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Writing about live art tends to turn the critic into a storyteller forced to describe the characteristics of performance, the ‘now’ and the ‘live’, in the past tense. However, the relation between work and word cannot be reduced to a simple opposition between a dematerialised, ephemeral artwork and the, always late, putting-into-language of art writing. Instead it exists within a complex set of networks where things feed into and affect one another. This has become evident in the rise and stable continuation of critical debates challenging the notion of presence within performance art whilst pointing to the performative aspects of criticism itself.

As part of its Art Now Live programme, Tate Britain, with the help of curatorial agency Electra, recently brought together five performance works that explored some of these tensions between work and word through strategies of participation and storytelling. Here, the performers became the storytellers, in effect transforming any review of this one-day event into a story of stories.

Melanie Gilligan’s The Miner’s Object, first performed in 2006, brought to the fore this Russian doll quality of storytelling. The primary tale, read from an autocue by an actress, centred on a miner’s discovery of a mysterious object, the find leading to a conversation between the worker and his company’s adviser as they exchanged anecdotes. As the story progressed, the desire to uncover the identity of the object was slowly replaced by the men’s battle to win an argument about truth-value, the emotional account of the miner posited against the adviser’s loyalty to logic. 

Walter Benjamin once made a distinction between the lived-through experience which gives rise to storytelling and the directly experienced nature of information that results in news reports. In this performance, however, information was also permeated with aspects of storytelling. The teleprompters placed in front the actress gave the impression that she was talking directly to the audience, whilst at the same time revealing that direct address, as we know it from news rooms and political speeches, relies on narrative construction and mediation. Towards the end the discussion between the two characters began to centre on the question of the origin of laughter. They failed to agree and the cause of laughter became much like the mysterious object brought up from the mines: present, but never identified. During this point in the tale, the actress burst out laughing herself. It was an untimely, high-pitched laughter, the kind that makes you cringe. As it echoed through the gallery, it momentarily broke through the web of stories within stories. 

In another work Olivia Plender read from her comic The Masterpiece, which she has been publishing since 2002. The performance was illustrated through a series of projected images from her book, with added music and audience participation through parts of the script. The selected chapters told the story of Nick, a struggling artistic genius in a fictionalised London of the 1960s. Performance art still plays to a rather exclusive audience which does not include everyone visiting a gallery like Tate Britain. It is therefore fair to assume that the majority of people present at Plender’s performance were connected to the art world: art people willingly impersonating clichéd images of art people, with everyone, including me, cheering whenever one of them managed to pass, not quite as the real thing, but as things of their kind.

Emma Hedditch had also chosen to work with the stories that surround art spaces but in a very different way from that of Plender. Her contribution was a booklet titled Coming To Have A Public Life: Is It Worth It?, 2007, which contained a series of dialogues between the artist and, amongst others, the curators of Art Now Live. The conversations revealed the anxieties, tensions and questions at the heart of the project: How much institutional critique can be allowed within an institution? Can a fairly long text be made accessible to a gallery audience? Perhaps to compensate for the latter problem, Hedditch had decided to take responsibility for the publication by making herself available for one-to-one conversations with Tate visitors during the day of the event. I am not sure how this invitation worked, whether it welcomed criticality or domesticated it or, in fact, asserted a sense of artistic control. I always feel like the wrong kind of audience for this sort of work. I did take up the offer to speak with her, but all my questions were meta-questions and I felt a bit like a spy. Which of course begs the question: Is this kind of self-reflexive work created with a specific type of audience in mind? 

The Bohman Brothers staged a sound-based performance in response to the gallery’s Modern Landscapes collection, which include work by Ivon Hitchens who referred to his art as ‘visual music’ or ‘paintings to be listened to’. Sonic art that challenges, yet relies on the idea of the score is important in the context of an event like this which purports to explore the intermedia relation between script and performance. In the Fluxus-inspired work of the Bohman’s referents were continually thrown around; I thought of the paintings in the room and of the horrible sound a metal spoon makes in a pan, and the snippets of dialogue intercepting the work threw me towards film noir, slapstick comedy and daytime television simultaneously. Sound is a strange referent. 

The day ended with a bedtime story: Janice Kerbal’s Nick Silver Can’t Sleep, originally written for radio in 2006 and here performed in front of James Ward’s early 19th-century painting Gordale Scar.  The performers told a story of desire and longing through the voices of six nocturnal plants, as if they had emerged out of the darkness in Ward’s Romantic landscape. The protagonist, a Nicotiana sylvestris, was in bloom, longing for a Selenicereus grandiflorus, flowering only one night a year. Botanically speaking, the two plants were destined to never meet. The script was saturated with floral metaphors. It brought out the other side of anthropomorphism, with the human actors stepping out of form and attempting to, unsuccessfully, satisfy a desire to become plant-like. The work was scheduled for performance at sundown; yet the electric light in the gallery cancelled out the transformation.

Still, I left the Tate in the same way as one leaves a cinema: surrounded by darkness and full of stories. Behind me was another woman. As we made our way to Pimlico station, she bent over to smell one of the flowers in the garden.
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