance and its temporal duration in real time, 
but also the essential features of the concept. Since the 
reception of acoustic events always factors in spatial and 
temporal dimensions, as well as the physical presence of 
the listener, it overcomes the spatial separation of speaker 
from listener.28 According to theatre studies scholar and 
dramaturge Vito Pinto, acoustic phenomena generate 
interactive spaces akin to ephemeral medial events, which 
can evoke certain emotions, associations and memories 
in the listener. Thus “medial spheres […] are part of the 
atmosphere, which can stimulate an event or a specific 
spatial constellation, and at the same time part of the 
receiver who, with his individual mood and sensitivities, 
contributes his influence to the ephemeral event […].”29 The 

recording stimulates the individual listener’s imagination: it 
evokes images which — though largely incongruent with the 
actual events — can be related to the listener’s own ideas 
and experiences, and so enable each listener to reconstruct 
the performance anew on a subjective level.30 Precisely 
on account of the lack of “visual distractions,” the audio 
recording constitutes an acoustic event that transcribes the 
performance as an independent audio-play. 

The two picture series were taken by different 
photographers. The series by Pascale Grau tries to 
capture as many moments as possible and especially 
to include images of the audience (fig. 9). In this 
way, it comprehensively reproduces the action of the 
performance — albeit fragmentarily and from a subjective 
perspective. These can certainly be regarded as sequential 
photos, then, conveying the momentum of the performance 
and so generating a visual narrative. The second series 
by Urs Schmid shows much more of an autonomous 
interest in each individual picture, in the image as such, 
via picture composition and its formal aesthetic qualities 
(fig. 10). A photographic style can be discerned in these 
photos which, even during the subjective experience of 
the action and movement continuum, concentrates on 

28 Pinto 2009, 88.

29 Ibid.

30 Even someone who does not speak the 
language spoken by the performer can gain 
insight from a perception of the aural level of 
the performance — its sounds, the audience’s 
reactions, the atmosphere, the acoustics of 
the space.

FIG. 9 Dorothea Rust, Re-enactment, 2011, 
picture series by Pascale Grau, 3 photos. 
Courtesy archiv performativ.
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“photogenic” moments or — since they were subject to a 
selection — specifically pinpoints such “strong” images as 
worthy of transmitting. Though different, both series can be 
regarded as individual, visual interpretations of an event that 
will have a fundamental influence on future readings of this 
event and will no longer be separable from them.

Conclusion
To conclude I would like to return to our understanding 
of archives and handling of artefacts. In the case of the 
examples described above, the range of archival holdings 
is wide and varied. This is not always the case. But even 
more rudimentary archive stocks usually contain different 
kinds of artefacts (e.g. photos and texts). When considered 
individually, they provide just one piece of the puzzle leading 
to an understanding of the performance. They convey 
a fragmentary, subjective view and stem from different 
producers. Their different medialities predestine them to 
convey certain facets of the performance and leave others in 
the dark. 

Rather than complaining about missing documents, 
gaps in information and media-inherent blank spaces, it 
seems more fruitful to take a more “courageous” approach. 
However, this requires finally abandoning a theoretical 
understanding of performance that sees the live moment 
as the only valid articulation, and instead embracing a 
view of artefacts as adequate medial representations. This 
approach strives towards performance documentation 
as a compilation, involving various agents and methods. 
In this way, the lack of a video recording of Dorothea 
Rust’s performance could prompt experimentation with 
a combination of visual and audio traces stemming from 
different medial sources. This “documentation” (e.g. in the 
form of a photo series edited to match the sound recording) 
would be clearly seen as an audio-visual construct that 
makes its qualities and stimuli obvious. This would be 
one — rather pragmatic — suggestion for shifting from 
working in the archive to working on the archive.

The need for memories mentioned in the subtitle of this 
paper does not need to be expanded on. The “quality of 
blind spots,” on the other hand, does. This formulation 

FIG. 10 Dorothea Rust, Re-enactment, 2011, 
picture series by Urs Schmid, 3 photos. 
© Urs Schmid / courtesy archiv performativ.
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31 Cf. Faßler 2012.points to an understanding of the archive that regards 
the traditional ideal of completeness and conception of 
the archive as an administrative and disciplining organ 
as problematic and outdated. In the context of today’s 
increasingly digital archives, it seems more than appropriate 
to emphasize their genuine function of producing knowledge 
and hence their usage and accessibility.31 If one focuses on 
the origin of knowledge, appropriation practices such as 
copying, retelling and repeating, which all involve a shift 
away from the “original,” suggest themselves. Fragmentary 
data, inaccurate copies, and lost or, even more so, destroyed 
documents are perceived on an emotional level as painful 
losses; in a scientific context they cause irritation or 
frustration. In my view, performance archives are precisely 
the place where such losses, or whatever has been forgotten 
or neglected, can generate a productive quality, which in 
turn prompts strategies and forms of action that also do 
justice to the artistic “object.”

Translation: Charlotte Kreutzmüller, Berlin
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