

















and hours of footage and audio record-
ings. Some of the performances will be
arranged as installations. As I've done in
recent years, there will be photo arrange-
ments, pheto installations, simple videos,
audio, and objecis. i have to work with
Lew to figure out the best way to pres-
ent the scores. Throughout the exhibition
I'll be doing performances of five or six of
my favorite scores. Anthology was never
meant to be a one-off. | always imagined
myself doing these performances numer-
ous times. in different iterations, differ-
ent contexts. It will probably be ongoing
for five yesrs, who iknows? | want this to
have a bit 21 iongevity because | certainly
don’t think that I've resolved everything
in the project so far. It would be terrific if
| acquired more scores over time; so far
| think there are 23. They're really start-
ing to speak to each other. Pope.L's is in
conversation with Sanford Biggers's Lift
Ev'ry Voice.

NS Describe what happens in that.

CO For the Sanford Biggers score, |
teach the audience the history of the
Black National Anthem, “Lift Ev'ry Voice
and Sing.” | read them the history of the
song and why it was written by James
Weldon Johnson. | have to teach a lot
of random people to sing the anthem.
But as I'm interpreting these scores, | re-
cently decided to do one version with just
three singers. I'm really changing every-
thing to fit my own interests as an artist.
Everything keeps going back to the score
from Pope.L, who, incidentally, was the
first artist to respond to my request. In,
like, 20 minutes he wrote that score. He's
fucking with me, but | love it. (laughter)

NS So you're the originator of this proj-
ect and you commission these scores
that become your work. This touches on
the idea of re-performance which has al-
ways been a part of performance art, but
seems especially rich over the past ten
years. It was maybe sparked somewhat,
on a broader level, by Marina Abramovié¢'s
Seven Easy Pieces. Are we just way past
the point where performance art was
considered the sole property of the origi-
nator? Is performance open source?

CO | don’t like to equate performance art
with music, because performance art is
not a popular movement like pop music.
But like with music, performance artists
are always borrowing and reinventing.
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| mean, do you copyright a performance?
It seems a bit silly. Copyrighting has
never really been about art. Copyrighting
is about commerce, commodities. One
reason |'ve always been interested in
performance art is that it isn't easily com-
modifiable. Some people are making a
living at it. I've been fortunate enough
to sell some work, but this practice was
never intended as a moneymaker. In fact,
it's costing a fortune. (faughter)

NS | want to shift to talking about
Photographs with an Audience, a perfor-
mance you've realized a couple of times.
| found it to be one of the unforgettable
experiences of my life. Everyone in that
room was going to walk away thinking
about it for a while.

CO We understand performance art in
large measure through the medium of
photography. Photographs are easy to
produce and they circulate more broad-
ly than a video or a filmed performance
piece. Now we have the Internet, but it's
a shitty means of getting people to look
at performance art. So the project, which
started in 2008, is about the construc-
tion of a photograph with myself and/or
the audience through simple gestures.
By interacting with the audience, | gen-
erate photographs about the audience
and our relationship to each other in a
specific space and time through the me-
dium of photography. In the Houston per-
formance you attended, there was a big
crowd of people in a space with two large
studio strobes and a medium-format
camera. Everyone was seated on the floor
and | started a conversation that brought
them together under certain common-
alities, actions, and gestures that would
be photographed. | was thinking about
how photography can illustrate people's
commonalities. So in Houston, a bunch
of people who voted for Bush one and
Bush two came together for a group por-
trait. An interesting social dynamic hap-
pened in that room. Being photographed
is a kind of performance, a presentation
of the self. All of us were being photo-
graphed. I'm still in my head about that
work; it's hard to articulate.

NS What was so gripping was this ele-
ment of care and empathy that | think you
and everyone there experienced. You were
putting people in pretty vulnerable posi-
tions. People are not only admitting things
about themselves that are embarrassing,

Photographs with an Audience
(Houston), Nude 1, 2011, C-print,
30 x 40 inches.

Photographs with an Audience

(Houston), Nude 2, 2011, C-print,
30 x 40 inches.

they're revealing philosophical opinions.
Several people took all their clothes off ...
In performance work there is an im-
plied contract between performer and au-
dience. What is the contract between you
and the audience in that performance?

CO My responsibility in that performance
was not to do anything that would harm
myself or others. People get so involved,
and later they might regret the deci-
sions they made to engage with the per-
formance. Part of the contract is that
they enter into the frame. They literally
stand in front of the camera. That's a re-
ally tricky thing, because they know that
their vulnerability will be recorded on
film. In those performances | always talk
to the audience about the nature of per-
formance art and the artist making him
or herself vulnerable. | say, Why don't
you make yourself vulnerable here, like |
do? The contract is, in a sense, that we
are all responsible for each other, be-
cause we have more in common than
we think. What shocked me, especially
in Houston, was how, by the end of the
performance, a kind of microcommunity
was created. And trust was established
in that small room, among strangers. Of
course, some people knew each other,




but at some point in the performance, we
felt responsible for each other, as broth-
ers and sisters.

NS One situation congealed that emotion
very concisely. This was the situation with
Enrique, a youngish Mexican-American
man who arrived late and noisily. | guess
you would say he had a rough persona—
cocksure. He really had his defenses up.
However, within five minutes, he was
completely involved in the performance,
he took his clothes off (which seemed
liberating for him), and spoke honestly
and extremely convincingly about the im-
portance of art in bridging gaps between
people. At first the audience—part of,
let's say, the art-going class, that is not
necessarily comfortable with the work-
ing class from which Enrique comes—de-
spite their class-conscious rhetoric, was
agitated or outright freaked by the dis-
ruption. But then that disruption became
a totally articulate statement of the care
that each person in that room had to have
for one another within those conditions.
Someone who came into that room so
guarded—within a few minutes was will-
ing to be wholly vulnerable, and literally
naked. That was unforgettable.

CO He really did shift the social dynamic
of the space in very unexpected ways. His
presence was so poignant and meaning-
ful, and so moving and innocent, that it
forced people to confront their own class
system, their own racism, and their own
sexism. Don’t you think?

NS Yeah. Enrique was one of the few
volunteers who took his clothes off for a
portrait and you two were actually hug-
ging for the photo. You started crying and
my feeling was that you couldn’t help it,
because you understood that you were
so responsible for him in that moment.
Here's a guy who mentioned his own ho-
mophobia before taking his clothes off
and still posed for a hypothetically eter-
nal document—naked, hugging a male
stranger with 70 or 80 other, mostly white,
strangers gawking on. | felt like you were
breaking down because of your enormous
responsibility in that moment: to not make
him feel more exposed, more vulnerable
than he had already made himself.

CO You are absolutely right. But | felt the
same responsibility for one of the mu-
seum'’s board members who took off her
clothes.
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NS That was the other situation from
that performance | wanted to talk about.
Describe what happened.

CO Well, there was an affluent, white
European woman, who is a board mem-
ber of the museum. At one point | asked
if anyone would take off their clothes.
She was the first to disrobe and be pho-
tographed without her clothes on, with
me. Then other people started to join her,
and she became very uncomfortable and
nervous. She was standing there being
looked at without her clothes on by people
who may also have been board members.
She was so undone that | had to come
up to her and say, “Okay, why don’t you
put your clothes on now.” | could sense
that she was going to a place where she
wasn't very comfortable.

NS How is that different from Enrique? |
don’t think Enrique was totally comfort-
able with what he was doing either, but
he was doing it. They were both acting on
impulse, doing things that under normal
circumstances they would never do.

CO 1 think the difference was that she
was becoming physically uncomfortable.
Enrique, | felt, had more agency. As you
mentioned earlier, he came into the space
with so much bravado and confidence.
Whereas she had a certain kind of social
decorum in terms of an art experience.

NS She was maybe more aware of the
performance-art contract.

CO Exactly. Which doesn’t suggest in
any way that Enrique is not an intelli-
gent, thoughtful, self-reflective person. It
wasn't because of his class position that
he didn't know what was going on. Quite
the opposite. | think he was very aware
of what was going on and of the fact that
he was controlling the audience. He really
took over the space, so | had no concern
about his level of comfort or confidence
in the performance.

NS With the Anthology project, most of
your audience members are probably
white, or at least not black. Is it one of
those things where it just is what it is, or
is it rather a situation where you can ac-
centuate an estrangement?

CO Yeah, this isn't lost on me. I'm not sure
how to change the racial composition of
an audience unless I'm at a predominately

black institution. In New York City, that is
really only the Studio Museum in Harlem.

NS I'm wondering how it affects the psy-
chology of your performances.

CO For certain pieces it might, like
Biggers's or Pope.L's. Shinique Smith’s
score, a more personal score, is a little bit
about racism. But most of the scores are
not really about race. Xaviera Simmons’s
score is about a Richard Serra piece. Dave
McKenzie's score is not racially specific
at all.

By the way, Anthology is one of the
first projects I've done in a decade that is
specifically about black people in the US.
Every artist who works in performance
art thinks about this issue of audience.
I've performed mostly for white audi-
ences. It's always been that way. It's not
something that | planned; those are just
the social and political conditions of the
art world. Black people do not come to
museums like MoMA PS1 to look at per-
formance shows. That is not the respon-
sibility of artists, but of institutions—to be
more inclusive. | can’t think of a single US
black artist who wouldn’t want a more di-
verse audience. Institutions need to bring
in more people of color. But Anthology
will result in a book that MoMA PS1 is go-
ing to publish about a year after the show
goes up. So at least the book can circulate
and reach more diverse audiences who
may not be able to come in and witness
and experience the performances. The
project will have a long, vital life beyond
what’s going to happen at the museum.

Listen to an audio excerpt of this interview
at BOMBSITE.COM




