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If one were to use the phrase ‘performance art’ in the sixteenth century, 
it would either have been passed over with indifference, since theatrical 
performance was seen as an art, or taken as the aptitude for social wiles. 
Performance art as it is known today has two main points of origin, the first 
in futurist drama and dada’s earliest shenanigans at the Cabaret Voltaire in 
Zürich from 1917 onward, and the second in the protest era of the late 1960s. 
With few exceptions, performance art in Australia began in the early 1970s, and 
its key proponents proved to have a firm grasp of international developments. 
While the art form has at times suffered from being an echo to the mainstream, 
Australian performance art began with a bang, not a whimper, and was a 
precursor to some of the best tendencies of Australian art, the effects of which 
are still felt to this day. Despite its marginal origins, performance art is now an 
institutionalised and theorised arm of contemporary art practice, with its own 
syntax, historical precedents and internal references.

A Short History of Performance Art

From its very beginnings in the early twentieth century, performance art 
was intextricably linked to the objectification of the body that was occurring 
elsewhere in art in numerous ways, from Kasimir Malevich’s anonymous 
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automata to the heavily abstracted machine-like bodies of Pablo Picasso’s 
analytical cubist works of 1911 to 1914. It was also at this time, just before 
World War I and the birth of dada, that the Festspielhaus Hellerau was built 
in Dresden to house the school of Émile Jaques-Dalcroze, arguably marking 
the beginning of modern theatre. Jaques-Dalcroze taught dramatic technique 
in a highly physicalised manner, which meant that music also played a 
central role. Furthermore, the first decades of the twentieth century also 
witnessed the beginnings of a more systematised kind of music that was 
atonal and arranged according to an internal systemic logic, as practised by 
Arnold Schoenberg and contemporaries such as Anton Webern and Alban 
Berg. Just after World War I, Fernand Léger made Ballet mécanique (1924), 
where, as the title suggests, some bodies are reinterpreted as cubist-style 
marionettes and the human body is but an agent in mechanical motion—body 
and machine are brought into equivalence.

These works are only a small portion of a plentiful array of 
instances, but they remind us that artistic modernity had enthusiastically 
embraced the idea of the android, the automaton, the marionette and the 
robot, and highlight the extent to which performance art is a component of 
this phenomenon. From the outset, performers engaged the body as a doll; 
the artist would use his or her body as the very material for making the art. 
Performance art would continue to be concerned with testing both bodily 
and psychological limits, exploring a liminal state where the body strives 
to become object, medium and thing, but must also lapse back into being 
‘human’ again—that point where the artist, who is the puppet-master of 
themself-as-puppet, must slip back to ‘being’ once more. This relationship of 
performance art to the mechanical doll and the body double would continue 
to be agonised over, particularly given that the marionette and the puppet 
have their roots in vaudeville and theatre. And while the performance-
art purist may be emphatic about disciplinary lines, vaudeville still stalks 
performance art in many ways. This may be in the semblance of bad or 
unsuccessful performance art to vaudeville, the way vaudeville has more 
recently crept into performance art as an arm of gender-related or politically 
motivated practice, or through performance art’s involvement in mainstream 
performance culture, such as the rise of the music video, and more recently 
fashion film. The profusion of video and ‘selfies’ via social media has caused a 
seepage of styles and genres. The growing phenomenon of creative aliases on 
YouTube (such as the artist Jayson Musson’s alter-ego Hennessy Youngman1, 
for example) has also made for some rethinking of the ties between 
performance art, activism, popular culture and mass communication. But to 
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think of performance art first as the conscious objectification of the body is a 
useful touchstone, not only for understanding its emergent traditions, but also 
to measure other forms that challenge or transgress this model. 

Performance art’s postwar evolution appears with movements such 
as situationism in France (1957–1972), the Gutai group in Japan (1954–1972), 
and Fluxus in Germany (1962–1978), all of which responded to the anxiety and 
uncertainty that was rife after World War II. Just as a little vice tends to pique 
one’s interest, anxiety and displeasure can often lead to compelling works of 
art. Situationism is still invoked by artists today for a number of reasons, not 
only as a foil to the tameness of so much artistic activism in contemporary 
art, but also because of the prevailing relevance of Guy Debord’s prophetic 
proclamation in his 1967 interrogation of the ‘society of the spectacle’. Fluxus, 
a diffuse group of artists whose charismatic nodal point was Joseph Beuys 
(despite George Maciunas being the titular founder), was not only antagonistic 
towards the artistic commodity, but also to institutions, which they viewed as 
inimical to creativity. Analogous to situationism, whose interventions or ‘dérives’ 
were not meant to be staged as art per se, fluxus represented an important 
development in performance art insofar as it lent action-based art the generic, 
quasi-autonomous quality it has today—in the way that an artist may say they do 
painting as well as performances. For both movements, the body in action was 
just a component in an overall series of methods, experiments and events, the 
intentions of which were rooted in finding a new and more morally effective way 
of thinking about the world and providing a psychic, political and artistic space 
for renewal and reinvention after war. Art, then, was something that was a task 
as opposed to a product created according to traditions or aesthetic frameworks. 
The Gutai group in Japan are to be understood along similar lines. Their events 
and gestures were highly abstract, yet conducted as they were within a culture 
mired in shame, confusion and social devastation, are understood to have 
operated under the shroud of silence that was the outcome of such conditions. 
Performance was far more congenial to the historical moment than more static 
genres, since it could be used in an explosive way and to enunciate feelings that 
could not yet find their expression in writing or speech.  

The legacy of situationism was great, and it still has ripples to this day. 
Working outside of accepted conventions was an important idea for artists to 
rally around, particularly as they tried to make sense of what imaginative and 
effective political action could be. European artists of the 1960s, such as Yves 
Klein, Ben Vautier and Daniel Spoerri, asked valuable questions of the art–life 
divide, not so much to bring art into life, which is something of a cliché, but 
rather to test the limits of the ready-made. Spoerri, for example, conducted 
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a series of performances in the Restaurant de la Galerie J in 1963, where he 
cooked for attendees while enlisting art critics as waiters, since they were the 
ones who literally brought art to the public for easier consumption. Klein’s 
many ceremonies (he called them ‘Anthropometries’) involving nude women 
covered in paint rolling around on a white surface are well known. And in 
an irony not lost on the artist himself, the performance for which he is best 
known—leaping, arms aloft—never took place. 

Performance art’s development in the United States was, in retrospect 
at least, a logical and natural outcome of the protest movement of the 1960s—
continuing apace into the 1970s when performance art began to have wholesale 
use—and as part of the broad set of practices applied by artists who were 
disaffected with the strict and hermetic formalist painting championed by 
Clement Greenberg and Harold Rosenberg. The ‘theatricality’ that Michael 
Fried had criticised in minimal art in the late 1960s2 would by the 1970s come to 
further fruition in the form of performances themselves. These were sometimes 
as an adjunct to more traditional practice, as in the early work of Jim Dine, but 
increasingly performance artists were seeing themselves primarily as such, with 
the rest of their output considered a kind of performative after-effect. With 
artists such as Bruce Nauman, Vito Acconci and Valie Export, even their non-
performance works have to be seen in light of their performative acts, which in 
effect means that we are compelled to consider static objects as impermanent, 
porous in both their physicality and their semantics. This also led to the widening 
ambit of the term ‘performativity’, which could no longer be limited to something 
enacted or contained within the event, and would come to encompass both the 
fragility of history and the important measure of the spectator—an awareness 
that extended right down to the minutiae of the conditions under which the 
object is seen, from the temperature of the room to the viewer’s mood. 

Minimalism, the theatricality of which Fried famously lamented, has 
an especially complex and deceptively intimate relationship to performance 
art. Minimalist abstraction’s ‘theatrical’ difference from previous forms of 
abstraction—abstract expressionism and the New York School being in prime 
focus—was that it was unerringly opaque and, at least rhetorically, had a visual 
imperviousness that could be interpreted as hostile to the human condition 
and the rewards of the artistic experience. In many ways, minimalism was 
a logical conclusion to abstract expressionism, with its everything-and-
nothing aesthetic, but whereas abstract expressionism kept the dream alive, 
minimalism seemed oppressively nihilist. However, it was precisely in its  
quasi-architectural, geometric universality that the minimalist object made the 
viewer aware of the things around it: from the scuff marks on the object itself  
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(Robert Morris), to what it reflected in its polished lustre (Donald Judd). It 
was precisely by dint of minimalism’s claim to permanence, anonymity and 
immobility that it drew attention to place, placement, environment, installation 
and movement. In positing a minimal relation, the viewer’s subjective position 
in time and space—as opposed to the semantics of the timelessness of the 
object—was everything. And it was the authoritarianism of both abstractions, 
abstract expressionism and minimalism, that caused other artists to contest 
their disembodied universalism. An example of this is Piero Manzoni’s series 
Achromes (1957–63), in which he stuck various materials, including fur, to 
monochromatic surfaces; of special note is his Achrome (1961–62), which has 
hair on the surface, a humorous ‘making organic’ of an aesthetic form lauded 
for its transcendence of nature. In other words, the Euclidean, disembodied 
machine aesthetic of minimalism as well as the numinousness of earlier 
abstraction, precipitated a greater interest in the materiality of the body—its 
functions and flows—and, naturally, racial and sexual difference.

The sexual liberation and women’s liberation movements that 
occurred in the 1960s were also highly congenial to performance practice, and 
it is indeed from this period that the art form’s proponents gained a reputation 
for having a penchant for nudity, an association that has remained tenacious. 
In signal works such as Carolee Schneemann’s Interior Scroll (1975) and Vito 
Acconci’s Seedbed (1972), the artists’ sexual personas were brought to the fore, 
thereby also extending definitions around performance art as an art not only 
of the body but of sex, since the human body is always a gendered one. One of 
Schneemann’s earliest major works was Meat Joy (1964), in which eight figures, 
not all nude, rolled around a space filled with detritus including paint and raw 
meat. For Interior Scroll, Schneemann unravelled paper from her vagina and 
then read from it aloud. Performed in such a way, her text, which was about 
sexism, read as if the artist was reporting on what her own ‘sex’—as both her 
gender and the euphemism for genitals—was saying. For his work Seedbed, 
Acconci hid under a purpose-made ramp and masturbated, his sounds audible 
to the passing audience. A point of ambiguity, however, was whether the artist 
was actually there, or whether the sounds were recorded (Acconci denies 
this). This ambiguity was crucial to the ‘presentness’ and ‘evental’ (belonging 
to the event) nature of the performance, which is commonly understood as the 
essence of performance art. Curiously, successive critics and historians are 
conflicted over when Acconci’s performance occurred, often getting the dates 
wrong and misperceiving, or misremembering, at what parts of the day it took 
place.3 Such errors are serendipitous reminders that the event is itself a place 
of slippage, as is gender itself. 
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To ascribe a relative languishing of performance art in the 1980s—not 
by its die-hard and still active participants from the 1970s, but by the next 
generation and curators—in the face of the revival of painting, is perhaps 
a little neat and one-sided. A more speculative but still defensible reason 
for this disruption in performance art’s reception is the abrupt change in 
the perception of the body and sexual relations precipitated by the first 
Western diagnosis of AIDS in the United States in 1981. This, along with the 
acceleration of corporate capitalism that resulted in the market crash of 
October 1987, ushered in a greater conservatism, defensiveness and scepticism 
that was in marked contrast to the convulsiveness and exuberance of the 
previous decade. But it was also the 1980s that witnessed the rise in favour of 
photography as a discrete artistic medium, which in turn allowed performance 
art a renaissance, albeit in the form of ‘performativities’. Such works were 
not just records of performances and performances made strictly to be 
photographed, but also practices involving the artist’s self-representation or 
the acting out of certain roles. The latter was typified by Cindy Sherman, whose 
first body of work, the untitled Film Stills, was begun in the late 1970s. 

Towards the end of the decade, performance art began to emerge as a 
less marginal practice, not only because of the continuing rise of photography 
and its new generation of collectors, or its digitisation, but also, and again, 
because of political foment. The legacies of Thatcherism and Reaganomics 
had caused sizeable and indelible changes at every level of life, from civic 
organisation to social demography, marking the slow and painful demise of 
the postwar dream of a centralised welfare state. With the advent of grunge art 
that emerged from the social divisions caused by 1980s corporate greed and 
the 1987 market crash, there also came other practices as vehicles for social 
disaffection. Performance art had always been the sine qua non of protest, and 
was still considered in the 1980s a fairly extreme, and to some even eccentric, 
form of artistic practice. Performance art was not what sprang to mind when 
one wanted a contemplative, beautiful work of art that could also double as 
a safe investment. The medium’s inherent transience meant that it spurned 
commodification and those who stood for the commodity; it would also retain 
strong echoes of the protests against the Vietnam War, for women’s liberation 
and for the end to racial segregation. The way in which performance art 
physically occupied time and denoted a specially articulated event suggested 
to the audience of the day something at once celebratory and rebarbative. 

Just as photography brought performativity from the margins to 
the mainstream in the 70s, performance art was again reframed by the next 
technological development: video. In fact, the revival of performance art in 
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According to a certain notion of performance, writing a history of performance 
is impossible. It is a medium without rules, without protocols, without 
procedures. It is a medium without a medium, not only in the sense that 
nothing in particular makes it up, but also in the sense that nothing is to come 
between the audience and the performance. Performance, at least according 
to one conception of it, is meant to be unmediated. Performer and audience 
are bound together in a situation—almost a compact—without pre-established 
script or stage. The performance is essentially improvised, so that the audience 
(and the performer) can have no expectations, make no predictions, entertain 
no desired outcomes—each participant is forced to decide how to respond 
without any precedents to guide them. It is in this sense that performance is 
not only unrehearsed, but also in principle unrepeatable—this is one of the 
ways in which it differs from theatre, classically speaking. Each performance 
is a one-off, existing only at the specific time and in the particular setting in 
which it takes place, and is untranslatable to any other, where it would become 
a different performance. 

In this regard, performance, insofar as we can speak of its cultural 
precedents, might be said to owe something to the original provocations of 
the dadaists at the Cabaret Voltaire and the surrealists at the Palais des Fêtes, 
as well as to the Bauhaus-inspired teachings of Josef Albers at the Black 
Mountain College in the 1930s, and Julian Beck and Judith Malina’s Living 

Imaginary, Symbolic, Real:  
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Theatre of the 1950s. In all of these practices, there was an attempt to do away 
with any script that might preordain an outcome. They would seek to overcome 
the proscenium arch that distanced the actors from the audience. There would 
no longer be a lit stage and a darkened amphitheatre. In such spaces, the 
audience members are no longer allowed to remain passive consumers of a 
spectacle but are activated by the actors, who either directly address them or 
exhort them to occupy the stage, so that actor and audience are visible to each 
other. The audience in a sense become actors, just as the actors themselves 
are liberated from the illusionistic ‘roles’ that separate them from the audience. 
These developments coincided with Julian Beck’s call for a revolution in theatre 
‘similar to those which had already taken place in painting and sculpture’,1 and 
each of them resonate with Albers’ program for a new multimedia art form: 
‘The performance—how it is done—that is the content of art’.2 For both Beck 
and Albers, each night’s performance would be different and unpredictable, 
breaking the rules not only of theatre, but also of social relations themselves. 
Whatever script or mise-en-scène existed would be merely a prompt to begin 
the interaction between actor and audience in what is understood to be an 
overcoming of their mutual social conditioning.

This kind of ‘radical’ theatre can certainly shade into what is more 
strictly considered part of the history of ‘performance art’ proper. One might 
think, for example, of Jim Dine’s early performances, such as The Smiling 
Workman (1960), in which he appeared to drink paint from a can while creating 
a painting. Or Robert Rauschenberg’s Open Score (1966), staged at New York’s 
Armory, in which the audience sat on bleachers at something like a tennis 
match, with the action taking place across the net and under floodlights that 
illuminated both equally—and, likewise, such Rauschenberg ‘combines’ as 
Monogram (1955), in which the goat, let us say the audience, stood on the 
surface of the painting, also as part of the action. We might similarly consider 
Robert Morris’s equally famous performance with Carolee Schneemann, Site 
(1968), in which he enacted something like the building of the set of Manet’s 
Olympia, and in which, as with Manet, the audience is somehow implicated 
in the work, not least by the real-life nudity and confrontational stare of 
Schneemann, who lay on a couch propped up on one elbow, replicating the 
well-known pose of Victorine Meurent in Manet’s painting. Certainly, both Dine 
and Rauschenberg were inspired by John Cage and Merce Cunningham, whose 
work was the basis of much of the practice of American radical theatre; and 
through the Black Mountain College Rauschenberg, at least, came into contact 
with Xanti Schawinsky and Helen Livingstone, who were at the time among the 
foremost theorists of experimental theatre in the United States.



Rex Butler

17

Imaginary, Symbolic, Real

These key moments show that while radical theatre had broken down 
actor–audience lines, the same impulse was soon to be found in the ‘pure’ 
performance mode, which was taking place more in the ‘art’ context and less 
in anything like a ‘theatre’. And, as we will see, this mode occurs both within 
and beyond the United States and Europe, which is to suggest that it does not 
have merely a Western lineage, but is part of an essentially non-historical and 
non-culturally-specific logic of performance. Perhaps the best example of this 
breaking down of barriers, and the bringing about of a radically reduced and 
existentially authentic situation outside of all social and artistic control, is 
Chris Burden’s legendary performance Shoot (1971), in which he asked a friend 
to shoot him in the arm during an opening at the F Space Gallery in Santa Ana, 
California. Needless to say, recollections and justifications vary with such a 
charged and—ironically—artistically important event, but it seems as though 
Burden did not forewarn the audience in the gallery when his friend raised his 
rifle and shot him. All parties were absolutely held in a moment that seemed 
outside of all time and context. Not only was the audience suddenly put on 
the spot—what would they do? How would they react? Would they intervene to 
prevent it happening? Were they to be heroes or cowards?—but so also were 
Burden and his collaborator. It could all have gone terribly wrong. Someone 
from the crowd could have leapt out and attempted to knock the rifle out of the 
hands of Burden’s friend and the bullet might have ended up anywhere. Burden 
could have shied away unexpectedly at the last moment, with potentially fatal 
results. Burden’s intention was undoubtedly to create a suddenly ‘charged’ 
situation, in which the ‘truth’ would be revealed, with both performers and 
audience irrevocably brought together and exposed to each other’s gaze.

There is, we might recall, an Australian equivalent to this, which is 
Mike Parr’s infamous performance Cathartic Action: Social Gestus No. 5 
(1977), in which he apparently chopped his own arm off with an axe in front of 
a shocked and horrified audience at the Sculpture Centre in Sydney. Although 
it proved to be a fake arm filled with meat and blood—Parr had lost his arm as 
a child—the audience was not to know this and responded by fainting, gasping, 
and rising up in anger and dismay. The intention was to create, in Parr’s words, 
‘a self portrait in the context of a group portrait’, as part of a more general 
program of social liberation involving the dismantling of repressive normalising 
constraints and conventions.3 And, of course, in this Parr was explicitly inspired 
by the Viennese Actionists, who went even further than Burden and Parr in their 
contesting of conventions and literally attacking not only the social but also  
the physical limits of the body. In a long series of scarifying performances,  
such artists as Otto Muehl, Günter Brus and Rudolf Schwarzkogler who, 
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Where do we go to find out about the new, performative art forms of 
the 1970s and the early 1980s? The answer cannot just be that all we 
have is memories because performances are ephemeral, surviving in 
photographs, videos and written descriptions, lingering in a museum’s 
archives as props or documents, as traces of memories. What we do 
is recover not just the art, but also what artists and their small and 
dedicated audiences were thinking. But the relationship between 
performance and document is not simply one of primary and secondary 
texts. To explain, this essay describes the art journal Lip, where art 
writing went hand-in-hand with the appearance of performance art 
in Australia (though of course there were other art magazines that 
covered some of the same turf). In Lip, performance art appeared in its 
intersection with feminism, leftist politics and environmentalism on the 
one hand, and was embedded in declamatory, cryptic artist statements 
and artist pages (figs 1.21–22) on the other. In addition, artists worked 
as interviewers and critics. We shall describe this journal in some detail, 
for Lip is the discursive context that underpins many of the other essays 
about performance art in this volume, even if the task of the present 
book—to ask ‘what is performance art’—moves into the background in 
our essay.

‘To Give Lip’: Why Art Writing 
went Hand-in-Hand with the 
Appearance of Performance Art  
in Australia

Heather Barker and Charles Green
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Lip: ‘Impudence’, ‘to Give Lip’, ‘to Sing’, and ‘to Carry a Stiff Upper Lip

Lip was a feminist art journal that began in Melbourne in 1976.1 It was 
published by the Women in the Visual Arts Collective, a group of women 
who had taken on a range of groundbreaking arts projects during 
International Women’s Year (1975). The Women in the Visual Arts Collective 
commissioned articles, edited, produced and published the journal. The 
final issue of Lip appeared in 1984 and the group disbanded in 1985. Among 
its other achievements, Lip recuperated performance art by women as part 
of the women’s movement in art; see, for example, the long and thoughtful 
meditation by German artist Ulrike Rosenbach on her performance art and 
video art (and we note the embeddedness of performance within other new 
art forms) in relation to the women’s movement, which appeared in the 1980 
issue of Lip.2 The journal appeared as part of the women’s movement that 
had begun in the 1960s and 1970s, which in turn grew out of wider unrest 
that had manifested itself worldwide in civil rights movements, the black 
rights movement and the anti-Vietnam-War movement. Feminist classics 
such as Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1953), Barbara Friedan’s 
The Feminine Mystique (1963) and Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch 
(1970) were all in Lip’s background, describing women’s ongoing struggle 
to win equality in the household, the labour force and leftist struggles, 
for women were long disillusioned with their role as dishwashers of the 
revolution. In her article ‘Women: The Longest Revolution’, published 
in the New Left Review in 1966, Juliet Mitchell pointed out that women 
had been left out of the New Left’s vision.3 They had, however, learned 
leftist methodologies of revolutionary organisation and collectivism, and 
used these organisational tools to form consciousness-raising groups. In 
the process, women found each other and themselves to be interesting, 
stimulating and likeable. They cared about one another and developed a 
sense of collective power. 

It is now hard to envisage an art world without an accompanying 
feminist critique and conscience, but until the 1970s women artists 
were substantially rendered invisible. An early manifestation of art-world 
feminism occurred in New York in 1970, when women protested against 
what critic Lucy Lippard called the ‘Whitney Museum’s lousy coverage 
of women artists in their Annual Exhibitions’.4 In 1971 Linda Nochlin’s 
seminal article ‘Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?’ appeared 
in ARTnews and the first Women’s Liberation Art Group exhibition was held 
in England.5 The Australian Women’s Art Movement was formed in Sydney 
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Video and performance art developed side-by-side, and interacted, from the late 
1960s. The relationship between the mediums became dynamic as video began 
to operate as a performative agent for the artist. This happened as conceptual 
and performance artists experimented with the new medium of video to stretch 
its borders. Conceptual works often embraced the format of instruction works; 
the artist literally wrote an instruction, which may or may not have been carried 
out. In Australia, Mike Parr pioneered this practice in his performances:

 
Drop a brick on your foot
Hold your finger in a candle flame
Hold your breath for as long as possible.1 

 
These ‘instructions’ were recorded in various ways. Sometimes they were 
emphatic statements on a page, at other times they were actions carried out 
and recorded on film or video. When recorded, the actions created a kind of 
presence—a ‘liveness’ through mediation. There is a paradox here: the action 
gives the recorded media a presence. The viewer of the recorded image is 
aware that the action has been recorded in ‘real time’. The effort to capture 
the ‘live’ (performance/action), albeit in a remediated form (video/film), gives 

Performance Art— 
Live and on Screen

Anne Marsh
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Histories

rise to an ontological paradox, which continues to haunt art history and media 
studies in the twenty-first century. The live action work creates a presence in 
its absence. There are numerous examples of action-based performance art 
that I believe confound the current debates about liveness, as it has evolved 
in critical literature. 

In America the issue of liveness became an engaging critical 
dialogue. The performance studies scholar Peggy Phelan famously argued that: 
‘Performance’s only life is in the present’.2 She was subsequently critiqued by 
art historian Amelia Jones, who said: ‘The body art event needs the photograph 
to confirm its having happened’.3 And following Jones, Phillip Auslander, writing 
from a performance studies perspective, contends that: ‘the act of documenting 
an event as a performance is what constitutes it as such’.4 Although Auslander 
and Jones criticise Phelan’s position, arguing that it is grounded in a utopian 
notion of the ontology of performance, Phelan is clear that she is not anti-
recording or documenting performance. Her point is that the video of a 
performance is just that—it is something different from the live event itself.5

The language of performance art and video come together when 
we attempt to describe how time is captured or represented. Performance 
documentation is usually photographic and/or video-based. Photography became 
the object of theory in the 1980s. Roland Barthes and his followers enshrined 
the ontology of the medium. The ‘having-been-there’ aspect of photography 
described by Barthes and his underlining of the indexical—where the referent 
literally sticks to the photographic surface—was embraced by theory.6 

Video was early on associated with television and the language of 
‘real-time’ footage, usually news items captured ‘live’ and then transmitted to 
the lounge rooms of suburbia. This idea is fraught: even if the immediate is re-
presented, it is still stuttering across time and delivered as a representation of 
the real. Phelan is correct to insist that the live cannot be reproduced via media 
but that the media are already performative. Barthes wrote about photography 
as ‘a message without a code’ but he also described it as ‘a primitive theatre’.7 
Likewise video—a medium celebrated initially for its real-time qualities—was 
later absorbed into the language of art. Eminent American art historian Rosalind 
Krauss’s early interpretation of video as a psychological medium for artists was 
predicated on the video as a mirror mechanism: a mechanics that underlines 
the performative nature of the medium. She insisted that video was a ‘culture 
of narcissism’ but also wrote about its capacity for telepathy.8 The capacity 
for the video medium to play with the psychology of the self, its mirroring 
and narcissistic qualities, also enables a projection of self-image that has an 
uncanny tele-presence as if predicting the self in the future. Although both 
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Barthes and Krauss have generated rich theoretical positions that have in turn 
given rise to significant secondary critiques, they both, in their respective ways, 
present conundrums of interpretation that entice further exploration. Whatever 
we think of these original theoretical tracts, we are compelled to dig deeper: to 
mine the various media and consider their relations. 

Performance art stresses its ephemeral nature but often records 
this for history in time-based media such as photography, video and film. A 
fascinating paradox infects these media, as each attempts to explicate its 
relation to the real world: the thing in front of the camera, the index and/or the 
virtual image. But the action recorded ‘live’ often gives the video medium its 
presence. Without the action, the media/medium of film/video is just a dumb 
recording device: a mechanical nothingness, a silent noise.

Performance and the Screen

Mike Parr has consistently analysed his role as an artist, specifically the ways 
in which he relates to his audience as spectator, viewer and participant. Much 
of his early work in the 1970s experimented with various collaborative models, 
initially at the artist-run-space Inhibodress with like-minded artists such as 
Peter Kennedy, and later with his family and friends in works such as Rules and 
Displacement Activities (1977–83). There was a utopian edge to this work as he 
explored ways in which art and artist might shift conventional ways of relating 
to the public and a community. 

In later works, such as Aussie, Aussie, Aussie, Oi, Oi, Oi (Democratic 
Torture) (2003, fig. 1.31) the public takes on a darker role. Dressed in a black suit 
with a small replica Australian flag attached to the stump of his left arm, Parr 
sat in front of a wall of projections of news reports about the invasion of Iraq, 
with his face sewn up.9 After twenty-four hours, electrodes were attached to his 
face and those watching the webcast were able to administer electric shocks 
for the remaining six hours of the performance. Edward Scheer notes that ‘Parr 
received approximately 25 shocks before the server crashed under the strain of 
the number of electric shocks’.10 

What is evident in Aussie, Aussie, Aussie, where Parr gives the distant 
audience the chance to intervene, is that they are happy to play the part of 
sadistic torturer and inflict electric shocks on the body, which is already in 
pain. By the time the audience were able to interact, Parr’s body, which had 
been motionless for twenty-four hours, was showing signs of exhaustion and 
physiological distress—it was incredibly swollen due to fluid retention so that 
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