Performance Art








	‘Performance Art’ is a term which came into common useage during the late 1960’s to describe a body of radical new work emerging in the fields of drama, music, dance and visual art - and often combining all four. At the time, many young artists were becoming frustrated by the limitations imposed upon them by the ‘conventional’ art world, and the pressure to produce works which could be easily categorised as sculpture, painting, photography and so on. They also wanted to get away from the idea that a work of art was a physical entity, capable of being bought and sold and eventually becoming a historical artefact. Instead, they wanted to make something that existed only at the moment of its production (like theatre), and could never become somebody’s ‘property’.





	For many such artists, the solution to their dilemma was to begin including themselves within their art works, as living examples of their own artistic vision. This was actually nothing new, of course - since the start of the 20th century, artists such as Artaud had been attempting to ‘live’ their beliefs on a public stage, and many artistic, political and philosophical groups (including the futurists, dadaists, surrealists and situationists) had spent the subsequent decades using the human body as ‘living artworks’. However, by the 1970’s, performance art was beginning to emerge all over the world as a recognisable (if diverse) form in its own right, and funded performance art events began to take place regularly in venues ranging from opera houses to the pavement.





	However, it is very difficult to generalise about what performance art looks like, how it ‘works’ for an audience, or what its various practitioners believe. The term covers so many styles of performance - from avant garde pop bands to dance groups, from theatre companies to street performers, from cabaret and circus artists to alternative film-makers - that visual descriptions of their work can only tell half the story. However, performance artists tend to have certain ideas in common. Many, for instance, have a desire to shock people out of their preconceptions of what art ‘should’ be, and often seek to blur the distinction between life and art. Much performance art seeks to hold a mirror to modern life : popular culture, sexuality, television and the media, disposable ‘trash’ culture. Although the work of many practitioners is intensely serious (often borrowing ideas from earlier ‘ritual’ theatrical icons such as Artaud), a good deal of contemporary work is characterised by its sense of humour and ‘play’. The grand philosophies of Brecht, Artaud and their contemporaries have generally been replaced by an understanding that there are no universal answers to life’s questions. This rejection of ‘traditional’ belief systems and world-views is often described as a ‘post-modern’ viewpoint, and informs the work of many performance artists.





	Today’s performance artists come from a varity of backgrounds, although relatively few train as conventional actors or within traditional theatre environments. Consequently, many performance artists produce works which only have a vague resemblence to conventional ‘plays’. Certain practitioners, for instance, specialise in the production of ‘living art’, which use real people as elements of static art works. Some conceptual pieces go even further - during the early 1990’s, for instance, a performance art group in Liverpool leased a cake shop for a year (which they ran as a ‘proper’ business), making the customers part of their on-going performance work. The field of performance art is an incredibly diverse area of practice, and many successful artists move between several areas of performance during their careers. For instance, ‘Miss Roberts’, a contemporary performance artist (whose professional persona is that of a whip-carrying dominatrix in a leather catsuit) exists simultaneously as a musician, a visual artist, an alternative cabaret singer and as an ‘artistic attraction’ in her own right, making appearences in conventional art galleries as a ‘living exhibit’. Artists such as Laurie Anderson have famously combined successful careers in avant garde theatre and pop music. In order to begin appreciating the diversity of work which comes under the auspices of ‘performance art’, however, it is useful to have an awareness of the output of specific practioners.

















Gilbert & George





Two of the most famous British performance artists (still practicing today) were Gilbert and George. The pair came to prominence in the late 1960’s when they were art students, declaring themselves to be ‘living art’. They performed their works in several unusual venues - including a series of London pubs (in a piece entitled ‘Drinking Sculpture’) - and based ‘living’ art works upon activities as seemingly mundane as having a cup of tea. If Gilbert and George had a philosophy, it was that anyone could be an artist and ‘live’ their own ‘art’. Whether or not their pieces were ‘serious’ is open for debate - the pair (always dressed in trademark suits and ties) maintained a policy of always being “smartly dressed, relaxed, friendly, polite and in complete control”, but never discussing their work with outsiders.





Robert Wilson





Robert Wilson is a leading light of the American theatrical avant garde who, since the late 1960’s, has staged a series of spectacular, large-scale performance art ‘events’. While he has used many ‘traditional’ theatrical conventions (in terms of venue, and so on), Wilson is primarily known for ‘painting’ pictures (on a massive scale) rather than using narrative in his shows (which can last up to 12 hours). His pieces are interested in exploring the subconscious mind, often by placing seemingly unrelated objects or images next to one another on stage (a lettuce and a crocodile, for instance). Music and dance played a significant role in his early ‘operas’, as did famous historical characters, removed from history and placed in surreal or abstract environments. Wilson’s pieces usually have no ‘beginning’ or ‘end’, and although they are painstakingly structured and choreographed, leave the audience to work out their ‘meaning’.





‘Miss Roberts’





‘Miss Roberts’ is the performance art persona of the painter Jo Roberts. As ‘Miss Roberts’, she appears as a sleazy cabaret singer and as a living exhibit in art galleries, using her character to “say the things [she] could never say in real life”, opening confronting and challenging members of the public with her often harsh invective. She uses her role to reverse the conventional relationship between ‘performer’ and ‘audience’, and to make spectators (particularly men) question the ways in which they look at women. Some of the most interesting (and tense) moments in Miss Roberts’ performances happen when members of the public are not sure whether she is a professional performer or potentially dangerous madwoman. In this way, she challenges the traditional distinction between art (which is ‘safe’) and reality (which frequently isn’t...).








