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Introducing Marina Abramovic
For twenty years performance has underpinned Marina Abramovic’s work in video, actions, photography and, since 1989, sculpture.  Curated by the Museum of Modern Art Oxford, this exhibition gives a survey of sculptural work from 1989 to the present as well as a selection of earlier video pieced.  

Marina Abramovic takes the relationship between the mind and the body as the starting point for her work.  If the body is the arena of container within which, in her terms, is on the move – forever in transit.  She regards her body as a boat in which she embarks on a succession of journeys whose collective purpose is to rediscover the experience and the sensation of the natural, sensory and spiritual worlds which, in the West at any rate, she feels have been lost to the preoccupation with material and technological progress.

In her performances, as in her sculptures or “transitional objects”, the act of discovery and awareness comes with a form of participation where the body/boat is emptied of the symbolic or actual barnacles with which it has become encrusted.  Since language is a powerful regulator and indicator of symbolic meaning it is excluded from much of her performance work.  By “emptying her body” she tries to arrive at a state in which neither mind nor body are “wandering”, or day-dreaming of other times and places, but are firmly present in the here and now.

In the appreciation and understanding of her sculptural pieces – the “transitional objects” – the participation of the viewer is essential.  To be complete, they require the two-way exchange of energy which comes about when the visitor makes physical and emotional contact by standing, sitting or lying on top of them.  In this way Abramovic sets out to overcome the prioritising of sight over the other senses, a characteristic of Western art which she feels has diverted our attention away from the possibility of a more complete consciousness, an awareness of the body as a transmitter and receiver, a mediator of and navigator through the physical, sensory and intellectual world.

The Exhibition 

By Marina Abramovic
The Sound Corridor & Early Video Work

You enter the exhibition through a reconstruction of the sound piece, War, which I made in Yugoslavia in 1972.  When you see what is happening there now it seems very strange that I made this then but I was not conscious of it at that time. You have to enter the exhibition through a narrow corridor, which is very strongly lit, to the sound of machine guns.  It is an intermediate space.  When you arrive at the gallery your mind will be full of what you have been doing – shopping, working, making phone calls.  In order to be receptive to the exhibition you have to empty yourself of these things.  So in this machine gun corridor and you enter a new silent space. It’s very much to do with an old tradition in Tibetan Buddhism where monks would spend a long period of time in meditation under a waterfall.  Because the sound of the waterfall is stronger than any other sound it obliterates everything else.  They stay there two or three years.  Then there comes a point when they just leave and then they experience this incredible shock of silence because the sound they have become used to has suddenly gone.  They can literally hear the world around them afresh.  So this machine gun corridor is like a shock to the system to empty you, to push out everything you brought in with you.  

The photographs from my early performances of the 1970’s deal in different ways with my own mental and physical limits.  These photographic works are not presented as documentation: they are glimpses, a photograph from the beginning, middle or end of a performance accompanied by a statement.  For example, there is a photograph from a performance called Freeing the Body, Freeing the Memory and Freeing the Voice.  In Freeing the Voice I screamed until I lost my voice and could not produce any more sound.  It was important to have my body in the position you see in the photograph because the public were in front of me and they could look directly into my mouth.  When you scream continuously like this at first you recognise the noise as a scream, as your own voice, but later on as you push yourself to your physical limits the voice becomes almost like a sound object in space.

After walking the Great Wall of China in 1988 I came to the point in my life where I wanted make objects.  I call them ‘transitory objects’ because they require the direct involvement of the public and most of the time the objects have to be used by the public.  I made three kinds of objects – objects for human use, objects for non-human use and objects for god punishing.  I am now making a further category: the power object.

Wounded Geode

With Wounded Geode you are simply invited to sit and reflect on the piece.  Geodes are monolithic rocks, completely closed.  You find them inside basalt rocks, deep in the mines in southern Brazil, Uruguay and Paraguay and they are completely coated with amethyst.  One of the geodes got broken in transit and I put it on a stretcher, almost like a human body, and let it lie in my studio for a long time.  There was something so touching about this broken geode – it was like the stomach of the planet.  So I made this iron table, as if it were an operating table in a hospital, with the two chairs at either end.  People are asked to come and sit and reflect on the wounds we inflict ion our planet.  What is also important is that these chairs are very high so that when you sit on them your feet do not touch the ground.  Losing contact with the ground enables you to focus on the piece of work facing you and to contemplate the surrounding world.

Mineral Room and Black Dragon Waiting

The Mineral Room contains objects for human use: a chair, a bed and a mirror.  The chair is very high so that, as with Wounded Geode, your feet do not touch the ground.  It has a piece of clear quartz crystal set into the backrest and you are invited to sit on it and reflect.  The bed is also very high, like a surgery table.  It is made from wood and there is raw black quartz where the pillow would be.  You are just asked to lie on this high bed and close your eyes and spend as long as you wish there.  The mirror is a highly polished haematite stone so you see just a glimpse of yourself reflected in it like a fluid or an ectoplasm or something.  The rest is unpolished rock, so it is between seeing and not seeing.

Black Dragon Waiting. 1989, was one of the first pieces I made after walking the Great Wall of China.  They are pillows, which I have made from different materials.  When I was walking the Great Wall I noticed that the way I felt changed according to the kind of rock or earth I was walking on.  In this exhibition there will be pillows made from obsidian, haematite, clear quartz and green quartz.  They are placed on the wall in different arrangements.  Here they are placed in positions which correspond to the head, heart and sex, and you are asked to come and face the wall, press your body at these three points and wait there to empty your mind.  It is just about emptying yourself.  They are also arranged only for the heart, only for the head or only for the sex, in different combinations.  Each material has different properties.  Haematite works on your blood pressure – this is an iron material.  It works just like an iron pill – you get a blood rush.  The clear quartz works on your mind; it really cools your mind and so on, so that with each mineral you will have a different experience.

Shoes for Departure

The Shoes for Departure, 1991, are for human use.  They are made from very large amethyst crystals, which are placed on the floor in the position of a step.  They weigh about 40 kilos so you cannot walk in them.  You have to take off your own shoes and stand inside these crystal shoes in your bare feet with your eyes closed.  They are not intended for walking.  You are meant to stand in these shoes in this position of the step with your eyes closed so that you depart without moving.  So what I am suggesting is a mental, not a physical, departure.

Making shoes like this was quite extreme, because in my life I deal not only with extremes as when I push my body physically and mentally.  I also work with extreme materials.  The only two mines in the world which have amethysts that size are on the equator in the Amazon Basin.  You can’t get them anywhere else on the planet so I have to go to exactly that place to get this large size to make the shoes.

In the Western world we work mostly with our minds.  Through my travels I have come to realise that, for other cultures, the experience of the body and the balance between mind and body is very important.  I think that we rely too much on our sense of vision and not enough on our other senses.  So I think that artists have to be trained to ‘see’ with the entire body like a blind person.  We also ignore our sensibilities because we have become so dependent on technology and it is turning us into invalids.  We rely without question on computers and telephones but regard telepathy as foolish.  We have lost the ability to sense the energy of key lines, the magnetic lines of our planet, because everything is covered with concrete and asphalt and we rely on machines.  We are no longer able to respond directly to nature.  I find that, in the Western world, we are completely disconnected.  One of the roles of the artist is to make this connection possible again.  I also think that the artist has to be the servant of society and to get society back in tune with nature.  I never want to make art in nature.  Nature does not need any art; it is so perfect as it is.  To build anything there is arrogant, to put obstacles in such a perfect harmony is ridiculous.  So I always go to nature to get the materials I need and then I come back to society in the city and I have to give here, because this is where the problem is.  We are disconnected, nature is connected.  I see myself almost as a bridge between these two extremes, trying to make connections again.  So I think that we really have to be more aware of our senses because we just don’t listen to our bodies anymore.

What I am trying to say to my public is to go through their own physical and mental experience and not just look at the thing and think with their head – no. Touch it, come close to it, feel the energy and interact with the object.  To me the work is not complete if there is no interaction.  It doesn’t mean anything.  It is like a theatre prop.  And that’s why they are called transitional objects.  If the public get a certain experience in the course of using this work and come to the point of transformation, the object is not necessary any more and can be removed.  It is a tool, a means to an end.  That is the bottom line.

Searching for the Spirit 

God Punishing, 1993, is an installation of five crystals and five whips made from the hair of Korean virgins on copper sticks.  There is a story attached to this work.  When I was young I was fascinated by one of the Bible stories, I think it was about King Adrian.  He had a huge fleet of ships which all sank in a storm.  Some of his soldiers survived and swam to the shore.  He was so angry at the gods of the sea that he decided to punish them.  He ordered all his soldiers to stand on the shore and throw hot iron in the sea to burn the water.  After this he ordered them to whip the sea 375 times.  I could never forget this image of the soldiers whipping the sea – it was a very strong image I had from being a child, and I wondered how we could possibly imagine punishing the gods.  And then I thought: of course we can because we are the gods, but we can do so only with our own body.  So I went to Korea and I got the hair from virgins – they cut their hair before marriage – because only virgin hair would be good enough to punish the gods.  The crystals are a metaphor for the sea.

The Beds for Aphrodite and her Lover, 1990, are intended to make you aware of the power of the spirit world.  They are built in such a way that they are not accessible to humans – they are either very high or very low or extremely fragile.  There is something else there – you can’t see it but you can feel it.  All the pieces are really to do with presence and absence.           

Cleaning the Mirror I, II and III are three related pieces, which I made in Oxford for this exhibition.  Cleaning the Mirror I consists of five video monitors, each of which shows one part of a skeleton being cleaned: the head, the ribs, stomach, the hands and feet.  The images will be accompanied by the sound of heavy brushing and rubbing.  It will be a metaphor not only for the cleaning of the physical body but also the cleaning of the soul.  I was unsure how I would arrange this piece almost until the opening date of the exhibition.  One possibility would have been to spread the five monitors around the entire space of the gallery so that when you came in downstairs you would find the monitor showing the feet being washed on the floor, in the second space you would find the monitor showing the stomach at stomach level and so on with the hands and ribs.  Finally you would come upon the monitor showing the washing of the skull in the upper gallery.  The idea of such an arrangement was that the body would be encountered throughout the gallery.  The other option, which we finally decided on, was to stack the monitors vertically, creating a body column, which is slightly larger in scale than our bodies, acting like the high chairs and tables.

In Cleaning the Mirror II I filmed seven different power objects used for different parts of the world such as feather shoes from Australian Aborigines, a magic medicine box from Nigeria, mandragora from Southern Italy, an Eskimo pouch made from Albatross skin and a mummified ibis bird from an Egyptian tomb.  These objects are placed on a table and I hold my hands over them to try to feel the energy they transmit.  A video monitor showing this will be placed in a display cabinet, so that the image of me and the objects is presented in the same way as all the other exhibits behind a protective screen of glass.  In addition, there will be a video monitor placed in the gallery showing me lying naked underneath a skeleton.  I am breathing onto the skeleton so that you see the alive and the dead together.  You can hear the sound of the breathing throughout the gallery.

Text adapted from the Exhibition Guide produced by the Museum of Modern Art Oxford to accompany the show.  Marina Abramovic was interviewed by Ian Cole, Head of Education, Museum of Modern Art Oxford.     
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