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I was not among the thousands of visitors to 

Marina Abramovic’s retrospective at the Museum 

of Modern Art six years ago who patiently waited 

on line for a chance to experience a one-on-

one staring match with the artist as part of a 

performance piece known as The Artist Is Present. 

Nor did I squeeze between a pair of naked bodies 

to enter the galleries (a re-enactment of the 

performance called Imponderabilia). I don’t recall 

even spending much time at the show, as it was 

crowded with visitors, and I soon reached my 

limit for Abramovic’s brand of self-inflicted danger 

and pain.

But Abramovic is unquestionably an art star, 

credited by many with putting performance on 

the map as a legitimate aesthetic pursuit, and her 

memoir, due for publication this month, is already 

raising hackles for alleged racist comments and 

revelations of three abortions.

So when the Lensic offered “an evening” with 

Abramovic on August 23, under the auspices of 

SITE Santa Fe, I was curious to revisit my own 

earlier reactions and learn more about why this 

woman enjoys so much esteem among so many.

She does not disappoint. Considerably heavier 

than at the time of the MoMA retrospective, clad all 

in black, her pale, glowing face far younger-looking 

than her 69 years, she is every inch the diva (Maria 

Callas was reportedly one of her youthful idols). 

What’s surprising is her easy warmth and infectious 

sense of humor; she offered funny stories about 

some of her own misadventures and generously 

included the incredulous reactions to and rip-offs of 

her performances. The audience adored her from 

the get-go.

The theme of the evening was “the 

performances that changed my life.” Abramovic 

was only 14 when she realized, after a teacher 

set one of his paintings on fire, that process 

could be more important than product. She 

established a willingness to endure extremes of 

pain and deprivation early on and was 28 when she 

performed Rhythm 5 (1974). After lying down inside 

the blazing frame of a wooden star, she fainted from 

lack of oxygen and had to be rescued by onlookers. 

That same year, in the piece called Rhythm 0, she 

invited an audience to do whatever they pleased to 

her with seventy-two objects arrayed on a table—

these included honey, bread, grapes, scissors, a 

scalpel, a feather, and a gun loaded with a single 

bullet. Visitors were gentle to begin with but soon 

turned more violent—all her clothes were torn 

from her body with razors, and someone slashed at 

her throat. “What I learned was that if you leave [it] 

up to the audience, they can kill you,” she noted.

Many of her most memorable performances, 

though, were created between the years 1976 and 

’88, when she teamed up with Ulay Laysiepen, 

her lover, soulmate, and eager collaborator. In one 

exercise, the handsome youthful couple ran into 

each other for more than an hour, pushing and 

shoving like kids playing some vicious schoolyard 

game; in another they slammed their naked bodies 

against the concrete walls of a garage. In Rest/Energy 

(1980), they balanced on opposite sides of a drawn 

bow and arrow, the arrow pointed at Abramovic’s 

heart. (The artist drew laughter when she showed 

how their works together got picked up by pop-

culture vehicles as diverse as a Vogue fashion spread 

and The Simpsons.)

Finally, in 1988, in a piece called The Lovers, 

Abramovic and Ulay took three months to trek 

from opposite ends of the Great Wall of China, 

finally meeting up and breaking up for good. (In 

a sad footnote to one of the more memorable 

art-world partnerships in recent history, Ulay took 

out suit about a year ago against Abramovic for 

claiming sole authorship of many of their projects; 

the artist made no note of the pending litigation 

in her overview of their time together, making it 

seem rather as dramatic and sorrowful as those of 

doomed lovers out of Shakespeare—or maybe the 

Marquis de Sade.)

Nearly a decade later, Marina’s star was 

ascending on its own, when she earned the 

Golden Lion award at the Venice Biennale for 

Balkan Baroque, in which she scrubbed 1500 

bloody cow bones for six hours a day. The piece 

commemorated the war in Yugoslavia, and the 

messy business with the bones, she claimed, could 

have been “an image of any war anywhere,” adding, 

“the heat and stench were unbearable.”

By the time she performed The House with the 

Ocean View in 2002, living for 12 days on a stripped-

down set in the windows of the Sean Kelly Gallery, 

she confessed that “something changed for me”—

though it was not entirely clear what. During that 

performance, fasting throughout, she showered, sat 

on the toilet, brushed her hair, and stared back at 

the audience who came to stare at her. (Abramovic 

showed a clip of an episode from Sex and the City, in 

which Charlotte and Carrie dropped in, exchanging 

incredulous whispers, only to be shushed by a 

reverent hipster among the onlookers.)

Abramovic ended the evening with excerpts 

from her marathon face-off, The Artist Is Present, 

at MoMA, in which she sat opposite visitors for 

as many hours a day as the museum was open 

during the entire three-month duration of the 

retrospective (more than 700 hours in all). Many 

broke down crying during these encounters, and 

Abramovic’s visuals here gave a sense of exactly 

how grueling the exercise was for her.

In the last seven minutes, in a performance 

made for this particular evening, the artist showed 

photos of people wearing headphones, blissing 

or spacing out, the context or purpose not 

entirely clear to this reviewer. “We are so tired 

of consumption,” Abramovic pronounced. “We 

are tired of being told what to say and what to 

do. We need art because human beings don’t have 

time.” She urged the audience to “get outside your 

comfort zones.” Her fans, almost everyone in the 

nearly full house at the Lensic, rewarded her with a 

standing ovation.

Of course, few of us will walk the Great 

Wall of China or incise a pentagram on our naked 

abdomens or scrub a heap of bloody cow bones in 

a search for transcendence or transformation. And 

the twisty drive home from Santa Fe to Taos under 

pitch-black skies that evening was about as far as I 

wanted to go outside my comfort zones.

Yet there is no question that Abramovic is a 

phenomenon, whether you regard her as a self-

absorbed diva or a latter-day art messiah. Do 

we admire and learn from the artist who pushes 

herself to such extremes? Or do we blanch at what 

may seem to many little more than exhibitionistic 

masochism?

I still don’t know. But I’m looking forward to 

reading her memoir for a few more answers. ■
Marina Abramovic. Courtesy of SITE Santa Fe
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