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Performing Sand: A Case for the Abandonment of 
Video Documentation in Buddhist Inspired Live Art
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		The most important thing to me is the preservation of the object –
		the sense that it has been created to survive and that its longevity
		is certain.
Jeff Koons

All is impermanent. And what is the all that is impermanent? The 
eye is impermanent, visual objects... whatever is felt as pleasant or unpleasant or neither-unpleasant-nor-pleasant, born of eye-contact 
is impermanent.  

							Samyutta Nikaya Sutta


In 2010, Serbian performance artist Marina Abramović spent three months sitting on a chair in New York’s Museum of Modern Art. Unlike her work of the previous forty years in which her performances existed as live or video artworks for a collective audience, Abramović sat in a chair for the sole purpose of connecting with one human being at a time for as long as they chose to sit and gaze into her eyes. As if this entirely personal encounter was not enough, there were often cameras on site recording every detail of expression in the faces of those who sat as well as the changing face of Abramović as her contained exhaustion became more apparent over time. The video documentation of the event was to be used by the artist in later exhibitions of her work, sometimes forming secondary video installations in their own right. The Artist is Present, the second largest exhibit by a living artist in MOMA history, formed the centre of a retrospective that relied almost entirely on documentation.1 Were it not for the artist’s meticulous dedication to a rigid documentation practice, there would be nothing to display. 
By contrast, Anglo-German artist Tino Sehgal is known for his refusal to document.2 His ‘constructed situations’ resist the production of material objects, using only voices and language along with movement and audience participation. The only documentation of his performances exists in the minds of the participants. As one of his reviewers remarked, ‘How do you review a show that is in flux, an intricate mix of script and improvisation? A piece of writing can perhaps do justice to what was said, allude to how it was said – the facial expressions, the gestures – but it could never truly replicate the exact conditions of that particular place in time, on that particular day, with those particular interpreters and visitors, when you experienced Tino Sehgal’s This Situation.’3 (Kleist 2013) When making a contract with a museum or gallery, Sehgal employs the mode of ‘body to body transmission’, a verbal contract in the presence of a notary and witnesses. His limited edition performances collect fees between $85,000 and $145,000, leaving no trace 

behind for the buyer to place in the institution’s archive as a resource for public consumption. His philosophy on documentation practice instigates the necessity for the implementation of new research methodologies in order to interrogate his work, particularly when access to it is limited to being in the right place at the right time or settling for the written word through blogs and reviews by first-hand spectators. In some ways, this type of work requires a purely philosophical approach, not dissimilar to the riddle form of the Zen Buddhist koan. If a tree falls in the forest and nobody is around to hear it, does it make a sound? translates as: If a performance takes place and nobody documents it, does it have value?  In an art world based on commodification and market forces, the document-less artwork is an anomaly. In the niche but growing world of contemporary Buddhist performance art in which documentation practice forms an integral part of its dissemination, however, the debate on whether to document or not has not been readily established. 
In keeping with the idea of a truly Buddhist work of performance art, the notion of impermanence permeates every aspect of its philosophy and deserves recognition beyond the obvious ephemerality of the genre. In my own work as a performance artist, I am beginning to seek out new ways to develop my practice through secondary documentation strategies as a way to challenge the prevailing norms of video and photographic evidence. In an economic climate increasingly dependent on grants and other types of fiscal support, the expectation is that performance-based practices will be archived in the most easily accessible form. Online platforms such as Vimeo and YouTube as well as artists’ websites and blogs allow funders immediate access to archival footage, potentially reducing their decision making to the level at which the documentation conveys what they are looking for in the artists they wish to support. The impossibility of video’s ability to capture ‘liveness’ does not enter the equation. In the case of Buddhist inspired performance art, perhaps Tino Sehgal has something to teach us about the true meaning of ephemerality, whether or not he is making Buddhist art.4 His celebrated status in the art world renders the need for video documentation redundant. How the tension between funding and integrity of the work is resolved may take a broader acceptance of artists like Sehgal breaking into the performance art market, an unlikely scenario given the pressure to produce a commodity. Even Marina Abramović’s ephemeral 512 Hours (2014) at London’s Serpentine Gallery was complimented with a stall selling copies of books, posters and drinking glasses with instructions on how to drink a glass of water.
An antithesis to the commodification associated with institutionalized religion, the Tibetan Buddhist sand mandala, taking several days to complete, is a visual representation of the enlightened mind. Created out of coloured sand, it is destroyed upon completion and poured into a body of water such as a lake or river. The entire process is part of a complex ritual involving chanted prayer and visualizations. Aside from its religious implications, the purpose of the sand mandala practice is ultimately pedagogical and serves as an outer representation of the transitory nature of life. In witnessing the multi-day event, there does not seem to be a division between ritual and what could also be called performance art. This process is reflected in Peggy Phelan’s analysis of performance documentation in her chapter on representation without reproduction in Unmarked: The Politics of Performance (1993). She talks about how the only life performance can live is in the present and how it can’t be ‘saved, recorded, documented or otherwise participate in the circulation of representations of representations: once it does so, it becomes something other than performance… Performance’s being, like the ontology of subjectivity… becomes itself through disappearance.’ (Phelan 1993:146) Phelan’s analysis challenges the art world’s fundamental reliance on the object as the means by which it can operate in the first place. Just as Tino Sehgal subverts this mode of existence through his refusal to allow his work to be associated with the world of objects (including paper contracts) while Abramović embraces them wholeheartedly, neither Phelan nor Sehgal suggest a middle ground. 
When Siddhartha Gautama Buddha began his first cycle of teachings after claiming to have reached enlightenment under the Bodhi tree, he proposed the Middle Way (Skt. madhyamāpratipad) as a description of the path leading to the cessation of suffering and dissatisfaction. In the case of performance documentation and Buddhist performance art practices, there is a middle ground to be found between adherence to a dogma surrounding the notion of integrity and Buddhist philosophy and the practical implications surrounding adherence to protocols in the working methods of research practitioners. As noted by Philip Auslander, ‘there is a tendency to place live performance and mediatized or technologized forms in direct opposition to one another (Auslander 1999:41). As I began to develop my autobiographical performance art practice alongside my Buddhist practice, I was aware that video documentation failed to convey the essence of my work. Limited by technology, I set out to find a new way for my performances to live inside the minds of the post-performance audience.
In beginning my practice-based research into Buddhist influences in performance art, I accepted, without question, the existing academic protocol for documentation as an important element of my output. I have a good quality HD video camera and always make sure my performances are photographed. These outputs are neatly archived in my laptop waiting for the day they are required to prove my performances took place and what they looked like and whether they bare any resemblance to what I am writing about them. But it never occurred to me that the process of documentation carried a burden. I call this the ‘burden of deceit’. French conceptual artist Daniel Buren went so far as to render any reproduction of an artwork a ‘betrayal’ (Buren in Kaye 2000:215). The documentation itself is deceitful. In other words, my video or photograph is not the performance just as a video or photo of my child is not my child. So what is it? Is it merely representation? A momentary impression? It is both these things but like Peggy Phelan says, it is not the performance. It attempts to replicate something that cannot be reproduced. This is what Buddhist video artist Bill Viola means when he says that ‘the most important place where my work exists is not in the museum gallery, or in the screening room, or on the television, and not even on the video screen itself, but in the mind of the viewer who has seen it,’ (Viola 1995:173) a sentiment echoed by both Abramović and Sehgal.
When I became a Buddhist in the Tibetan tradition in 1997, I was immediately struck by the ability of the teachings to convey that which I was experiencing in my mind but for which words had failed me. The Buddha’s teachings on suffering and the causes of suffering, the emptiness of inherent existence and death and impermanence were just the beginning of a world view that would gradually change my life to the point where I took monastic vows for two years and focussed my energy on trying to understand some of the more complex teachings on gross and subtle levels of consciousness and the process of mental perception. As I have come to understand it (echoed by Bill Viola’s conception of art), we are taught that all experience is not only lived in the mind of the perceiver but that all phenomena and the imputations of meaning we give to them arise in the mind through the six senses. Unlike the Western identification of merely five senses, Buddhist epistemology refers to six internal and external ayatana or sense bases. The internal sense bases are often referred to as ‘gates’ while the external sense bases are known as ‘domains’. They are:

Eye and visible objects or phenomena
Ear and sound
Nose and odour
Tongue and taste
Body and touch
Mind and mental objects

Ultimately, it is the mind that perceives all conditioned phenomena through these gates and, therefore, it can be said that all phenomena exist in the mind. These designations destabilise our understanding of reality itself. As an extension to the existential quandary of the Western philosophical seeker, it could be said that the fundamental philosophical question underpinning ‘Who am I?’ is ‘What is all this?’ in reference to the phenomena of the material world in which we live.  
INSERT FIG. 1 HERE
Caption:      Fig. 1 	At Sea: 1980 – 2010, Norwich Arts Centre (2014), © Robert Eke

	Taking this question as the basis for analysing performance documentation, I question the appropriateness of traditional documentation methods for a project that is working specifically with Buddhist performance methodology and its implications. Since the entire Buddhist worldview relies on the doctrine of impermanence, I wanted to find out if I could create a form of documentation that did not pretend to be the performance nor a representation of a performance but a kind of echo or reverberation, a repercussion that lives in the mind of the perceiver. In order to illustrate my point, I will describe a short section of video from a durational autobiographical performance art work that I performed in London in 2013 at the Centre for Creative Collaboration. Entitled At Sea: 1980 – 2010, the performance symbolizes my life with my parents between the ages of ten (when I moved from New York to Los Angeles) and forty (when my mother died of metastatic breast cancer).5 Just to give some background, the premise of the work is that I am burying my mother while I am unburying my father who is still alive but from whom I am estranged. I am walking back and forth between two video screens that play BBC interviews with my late mother, the actress Lynn Redgrave, and my father from 1968, two years before I was born.6 The videos are on a loop and the voices overlap each other at all times. I slowly move one stone at a time from a cairn of 108 stones in front of my father and figuratively bury my mother on the other side by placing each stone below her screen, creating the image of a grave. The entire process took almost four hours.  
The video clip begins with a mid-shot of myself in a white linen nightgown holding a single large stone in my hands. Behind me is the video screen of my father talking as I walk slowly away from him. The camera follows me, revealing the video screen of my mother talking. We clearly look like mother and daughter. She is wearing a flowered dress and a hairstyle indicative of the late 1960s. She is a young woman in the prime of life. When I reach her side of the room, I kneel down slowly and place the stone on a small pile of other stones. It is easy to assume I brought them there in the same manner. At this point the large pile of stones has not yet been revealed beneath my father’s video screen. Then I stand and look at my mother before turning slowly. As I do so I look directly into the lens with a pained look on my face. My awareness of being recorded is obvious by my choice to engage with the camera. Once I have turned a full 180 ˚, I walk slowly towards my father’s screen. A few audience members can be seen standing and sitting off to the right of the frame. When I reach my father I make three half prostrations to him in the same way as I would do inside a Buddhist temple (in the Tibetan tradition we are taught to view our adversaries as our highest teachers because they become a barometer for the level at which we have been able to free our minds from the attachment and aversion that lead to psychological pain). Then I lean down, pick up a single stone, stand and turn away from him, and begin the slow walk again towards my mother. Throughout the video the only noise is the sound of my parents’ voices. The clip ends. 
	This description tells a lot about the visual elements of the piece that form a symbolic re-enactment of some of my life’s journey. Without knowing anything about me, the video viewing audience is able to read the information they are presented with in both visual and sonic terms in order to make meaning out of their experience as observers. For anyone familiar with Buddhism, they might recognize the prostrations as a sign of my adherence to the faith. Any further reading of the performance is limited by the choice of framing by the cameraman and the point in time being filmed. Given that the entire performance lasted for over three hours and I had not watched the interviews with my parents since my mother’s death four years prior, the camera failed to capture my immediate emotional response to seeing my parents in front of a room full of strangers bearing witness to my obvious pain. By the time the filming started my tears had gone. Nor did the camera capture the exhaustion on my face as I neared the end of the performance: exhausted by the repetitive walking, kneeling and prostrating, as well as exhausted by the endless loop of my parents’ voices. It also failed to capture the sense of presence and stillness I managed to arrive at through the practice of meditation. There is so much to gain from the medium of film and video as an art form in its own right presenting work created specifically for that medium. In the case of documentation of live performance, film and video fail to deliver on its promise of a structured narrative for which the contents of the frame subjugate themselves. The inability of a spectator to be present at an original performance relegates their experience of the work (through the filter of video documentation) to the imagination. They are left to fill in the gaps. This becomes particularly problematic with autobiographical performance art. In my case, working in practice-based research, I am left without agency on the matter.  
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Caption:      Fig. 2 	At Sea: 1980 – 2010, Centre for Creative Collaboration (2013), © Paul Craig

In order to arrive at a working methodology for discovering a new means of documentation specific to Buddhist inspired performance, I begin with the question of the ways in which the spectator experiences live performance in the context of the six sense perceptions of Buddhist epistemology. Assuming we are all embodied and that we also have access to each of our sense perceptions (including the mind), the performance reveals itself to us through our eyes – we experience some form of aesthetic realm. Through our ears we hear the gross and subtle soundscape, including the resonance of the performance space which is a prime aspect of the experience of liveness; our noses perceive the smells of the space, for the most part unintended but, all the same, help to inform and influence our experience of the art work; tongue and taste might be secondary although interactive performances involving food or drink would bring this sense more to the fore; body and touch places us both spatially and sensorially in the performance space and provides our phenomenological grounding. Most importantly, the performance is experienced through and in the mind with every single object of perception: every performative element from the people in the room to the green exit sign and the itch on your elbow and your new shoes which are too tight and the play of the argument you had in the morning with your mother and the vibrating of your iPhone in your pocket and the heat from the guy or gal next to you invading your personal space. These are all mental objects. In other words, the assessments you make about everything around you or those things occupying your mind, anything from the past, present or future. These are all dealt with in the Satipattana Sutta where the Buddha is said to have taught what he believed we should pay attention to. Who would have thought that a two thousand year old Buddhist text would have anything to do with practice-based research in performance art? But it is clear that the Four Foundations of Mindfulness as taught in the Satipattana Sutta sum it up: FORM, FEELING, MIND and MENTAL OBJECTS. Each of these form the foundational principles of performance art. Form consists of everything within three-dimensional space; feeling is everything from emotions to bodily sensations; mind is the container of individual consciousness; and mental objects are made up of everything that is held or created within the mind, including thoughts and opinions as well as mental images and memories.
Now we come to documentation, which can be likened to memory. How can I possibly document on video an accurate experience of liveness in performance when it involves both the form, feeling, mind and mental objects as perceived by the performer as well as the form, feeling, mind and mental objects of the spectators? Like memory, it can be an unreliable source of information because there are always missing elements. Nobody pretends that video or photographic documentation is an accurate portrayal but at the same time it is expected by PhD examiners to be included in the thesis as well as by funding bodies in their evaluations of grant proposals. Matthew Reason’s Documentation, Disappearance and the Representation of Live Performance (2006) argues that video documentation’s overriding purpose is to preserve and make ‘present to see and know something that without being recorded would be inaccessible and unavailable.’ (2006:80) I argue that video cannot help the viewer ‘know something that without being recorded would be inaccessible and unavailable.’ My performance of AT SEA: 1980 – 2010 is not about moving stones or hearing my parents’ voices or walking slowly back and forth in public for hours at a time. It is about an internal process that can only be gleaned in real time. And if it can’t be gleaned in real time then showing a video only proves it took place and contained a particular aesthetic. The onus is on me to find a way to give you, the post-performance audience, access to my internal process through some alternative means of communication. 
This, of course, leads into the debate as to the ontological value of the documentation of performance. What is the value in capturing time, which is the prime function of video recording? If we are talking about meaning making as artist-scholars then we need to consider our creative work in stages. I propose the following outline:

The idea (future oriented)
The implementation of the idea (the performance: present oriented)
The documentation of the idea (photos/video: past oriented)
The documentation of the documentation (performative writing: present oriented)

As you can see, we engage in a time loop from future to present to past and back to the present. In this way, meaning making builds up gradually while remaining open to interpretation at any given stage. Henri Bergson reminds us that ‘when we think of this present as what ought to be, it is no longer, and when we think of it as existing, it is already past… all perception is already memory.’ (Bergson in Freeman 2010:xx)  In all of my current work I am dealing with autobiographical memory, which renders Bergson’s premise of perception as memory even more complex. It adds to the documentation debate through the embedding of memory or perception within memory itself. Perhaps if we abandon the idea of capturing time through video we might come closer to what we are really trying to do: not to capture time but enable the witnessing of its unfolding both externally in present time (seemingly outside of ourselves as perceived through the visual field) and internally as we make meaning and therefore lay down new memory. Bill Viola redefines video precisely through the concept of time and offers an alternative narrative to the perceived limitations of the medium: 

		It is not the monitor, or the camera, or the tape, that
		is the basic material of video, but time itself. Once you
		begin to work with time as elemental material, then you 
		have entered the domain of conceptual space. A thought 
		is a function of time, not a discrete object. It is a process
		of unfoldment, an evolving thread of the living moment	
		(Viola 1995:173).

The difference between what Viola is doing in his work as a video artist and what documentation practice is doing is that he is creating work specifically for the medium of video installation as opposed to utilizing it as a means of documenting live performance. His statement has something to offer the research practitioner, however, in terms of his conception of time and the materiality of video. The common feature of the two media (live performance and video) is temporality. This being the case, perhaps the debates in documentation are challenged further when viewed through this lens. Put simply, the spectator at a live performance experiences the work through the entire body as a sensory object while the spectator of a mediatized performance experiences the work through a more limited palette, so to speak. As long as these limitations are acknowledged, particularly in the case of examiners and funders for whom the spectating experience is paramount to their understanding of what is being evaluated, then it may be possible to embrace video as yet another creative element or adjunct to the original performance artwork in question. Performance researcher Adam J. Ledger articulates this creative opening succinctly: ‘While there may be tensions between the live nature of practice and a recording of the work, documentation can be seen as a potentially dynamic and interactive process between practice, its audience, and more traditional critiques. So from a research perspective, documentation concerns the articulation of practitioners’ questions and processes of working.’ (Ledger in Kershaw & Nicholson 2011:163) Whatever type of practice is embraced, Ledger implies a pedagogical angle to the process of documentation in his articulation of ‘practitioners’ questions and processes of working.
	 If we look at the etymology of the word ‘document’, we find that the original Latin, docere or documentum, meant ‘to teach’ or ‘lesson/proof’. It could also mean ‘written instruction’ or ‘official paper’. This led to the late Middle English word as we know it now: document. Knowing that its roots are in pedagogy turns the entire motivation for documentation on its head. Showing a video of my work is not enough, particularly with its foundations in Buddhist practice. I feel a responsibility to create some kind of post-performance written instruction to keep the work live in the minds of those who engage with the written word. In this way the reader becomes the actor and brings the initial actor-audience relationship to its final resting place – the mind. Subverting Peggy Phelan’s insistence that ‘liveness can only occur at the time of the original since it relies on the presence of the unmediated human body,’ (Phelan 1993:148) the performative utterances of my post-performance documentation strategy for At Sea: 1980 – 2010 attempt to bring liveness to the act of reading a work of performance art. The following instructions offer the opportunity for the reader to experience my work in a way not possible in the original performance. It involves a type of autoethnography in the form of performative writing, a documentation strategy employed by many performance researchers as a way of bridging any perceived gaps between live performance and mediatised documentation. It is an attempt at tracing the aesthetic implications of documentation as a bi-product of the original performance. So far this has been the closest I have come to a Buddhist influenced documentation practice in keeping with my performance practice. The text is extracted from a book I made for this purpose. Another way to think of it is as a performance score, echoing the early instructional poems of Yoko Ono. Conceptually, it is my version of the coloured sand being poured into the river.
	As you read the performance directives, imagine for yourself that you are, temporarily, living in another person’s shoes. As Harper Lee wrote in To Kill a Mockingbird (1960), ‘You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view… until you climb into his skin and walk around in it.’ (Lee 1960:85-87) This sentiment is reminiscent of the Buddha’s teachings on compassion and, given the pedagogic function of Buddhist art, the directives serve to bridge live and mediatized performance by enabling the reader to enter into a first-person relationship with the subject rather than as a third-person spectator as she would in the live version. In some ways, the post-performance audience is invited into a more intimate encounter with my life than the live version is able to convey. Put simply, the performance was an exteriorized symbolic re-enactment of my life and relationship with my parents and will henceforward live in the past. The post-performance writing is an interior experiential encounter with my mind and, whilst impermanent along with the rest of conditioned phenomena, remains in the present tense as re-enacted by the reader, becoming like the coloured sand that is poured away at the end of each reading. With that in mind, here is my documentation of the documentation.

AT SEA: 1980 – 2010

1980
When I was ten years old I had no idea that my family’s move to California would summon in the next thirty years at sea.

2010
My mother dies.
The sea drift ends. 
______________________________________________


PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 1
Move to California.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 2
Cry.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 3
Grow up.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 4
Cry.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 5
Move to England.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 6
Take refuge in Buddha. Take refuge in Dharma. Take refuge in Sangha.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 7
Cry.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 8
Get pregnant.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 9
Cry.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 10
Watch your parents divorce.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 11
Cry.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 12
Banish your father.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 13
Cry.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 14
Get married.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 15
Cry. 

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 16
Get pregnant.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 17
Cry.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 18
Get divorced.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 19
Cry.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 20
Watch your mother die.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 21
Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry
Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry
Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry
Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 22
Bury your mother.

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 23
Repeat Performance Directive No. 21

PERFORMANCE DIRECTIVE NO. 24
Unbury your father.
(He’s not dead yet).


ENDNOTES
 The exhibit brought in approximately 850,000 spectators and contained a large selection of documented performances from the early 1970s to 2010 as well as an ensemble of young performance artists re-performing some of her seminal works.
2 This precludes unauthorized documentation by non-compliant spectators that can be found online.
3 Performed by six ‘interpreters’ who have each memorized forty philosophical quotations from the    Renaissance to the present. They take turns throwing out a quote for discussion amongst them.
4 Primarily known as a conceptual artist, Sehgal’s work shares some of the criteria of what would be considered ‘Buddhist’ performance art: ephemerality and interdependence, with the intention to be of social benefit. There is no evidence to suggest that he is a practicing Buddhist nor that he draws from Buddhist philosophy in the making of his work.
5 At Sea: 1980 – 2010 was performed on 16th November 2013 at The Centre for Creative Collaboration, London and repeated on 29th January 2014 at Norwich Arts Centre, UK.
6 Lynn Redgrave and John Clark were interviewed by Bernard Braden for BBC’s Braden’s Week (1968).
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