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NAVIGATION 
 
Imagine that we are looking.  Imagine that this is what we find – a series of resources labeled Unbound: a 
metaphorical sheaf of published and commissioned paraphernalia connected to the suggestion of live art.   
 
Imagine that Unbound is one of my online selves.  Imagine it is one of yours.  Its archive maps our 
memory and its recommendations direct our thoughts.  Its navigation tools choreograph the movement of our hands 
across the mousepad and our eyes across the screen.  
 
Imagine this: 
   

Memory isn’t fixed; it’s a kind of changing business, because neurobiologically they are now really 
sure that when you retrieve a memory, what you are retrieving is not the original memory, but the 
last time you retrieved it. 1  

 
Imagine that we are reading our memories together.  We are remembering them in the same place.  
When we retrieve them, our memories are waiting side by side.  You can take mine and I will take yours, 
and we will both take other people’s.  Perhaps I will use words that belong to someone else, and perhaps 
you will remember this differently to me.  
 

… Yes, you might be gripping hard onto it now, but it’s about to go. It’s not a good idea to grip too 
tight, you know.  That’s often when things get lost, when they’re held too tightly.  You think that’s 
the way to keep something: to clasp it with both hands, to wrap your arms around it, hold on tight, 
don’t lose your grip, don’t let it slip, don’t lose your place, your head, your heart …’2 

 
Read this text paragraph by paragraph; and/ or line by line; and/ or one word at a time, chosen by 
accident.  Think of this text as a series of memories that make an identity (but not an argument).  It is 
made up of memories and quotes from the material of Unbound and some of its readers.  
 

You may conclude that we live in an accelerated time.  Sometimes time itself seems to threaten 
to disappear.  Maybe we need new thoughts less than we need to decelerate, to reduce our 
thoughts, to refold them into other thoughts, and to recycle them.3  

 
Imagine that we are reading our memories together.  What’s the first thing you remember? 
 

                                                            
1 Siri Hustvedt quoted in Alice Maude-Roxby, ‘12 Approaches to 12 Shooters’ in  J. Maizlich ed., Marcia Farquhar’s 12 Shooters  
(Live Art Development Agency, London, 2009), pp. 177 – 189, p. 177 
2 From Curious Lost and Found (DVD, 2008), ‘Lost Property’ 
3 Matthew Ghoulish, 39 Microlectures: in proximity of performance (Routledge, London and New York, 2000), p.3 
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A Navigation Through Unbound was written by Mary Paterson as part of a 
residency at the Live Art Development Agency (2009 – 2010).   
 
Described by its users variously as, ‘a window out of suburbia’, ‘an effervescent look 
at the equally effervescent practice of performativity’ and, ‘access to the most 
exciting and provocative ideas and images in contemporary culture‘, Unbound is a 
shop selling books and paraphernalia connected to live art, curated by the Live Art 
Development Agency. 
 
As writer in residence at the Live Art Development Agency, Mary used Unbound as a 
tool and a provocation to explore the relationships between live art and its audiences, 
documentation and representations.  The text is designed to be read creatively – you 
may choose to read it from start to finish, or by following the non-linear links inside 
the text, or as an introduction to the resources on Unbound, or by any other method.   
 
Mary writes:  
 
“Read this text paragraph by paragraph; and/ or line by line; and/ or one word at a 
time, chosen by accident. Think of this text as a series of memories that make an 
identity (but not an argument). It is made up of memories and quotes from the 
material of Unbound and some of its readers.” 
 
‘A Navigation Through Unbound’ draws on some of the resources available on 
Unbound, as well as comments collected from site visitors through an online survey 
(June 2009).   
 
 
 
‘What is Unbound?’  - responses from the Unbound user survey, June 2009 

 
‘The best resource for all things live art.’ 
 
‘Unbound is art untied, unlimited, un-not-allowed-to-say-that-or-do-that-because-it's- 
politically-incorrect-ed. No restrictions. The supplier of knowledge to me, an 
overshielded over protected hybrid catholic child, who treads unfamiliar ground and 
embraces every step.’ 
 
‘An online shop with a curated collection focused on Live Art with great stuff you 
wouldn't find anywhere else very easily.’ 
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Live Art and its Histories 
 
Live art is different.  Live art is something that happened to art, to history, and to art history.  (So writes 
RoseLee Goldberg in her seminal book, Performance Art: from Futurism to the Present.4)  Live art 
erupted as a strategy to disturb the conventions of art and society at the turn of the twentieth century, the 
same time as the machine disturbed the relations of time and space.  It rose to prominence again half a 
century later, displaced in the rituals of North American painters and in the lives of the politicised 
generation that followed.  One legacy of the Futurists, says Martha Wilson in her partial history of 
performance, is an attitude of confrontation.5  
 
Live art is the same (Goldberg writes this as well).  Live art stands next to fine art, intertwined with the 
same cultural imperatives that drive major movements.  It answers to the roll call of history.  (PRESENT 
to Futurism, PRESENT to Constructivism, Dada, Surrealism …) ‘The opposition of visual plane and 
spatial depth,’ for example, ‘was a complex problem that preoccupied many of those working at the 
Bauhaus during [Oskar] Schlemmer’s time there.’6  Accordingly, the geometry of the German artist’s 
choreography for performance during those interwar years channelled and charted the predominant 
trends of the avant-garde.  (PRESENT to Expressionism, Minimalism, Conceptualism …) 
 
I remember watching the artist Oliver Frost ask audience members to mark his skin with stamps soaked 
in his own blood.  The stamps spell out words of homophobic abuse, and the blood is HIV positive. 7  I 
remember the smell – a sticky smell of sweat and danger; and I remember the stains – thin brown stains 
that the blood leaves on walls and floor.  It’s only later, when I know more about live art, that I realise 
what people mean whey they say, ‘very frank-oh-bee.’8  
 
Live art is different.  Live art is the excess and remainder of theatre: that ‘expressive practice that involves 
an audience through the medium of images at the centre of which is the human body.’9  The theatre critic 
Lyn Gardner says that ‘differentness’ is one of live art’s assets.  Differentness makes live art appealing, 
exciting, accessible.  It breaks free from the traditions the establishment clings to, ‘like a bedraggled 
shipwreck survivor clinging to a rotting plank of wood.’  Nevertheless, live art is also the same.  ‘The 
outside has become the inside,’ Gardner wrote in 2007, ‘and the fringe is infiltrating the mainstream on a 
scale not previously seen or even imagined.’10  Not only is the differentness of live art moving into 
theatrical mainstream, but it was always part of the same journey – the experimental edge to the 
traditional pattern.    
 
Oliver Frost’s 2004 work ‘A Lethal Injection of Masculinity’ stands in relation to a history of body art and a 
politics of othered bodies.  I don’t need to know about history in order to understand the artist’s gesture.  
But the relation stands, nonetheless.11  As well as a live action between two strangers in a room, the 
piece is also a social act that extends beyond the one-to-one event.  It does this by linking into a network 
called history, which gives it a context of before as well as a context of after.  History makes it possible for 
the gesture to operate socially, and across time.  
  

                                                            
4 RoseLee Goldberg, Performance Art: from Futurism to the Present (Thames & Hudson: London, 1979; revised edition 2001), 
passim. 
5 Martha Wilson, The History of Performance Art According to Me DVD (Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art: UK, 2005)  
6 RoseLee Goldberg 2001, p. 104 
7 Oliver Frost, ‘A Lethal Injection of Masculinity’, 2004 
8 They mean the artist Franko B.  When I asked Oliver Frost, in 2004, how he felt about the comparison he said that he was 
flattered, and not surprised.  The two artists studied at the same art colleges, he said, and have similar backgrounds and concerns.   
9 Alan Read, Theatre & Everyday Life: An Ethics of Performance (Routledge: London & NY, 1993), p. 10 
10 Lyn Gardner in Programme Notes, eds. Daniel Brine and Lois Keidan (Live Art Development Agency: London, 2007), pp. 10 – 16, 
p. 12, p. 10. 
11 See, for example, Franko B Still Life (2003); Ivana Bago, Ivana Ivković, Olga Majcen Linn, Tomislav Medak and Sunčica Ostoić 
eds., The Extravagant Bodies (2007); Guillermo Gómez-Peña Ethno Techno: Writings on Performance, Activism and Pedagogy 
(2005) and La Pocha Nostra Ethno Techno: Los Videos Graffitis (2004); Francesca Alfano Miglietti Extreme Bodies: The Use and 
Abuse of the Body in Art (2003); Lea Vergine Body Art and Performance: The Body as Language (2nd ed., 2002); Tracey Warr and 
Amelia Jones, The Artist’s Body (2000). 
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Live art is the same. Performance is now.  Performance is what we all do, all the time, every day.  It’s the 
cumulative process of social living and the governing principle of a society mediated by spectacle.  It’s an 
ethical reflection of the everyday, a marking of otherwise unremarkable acts, a participatory act of 
witnessing.12  The art historian Dorothea van Hantelman says, ‘the paradigm of performance indicates 
how society and social relations are continuously produced and reproduced through actions performed by 
every individual, constantly anew, though within certain rules.’13  Nevertheless, live art is different and a 
challenge to other systems.  ‘All of [the roots of performance] desire something infinitely open and 
unrestricted.’14  
 
When I remember Oliver Frost’s 2004 performance, I remember the smell and the stains.  I also 
remember the artist Franko B, whose work was recollected in Frost’s work and/ or through people’s 
reactions to it – although I didn’t know it at the time.  In particular, I remember a photograph of Franko B 
by Manuel Vason, in which a dark, tattooed figure leans on a door frame at the edge of the picture.  His 
face is half hidden by a respiratory mask and smeared with trails of congealed blood.  His eyes stare out 
of the gloom of the picture and straight into my own.15  The picture itself is a record of a particular moment 
involving two particular people (the performance was staged once, for the photographer).  It’s also an 
invitation to imagine a different moment between the artist and someone else – me.  And it works in my 
memory to recall a different moment between two different people – me and Oliver Frost.   
 
In my memory, these experiences form a network of moments in which I am variously absent, present or 
imagined.  As well as recalling themselves, these moments also help me to imagine the relationship 
between Oliver Frost and other members of his audience.  The act of remembering these experiences 
creates a context of shared references that enables my imagination to expand beyond my experience.   
 
This is history - and it does not confer similarity.   
 
Quite the opposite.  This history adds to what I perceive (I am in a room with Oliver Frost.  I giggle 
nervously.  He is tall, softly spoken, and shaking), with the potential of difference (You are in a room with 
Oliver Frost.  You feel the contrast between the texture of his skin and the texture of yours.  He looks you 
in the eye).  History is a network for difference, born of a relationship with things that are and are not the 
same.   
 
Live art is different and also the same.  A rupture and a suture, an act of trauma and of consolidation.  Its 
lack of history means it can come to you anew, and its antecedents means it can be understood.  
(PRESENT to everyday, PRESENT to tradition.) 
 
Live art is the same and also different.  It has a history of breaking out of history and its relationship with 
history is what allows it to become.  You cannot imagine something that you’ve never experienced.  
‘Existing only in general,’ writes the philosopher Brian Massumi, ‘the object is imperceptible.’16  (When he 
talks about ‘objects’ and ‘objectivity’, Massumi means the process by which abstract thought enables you 
to imagine the world beyond your direct experience.)   
 
But you can use knowledge gained through experience to imagine difference.  ‘Objectivity shadows the 
perception with an increased charge of possibility, which cycles back into perception to augment the 
potentiality of the thing it began by purifying or thinking out.’  The past makes the future possible.  
‘Objectivity makes more possibilities more anticipatable.’17  The histories of live art interact with the 

                                                            
12 See for example Tim Etchells Certain Fragments (Routledge: London, 1999), ‘Introduction’; Joshua Sofaer Perform Everyday 
(what>: Brussels, 2008).  
13 Dorothea von Hantelmann in ‘Talk’, pp.178-188.  Jens Hoffman and Joan Jonas Perform (Thames and Hudson: London, 2005), p. 
179 
14 Jens Hoffman and Joan Jonas, ibid., p. 17 
15 Manuel Vason, Lois Keidan, Ron Athey, Exposures (Blackdog Publishing: London, 2002), p. 13.I first saw the photograph in 2008.   
16 Brian Massumi, ‘The Evolutionary Alchemy of Reason’, pp. 125–170 in Marquard Smith, ed. Stelarc (MIT: Cambridge, 2005), p. 
130 
17 Ibid. 
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experience of live art like a pair of bellows - expanding and contracting to fan perception.  The histories of 
live art make it burn brighter.  And/ or they make it burn (brighter).   
 
When I remember Oliver Frost and Franko B I remember what is different about them (   
 
                            ) and what is similar (    
                                                                                                                                       ).  Right now I 
remember Frost’s pale skin covered in white powder, like a sacrifice.  Right now, Franko B’s string of dark 
tattoos, his body a palimpsest of inscribed meaning.  These artists and/ or gestures meet in my memory 
and/ or history, where they enact meaning in relation to each other.  (History is a social act.) 
 
This is why live art is the same and also different.  It is history and experience, possible and potential, in a 
dynamic relation to each other that keeps perception burning.  Live art has histories, and they are alive.  
You could say, live art is a living memory. 
 
What’s the first thing you remember?  
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Memory, Time and Documentation 
 
It is too large to hold comfortably.  Inside, it rustles.  I unwrap one layer of tissue paper to find a sealed 
Perspex casket with a long, brown stain in the middle.  This is called ‘Sharp Kiss 512.  Bobby Baker’, and 
comes with instructions for how to make your own: use jam, a glass jar, a hammer and your mouth.18 
 
Intelligence, says Brian Massumi, is ‘[T]he overall process of actual extending into the possible and then 
looping through sensation into a mutual intensification of potential, perception and thought.’19 Meaning 
arises through a dynamic relationship with the past and the future, and liveness sits at the centre of 
cognition.  The live is not just the moment when the past and the future collide, but also the movement 
that makes the collision happen. 
 
I remember watching a woman walk backwards through an art gallery.20  Around her, people are shuffling 
between other works of art and conversations that hold their attention.  She navigates using an oval 
mirror, the size and shape of her own face.  Facing backwards and moving forwards, it is the shivering 
vulnerability of this woman’s body that I find most compelling – the intervention of the present into the 
linear march of time.  Each step threatens some small, bodily calamity – she might trip, or bump, or miss 
her step.  The woman’s precarious path from now to now glimpses an unknown future.  Her present is the 
taste of pure potential, before it’s defined in the past. 
 
‘Performance’s only life is in the present,’ writes the performance studies historian Peggy Phelan.  
‘Performance cannot be saved, recorded documented or otherwise participate in the circulation of 
representations of representations: once it does so, it becomes something other than performance.’21  
This is the problem of documentation.  Memory may be, in Matt Hawthorne’s words, ‘the ultimate site and 
cite of the [art]work’, but this only holds true in the body of the viewer.22  The systems of shared memory – 
the document, the record, the archive – prioritise location (site) over process (cite), in their attempt to 
transpose experience over time.  Performance, says Phelan, ‘can be performed again, but this repetition 
itself marks it as “different”.’ 
 
Inside is another, smaller box and inside that is a tiny plastic figure of a child with its arms outstretched, 
shrouded in paper.  I unwrap the child to read the message.   ‘What do I want?  I wanted a baby, and now 
I want more time.  I always want what’s missing, like everybody else.’  The paper rolls out of my fingers 
and I have to catch it, ungracefully.  ‘At least now there’s the baby.  Time is going on anyway; with or 
without the child, there’s never enough of that.  Time.’ 
 
The woman walking backwards appears on DVD.  I am watching her four years after the film was made, 
on a format that offers a kind of mastery over time – I can run the images forwards and backwards, define 
their speed, make them stop and start at will.  But her legs still shake.  Her eyes still twitch.  Her existence 
still threads between the memory of the past and the threat of the future.  I measure her precariousness 
in the concerned glances of the people around her, and watch it reflected in the inbetween space of the 
gallery floor – neither a stage (present) nor a museum (past).   
 
A neatly wrapped parcel of greaseproof paper, sealed with an elastic band.  Reluctant to break its skin, I 
pass the weight of the object between my hands for a few minutes.  When I do open it I find a number of 
densely packed, red clay bricks.  Almost as soon as I see them, they break formation.  The bricks fall onto 
my lap and I place them end to end on the table, like a wall.    
                                                            
18 This description, and all the other descriptions in italics in this section, is a response to Adrian Heathfield, Fiona Templeton and 
Andrew Quick, eds. Shattered Anatomies (Arnolfini Live : Bristol, 1997).  Shattered Anatomies is a box containing mixed textual and 
illustrative media and objects.  The discussed works (in the order in which they appear) are: ‘Sharp Kisses’ by Bobby Baker (box 
and card); ‘Untitled’ by Lenora Champagne (plastic baby and text); ‘Untitled’ by Julian Maynard Smith (sheet and bricks); ‘Apron 
Staging’ by Fiona Templeton (sheet); ‘Shuttered Anemonies by Alastair MacLennan (cards in envelope). 
19 Brian Massumi, ibid., p. 130 
20 Áine Phillips Autobiography (Áine Phillips and the Live Art Development Agency: London, 2009), DVD-PAL 
21 Peggy Phelan Unmarked: the Politics of Performance (Routledge: Oxon, 1993), p. 146 
22 Matt Hawthorne The Degenerate Art Book (Arnolfini Gallery Ltd: London, 2001), introduction 
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In fact, the liveness of the woman’s progress has less to do with when it happens than where.  Moving in 
two directions at once, through a public room occupied by private people, she draws difference in, of and 
between experience(s).  The DVD reminds me of Tim Etchells describing a performance by the dancer 
Wendy Houstoun: 
 

It’s compelling because here the document is a body remembering itself and a voice describing 
itself. … The act we are watching is precisely a struggle – a dance that knows it cannot ever get 
back to the past but which knows that the past can live (changed) in the present by an effort of 
will.23 
 

As a force that drives experience into memory (and vice versa), ‘liveness’ does not have to mean 
‘happening right now’.  It is simply a glimpse of difference, travelling between potential and possibility. 
 
 ‘These are small acts that only become “visible” through reflection, through their traces and their 
documentation,’ writes Lois Keidan, about a series of live art interventions that took place at the turn of 
the 21st century; ‘they occupy a public space only through their relics or, when edited, mediated and 
transposed to the medium of this book.’  This book is Small Acts, a document that testifies to the acts of 
its title.  But the form of the book also has an effect on its function.  ‘The exquisite, extraordinary and 
diverse works for the page found here were a central part of the process of the making of these projects, 
often in fact, intrinsic to the concept of each Small Acts act.’24  
 
A stiff square of tracing paper covered in text.  I unfold it using both hands and hold it above my head.  
The writing comes from all sides - large, small, typed, written, backwards, forwards.  It’s a palimpsest of 
instructions, reflections, script and stage.   It says, ‘The writing may be worn next to the body if desired.’   
Elsewhere it says, ‘Theatre as representation is also presentation.’     
 
If the process of remembering is also a condition of existence then the archive does not just define what 
can and can’t be known in the future.  It also decides what can and can’t come into being in the present.  
The aspiration of collective memory means that potential is transformed into possible before it has begun, 
and documentation works like an institution: ‘more a process of disciplining experience than facilitating 
practice.’25   
 

n) you      m) to 
d) is      j) that 
g) discipline     i) memory 
b) the      k) is 
c) alphabet     h) of 
o) right      a) even 
e) a      l) happening 
f) powerful     p) now 

 
   
Take (this) writing as an example of an institution of (the discipline of) documentation.  We are dominated 
by the ‘scriptural economy’, says Michel de Certeau.  It’s a paradigm of knowledge based on the capital of 
writing.   ‘This is its strategic function,’ says Andrew Quick: ‘to transform “items of information”, from 
everything external to its place of operation, into objects which become classifiable, collectible, and 
subject to a specific positioning within its organising and/ or regulating system.’26  
 

                                                            
23 Tim Etchells Certain Fragments (Routledge: London, 1999), p. 72 
24 Lois Keidan ‘Artland 2000’ pp. 78 – 81 in Adrian Heathfield, ed. Small Acts: Performance, the Millennium and the Marking of Time, 
p. 79 
25 Victor Burgin, quoted in in Matt Hawthorne ibid. 
26 Andrew Quick, ‘Troubling Practices: Opening Writing, Place and Identity’ (sheet) in Heathfield et al., Shattered Anatomies.   
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The process of classification has a profound effect on the world it wants to classify.  Most of all, it stands 
beside the world, a stance which justifies other kinds of parabasis: God, the self-defining subject, even 
the denial of death.27  It’s hard to imagine where disciplining might end, and facilitation begin.  ‘Just as 
quantum physics discovered that macro-instruments cannot measure microscopic particles without 
transforming those particles, so too must performance critics realise that the labor to write about 
performance (and thus to ‘preserve’ it) is also a labor that fundamentally alters the event.’28 
 
Next is an envelope, stiff and white like a business letter.  It contains a large handful of photographs 
printed onto card.  A hand, a knife, a shoe.  Some are in black and white, some in white and black – 
photographic negatives.  After a while I notice that each picture is interrupted by a tiny corner of flame.  
These are photographs of other photographs, burning. 
 
Because its matter is static, because it comes tightly packed, it’s tempting, sometimes, not to unravel 
writing.  Instead, to pass it between my hands over and over again, letting it weigh against experience as 
its own object.  The success of the scriptural economy relies on it remaining whole and distinct.  
Sentences must have full stops.  Pages have margins.  Books have covers.  The passive tense may be 
used, all the better to shut out the world with.  To arrest, in other words, the ‘process of actual extending 
into the possible and then looping through sensation’ by excluding contingent events.  That is, to protect 
the possible from potential and deny the existence of change.   
 
The film of the woman walking backwards is called ‘Burning Mirror’ (by Áine Phillips) and its soundtrack is 
the sound of wood cracking into flame.  (I didn’t explain this earlier because it didn’t suit my argument.)  
Interspersed with images of the gallery are images of the centre of a fire.  (And because, when I first saw 
the film, I only made notes on the progress of her body.)   
 
Clearly, this approach abjures liveness, which is the twitch of (more) difference.  Instead of writing as a 
spur to memory in a dynamic encounter with the world, it says that writing, and all the functions that 
surround it, suffocate experience with definition.  It says that writing is about [            ]. 
   

But Small Acts (f r example)   d es n t  w rk in this way.    It describes the  
inc mpleteness   

       f the d cument as much as it traces actual events.    
 
I remember reading the entry for ‘Things not worth keeping: The Millennium Collection’ by chris cheek.  It 
records an exchange in which people were invited to donate objects they no longer wanted.  The 
document is a collection of photographs of the objects alongside short explanations from their anonymous 
donors.   
A swimming cap.   
An old toy.   
A piece of the Berlin Wall.   
Each story increases the significance of the unowned thing, and points to more that can’t be known.  An 
empty packet of Embassy cigarettes is the last memento a sister kept of her brother after his suicide.  It is 
classified here, next to words that suggest the shadow of a stranger.  A list of attributes that (fail to) 
describe the edge of what lies beyond any reader’s (or writer’s) experience: 
 

He was a lorry driver, a great cook, a generous, troubled soul, he chain smoked, took five sugars 
in his tea, six foot seven inches tall and twenty-five years, one month and sixteen days old when 
he died.’29 

 
These words, in other words, direct me to something unknown. 
 
                                                            
27 See for instance Andrew Quick, ibid., and Adrian Heathfield ‘Facing the Other: The Performance Encounter and Death’ (sheet) in 
Shattered Anatomies  
28 Peggy Phelan ibid., p. 148 
29 chris cheek The Millennium Collection in Heathfield ed., Small Acts, pp. 12 – 17, p. 12 
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The bare prose in ‘The Millennium Collection’ is nothing more than a skeleton of classification, revealing 
the structure has holes in it.  The longest stories are no more than a few hundred words, and each is 
shorn of its author.  Within a formal system used, incongruously, to define objects that are only here 
because they lack value, the document is a trace of difference beyond description.  Its does not substitute 
or re-present the event in the object of the archive.  Nor does it privilege the past; nor relegate it to 
definitions.  Instead, it creates an analogous confrontation with the unknown, in the mind/body of the 
reader.      
 
I don’t have time to look at everything.  When it comes to putting it back, the tissue paper has become a 
noisy embarrassment.  It’s too big, and it reminds me that I haven’t finished yet.   
 
Michel de Certeau says the whole machinery of the scriptural economy will come crashing down when, 
‘there is no separation between the text to be inscribed and the body that historicises it.’30  Acknowledging 
this proximity is also a project of liveness, and (arguably) the state of the postmodern subject.31  In the 
new space created by this collapse, de Certeau suggests ‘a disseminated writing, an indefinite 
combinative system of flirtations and simulacra, or else, on the contrary, a continuum of natural forces, of 
libidinal drives and instinctual outpourings.’32  
 
The box and its contents remain open on my writing desk.  Stray pieces of paper infiltrate its borders.  I 
spill something in it, and I watch an insect fly in there once and never come out.  It’s an effort to 
remember what belongs to the box and what belongs to me.  
 
(Un)anchored by the words ‘or else’, de Certeau’s suggestion is a description of (the potential of) the 
unknown.  You could say it is a description of the tactic of the live – a tactic born of difference, and not of 
time.   
 

The Document Performance 
Who is not involved?  When? 
Live is a call, weary of linear time, calling: 

Cross.33 
 
 
 

                                                            
30 Quoted in Andrew Quick, ibid. 
31 See for instance Amelia Jones ‘Postmodernism, Subjectivity and Body Art: a Trajectory’, pp. 21 – 52 in Body Art: Performing the 
Subject (University of Minnesota Pres: Minneapolis, 1998) 
32 Quoted in Andrew Quick, ibid. 
33 Rebecca Schneider ‘The Document Performance’ pp. 117 – 120 in Daniel Brine, ed. The Live Art Almanac (Live Art Development 
Agency: London, 2008), p. 119 
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Technologies of (Dis)embodiment and the Ethics of Looking 

‘“The liquid body.”  Cohabited by electronic space.  A multiplicity of selves.  Always online, never 
really shutting down.  A game culture for a mind and a dual-track chip for a heartbeat.  Its history 
is a database.  Its future is an image.’34   

 
This futuristic fantasy imagines the body dissolving into a never ending system of networked technologies 
– the internet.  It sounds tantalizingly like the plural mesh of conflicting stories that might camp in the 
remains of a scriptural economy, no longer able to write its own limits.  A bank of memories.  A pool of 
points of view.  A cycle of performative identities.  The internet is a model of competing authorities and a 
treasury of collective experience.  
 
My online identity is only a postage stamp of my real identity.35 
 
But the internet shares things by taking them out of context.   The art historian Amelia Jones says the 
‘liquid body’ is just the ‘reinscribed logic of Cartesianism’ – that insistent lie of transcendence that 
Descartes told when he said, ‘I think therefore I am’, but forgot that being (a French aristocrat) allowed 
him to think in the first place.  It’s an effective way of training people for the product line of late Capitalism 
– ‘industrialization is being pointed squarely at the human intellect’36 – but it denies the potential of any 
body who can’t take part.    
 
I try to use flattering pictures to represent myself. 
 
‘Thanks for your candor.’  I don’t remember having a choice.  Something speaking an alien tongue wants 
to know if I’m an illegal immigrant, or if I’ve ever been one.  A figure made of equal parts man and 
machine gesticulates with limbs and pieces of technology – either as a type of language, a gesture of 
domination, or both.37   
 
It is similar, but edited.  It is public yet more guarded.  It is sometimes in danger of becoming a ‘persona’ 
and there is a delicate tension between the impression and the reality.  
 
I am watching a DVD, part of a collection by La Pocha Nostra, called ‘Ethno-Techno’ (2004), and it 
subjects me to the gaze of an alien race.  The interrogators demand I leave my fantasies of embodiment 
behind, but they don’t tell me how to gain entry to their enhanced world.  In another film, people already 
labelled as immigrants wear plastic armour and toy guns – this, in the words of one of La Pocha Nostra’s 
members, Guillermo Gómez-Peña, is the lo-fi aesthetic of ‘Chicano Robotics’.38 
 
Oh yes it is.  In my written English my foreign accent is not that obvious! :) I am not as bubbly on line as I 
am in real life.  I am very direct on line, and less so in real.   
 
The psychological tools of disembodiment may be bought in tokens of political subjectivity, but the 
physical tools of technology are bought in dollars.39  Networked technologies cost money.  So does 
internet access, the language of search engines, and the fluency of code.  Any understanding of the 
internet that celebrates its appeal to the disembodied subject, not only forsakes the place the (‘live’) body 
has in the processes of perception, but also ignores the political and economic contexts that grant access 
to technology.   Or in other words, it stresses the power of the system over the people who use it.   
 
                                                            
34 Arthur and Marilouise Kroker ‘We are all Stelarcs now’ in Marquard Smith, ed., pp. 63 – 85, p. 66 
35 This, and the rest of the text in italics in this section, is an answer submitted to a questionnaire carried out by the Live Art 
Development Agency and Mary Paterson, on users of Unbound (thisisunbound.co.uk) in June 2009.  The question was: Is your 
online identity different to your offline identity?  If it is different, please describe the difference. 
36 Amelia Jones ‘Stelarc’s Technological “Transcendence”/ Stelarc’s Wet Body: The Insistent Return of the Flesh’, pp. 87 - 123 in 
Marquard Smith, ed., p. 91 
37 ‘Border Interrogation’ in La Pocha Nostra Los Videos Graffitis (Volume 1. 2004) (La Pocha Nostra: California, 2004) DVD-PAL. 
38 See Guillermo Gómez-Peña Ethno Techno: Writings on Performance, Activism and Pedagogy (Routledge: Oxon, 2005) 
39 Amelia Jones, ibid., pp. 114 - 115) 
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sometimes it can feel more me, sometimes it can be more me, sometimes it is me, other times it feels 
less me, it cannot be me, it is not me. 
 
In the 20th century the anthropologist Benjamin Lee Whorf created a powerful fiction that masqueraded as 
fact for at least a generation.  Following studies of the Hopi, an indigenous people of North America, he 
concluded that they had no concept of time – because their language lacked a future or a past tense.  
The myth of the American Indian locked into a continuous present took hold and was repeated in a 
plethora of television programmes, films and other documents of popular culture.  These became tools for 
spreading the story, and so the myth gained strength.  
 
I cannot divulge this information at this point. 
 
Guillermo Gómez-Peña says, ‘I am brown therefore I am other than you.’40  The camera lingers over his 
body.  He stands proud as a soldier, dressed in an accumulated costume of shorthands for identities – 
Mexican boots, an American Indian headdress, a small silver gun.  ‘Being an American is a complicated 
matter,’ he says, ‘You are in relation to the multiplicity of looks you are able to explain.’  I can’t explain 
some of his looks, but I know this is a composite image of different ways to say ‘other.’  Or rather, of 
different ways to have ‘other’ said about you. 
 
Whorf was wrong on two fronts.  First of all, the language of the Hopi does indeed contain an elaborate 
system of tenses to describe the future and the past.  Secondly, Whorf’s myth assumes that systems of 
communication constrict what people can think.  ‘Language is always a suit of someone else’s clothes 
you try on,’ says the writer and artist Tim Etchells, ‘- the fit is not good but there’s power in it.’41  Or to put 
it another way: if language determined thought, the phrase ‘I can’t put it into words’ would never pass a 
person’s lips.   
 
Gómez-Peña raises his gun and says, ‘I speak, therefore I am.  Period.’  It is not his body that defines his 
existence, or the language (my language) that he speaks.  It is the fact of speaking – the continuous, 
repeated and directed intervention into the system, even if the system is a complicated matter.  The 
system gains power when it is used – and it’s used by people who interact with purpose, interrupting the 
logic of the system as they do so.  Human agency, as Amelia Jones says, is not subject to the same rules 
as the network.42 
 
Or, in Massumi’s words: ‘[T]he properties of the perceived thing are properties of the action [of being 
perceived] more than of the thing itself.’43  Which means the internet is no more intrinsically plural than 
alphabetic language is intrinsically discrete (although the two systems are not directly comparable).  And 
neither one is better or worse placed to represent the billowing relationship of possibility and potential – or 
rather, to re-experience this relationship.  (That is down to you.)   
 
It is in some ways realer than my ‘real’ life because I make it.  Like a dream is more real than reality, 
because it has no censorship. 
 
Which returns us to the figure of the viewer/ reader as the body which must take action to perceive: the 
person who must experience each piece of shared information, entwined in all the ‘threads of potential 
disaster and erotic seduction [that] hang over every “live” event.’44  
 
But this corporeal function of meaning-making is not enough.  If it places the site and cite of meaning only 
in the body of the viewer – and more than that, in the body of the viewer as informed by her previous 
experiences (memory) – then fiction and truth have an equal footing.  This matters when a fiction like 
Whorf’s becomes an alibi for racist behaviour.  (A racism that is, incidentally, an act of bodily identification 

                                                            
40 ‘Welcome to the Third World’ in La Pocha Nostra ibid. 
41 Tim Etchells, ibid., 105   
42 Amelia Jones, ibid., p. 92 
43 Brian Massumi, ibid., p. 130 
44 Amelia Jones, ibid., p. 94 
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carried out on the victim.)  It matters if all you see of Guillermo Gómez-Peña is a number of racist 
stereotypes.  It matters, in short, if perception masquerades as a private act.  In fact, it matters just as 
much as when the message masquerades as objective fact – when the ‘scriptural economy’ says it is 
about [          ].  
 
Online identity belongs to several disperse networks and each network allows for different aspects of 
personal and professional experience to be activated and explored.  It is not just the online world; also 
encounters within various real life social networks resonate with the same concept of fluidity. 
 
The collection ‘Ethno Techno’ wants to integrate itself into the performative acts that constitute 
knowledge.  ‘This volume contains 40 plus video graffitis,’ says the DVD cover. ‘[…] Our goal was to 
create the first artist-made, multi-purpose bilingual DVD utilizing performance and video art as a form of 
experimental pedagogy and to distribute it throughout the library, museum and university systems.’  
Messages scrawled over a system near you.  Perhaps uninvited, and/ or hard to remove.     
 
But ‘Ethno Techno’ is not simply an exercise in plurality: ‘an indefinite combinative system of flirtations 
and simulacra.’45  It is a directed and purposeful intervention into public functions that don’t represent its 
interests (yet).  It is, in other words, a social act, engaged in relationships that lay claim to far more than 
subjective meaning.  More than this – it is a collective act, which calls on others to change their 
behaviour.  
 
I appear to have many identities online and off, and they vary, meld and differentiate depending on 
various circumstances and contributing factors.  Some work across the different realities quite nicely, 
some are entirely unto their own pockets of digital and material geographies. 
 
An open letter from Guillermo Gómez-Peña, following a workshop that La Pocha Nostra led in Oaxaca, 
Mexico, coinciding with political protests and unrest in that city: 
 

The questions infusing the workshop exercises and improvisations were strangely analogous to 
our political predicaments:  Which are the borders we can/ must cross?  Where are the ethical/ 
political limits of art?  Should we be participants or chroniclers?  What is our new relationship to 
the civic realm?  What are the new characteristics of our ever changing multiple communities?  
Where do we belong when our alliances are not with the nation/ state?46 

 
It’s important to make a distinction here between change as a possibility, and difference as a state of 
constant flux.  The former is a political stance, the latter a kind of self-indulgence.  The former connects 
and impinges on individuals, the latter sighs that anything is permissible.  And while the former has an 
ethical drive, the latter is essentially (a)moral – a reinvention of God inside the individual, with no 
responsibility beyond him or herself.  This is why it matters if perception masquerades as a private act.  It 
is another version of the message masquerading as objective fact.   
 
Gómez-Peña’s ambitious claim for the relevance of art at a time when teachers were locked in violent 
conflict with the Mexican authorities, is based on the idea of a public that involves artists, teachers and 
the state (for example) in a mutually dependent process of self-realisation.  It is, in other words, based on 
context.  The work does not exist in isolation, but is produced in a collective, which is to say ethical, 
relationship with the rest of the world.  The work, you might say, is its ethical relationship with the rest of 
the world.  
 
Meaningless question.  ‘Online identity’ is a ridiculous fiction. 
 
Tim Etchells describes why the performance company Forced Entertainment decided not to dim the lights 
over the audience during Speak Bitterness (1995):  

                                                            
45 Michel deCerteau, quoted in Andrew Quick ibid. 
46 Guillermo Gómez-Peña ‘Letter from Oaxaca: Performing in the Flames’ pp. 47 - 50in Daniel Brine, ed. Live Art Almanac, p. 48 



  a navigation through unbound – mary paterson Page 12 of 14 

 

 
… the light on those watching meant, above all, that eye contact was possible, so the two-way 
nature of every line was emphasised – something spoken, something heard – eye contact made 
and then broken again, eye contact offered, rejected, then offered again – a series of complex 
negotiations about complicity, about who has done what or who is implicated in what.47 

 
The audience does not watch – it participates.   No, it doesn’t participate – it responds.  No, it doesn’t 
respond – it acts as witness.   
 
It is more guarded and aware – there are more people watching. 
 
Witnessing is more than being aware of variations in personal experience.  It is more than an act carried 
out on or to another person or thing.  It is a partnership that begins with you and begins with me, each 
taking the other into account. 
 
The identity I choose to reveal as me is me, however there’s a second online identity which remains 
anonymous, which is there for the purpose of not revealing all of myself to those online.  I choose what I 
want people to know.  
 
Do you remember when Massumi said ‘the properties of the perceived thing are properties of the action 
more than of the thing itself’?  That’s not all.  ‘This does not mean, on the other hand, that the proportions 
are subjective or in the perceiver,’ he continues.  ‘On the contrary, they are the perceiver’s and the 
perceived’s concrete inclusion in each other’s world.  The perception lies between the perceiver and the 
perceived.’48  Importantly, this does not mean the perceiver and the perceived dissolve into each other.  
They do not become each other – rather, they become aware of each other.    
 
Tim Etchells’ voice narrating over home video of an empty auditorium: 
 

Split the audience.  Make a problem of them.  Disrupt the comfort and anonymity of the darkness.  
Make them feel the differences present in the room and outside of it.  Class.  Gender.  Age.  
Race.  Power.  Culture.49 

 
Not really, I would never disclose personal realities online.  I also think this is an edited version of 
information you would like to embellish on. 
 
The witnessing/ work is an ethical participation carried out by individuals.  And because we are social, 
embodied and historicised, this participation is the sum of our shared experience, pointed towards an 
undefined future.  Or you could say it is the collective act of our personal archives, brought to life.  Which 
is to say, it is our shared archive.   
 
Meaning is not so much bodily as bodilies.  Your body weighing against mine; part of me and still apart 
from me.  Think abut Massumi.  ‘Thought perception’, he says, ‘is asymmetrical prosthetic symbiosis’ 50 
 
Materials online are not only mediated by oneself but by others.  Erasures and coverings are much more 
difficult than in everyday existence. 
 
Thought perception is an act of mutual awareness, assistance, participation.  It does not require us to 
lose ourselves but to realise ourselves through relationships.  It suggests the possibility of bearing 
witness.     
 

                                                            
47 Tim Etchells, ibid., p. 18.  Tim Etchells is the Artistic Director of Forced Entertainment 
48 Brian Massumi., ibid. pp. 126-7 
49 Forced Entertainment Imaginary Evidence (Forced Entertainment, 2003) CD-ROM 
50 Brian Massumi., ibid. p. 133 



  a navigation through unbound – mary paterson Page 13 of 14 

 

But just as the potential for change does not glorify difference, so the possibility of witnessing does not 
mean it’s the only outcome of communication.  (I have written my memories down but you must choose to 
share them).  If you didn’t have the choice, of course, it wouldn’t be ethical.   
 
No.  I don’t have an online identity. 
 
And just as the time of the live does not have to be now, so the space of witnessing does not have to be 
here.  It could also be the psychological space imagined (which is to say, embodied) between people who 
have never met.   
 
It could even be the space created by words on a screen.   
 
(It’s up to you.) 
 
What’s the first thing you remember? 
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RETURN 
 
 
Imagine that we are looking.  Imagine that this is what we find – a series of resources labeled Unbound: a 
metaphorical sheaf of published and commissioned paraphernalia connected to the suggestion of live art. 
 
‘When reading this book, please take your time’, so begins Matthew Ghoulish’s 39 Microlectures: in 
proximity of performance. ‘… Do whatever you need to with this book, and, if possible, do not let it 
damage your thoughts.’51  But it does.  Stray ideas and memories infiltrate my borders.  It’s an effort to 
remember what belongs to the book (and/or the DVD and/ or the archive) and what belongs to me.   
 
It begins with history.  Stories told about live art that fight for points of reference.  Live art, they say, is 
different.  Live art, they say, is the same.  Accumulated, the stories make a launchpad for expeditions into 
the unknown.  Experience collides with memory all the time – this is knowledge.  This is how knowledge 
goes. 
 
It goes back to the nature of perception.  It has to be repeated.  Experience and memory work in tandem: 
they push and pull and bring each other to life.  This is live.  Which means you can’t have missed it, or 
have tied it up.  It won’t be defined and it’s yet to happen.   
 
It happens again.  Language might travel in one direction, but thought, or memory, or experience doesn’t 
move that way.  Time doesn’t travel from a to b, whatever they say.  Which means that being live is a 
tactic born of difference, not of time.     
 
It is not just memory; it is also remembering.  It’s important that sharing memories stays live.  Well, it’s 
important to me, but you can choose.  It’s an ethical choice, between fact and fiction, based on the 
presence of other people and whether you want to take their experience into account.   
 
The three sections of this text are three paths through the same territory.  They build on each other’s 
knowledge and sometimes retake the same steps – it is a construction project.  It belongs to the collective 
that builds it: you, me and all the others.  It’s the accumulation of the materials we have at hand, cracked 
open and twisted together into new shapes. 
 
It will be repeated.  But don’t let the method of repetition wear you down.  Keep it live (stay alive), keep 
going, keep missing something and looking beyond the definition.  All looking is collective.  All memories 
are shared.   Yours are here too.  This is our archive: 
 

The multi-faceted nature of memories (both personal and collective, conscious and unconscious) 
leads to a set of tensions over the terrain of meaning.  The site of these tensions is something 
which can be termed the ‘Popular Imagination.’52 

 
Read this text paragraph by paragraph; and/ or line by line; and/ or one word at a time, chosen by 
accident.  Think of this text as a series of memories that make an identity (but not an argument).  It is 
made up of memories and quotes from the material of Unbound and some of its readers.  Come back to it 
later, or leave it be.   
 
What do you remember? 
 
 
 

                                                            
51 Matthew Ghoulish 39 Microlectures: in proximity of performance (Routledge: London and New York, 2000), p.3 
52 Matt Hawthorne ibid.  
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