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ALLAN KAPROW

t may seem a stretch, but the image of ghosts coming
back to haunt us is an apt metaphor for performance
art. Unlike painting or sculpture, performances die.
They are believed to be ephemeral or relegated to

a single moment in time, doomed to collect dust as
film or photo-documentation in museum archives.
But one should take heart: performance can indeed
be infused with new life—through reperformance, the
ghost of performances past. For just like a clairvovant,
reperformance channels the departed in the world of
the living. While the original can never exactly return
intact, it can, as art critic Roberta Smith wrote in the
NY Times in 2005, “be pulled into the present, stripped of some
of [its] mysteries and returned to living art.”

Lately much attention has been paid to Allan Kaprow’s hap-
penings and situations. Just as Marina Abramovic¢ has now
become the grandmother of ordeal art (the topic of a major
reperformance at MoMA in 2010), so Kaprow is increasingly
seen as the grandfather of conceptual performance. Coming into
artistic maturity in the early 1960s, he immediately set about to
oppose the stagnant supremacy of abstract expressionism. One
of the ways in which he achieved this goal was through a series
of actions meant to exist in perpetuity through reproduction.
Indeed, it’s no surprise that Kaprow’s work has been consistent-
ly reperformed. As he once said, “If a work is of value it will
stimulate the creation of related works later on, thus the
tradition will stay alive this way.”

In 2008 Los Angeles’ MOCA hosted the largest Kaprow retro-
spective to date, Part of the programming for the exhibition
included the reperformance of some of the artist’s roster of over
200 performances. This was undertaken by a variety of groups and
organizations at sites ranging from the museum itself to art schools
and local community centers. The curators seriously battled with
how to sustain the legacy of someone who once compared putting
lifeless art in a museum to making love in a cemetery.

In all fairness, contemporary museum going does little to
advance the visitors’ experience. While in the museum, any
interaction with the artistic process is protected, even for-
bidden—the division between artist and spectator is made
very clear. Nevertheless, the polite viewer must still respect
Kaprow’s philosophy of art: “The line between art and life
should be kept as fluid, and perhaps indistinct, as possible.”
According to Suzanne Lacy, one of the participants in the MOCA
reperformance, she wanted “to capture the past of Allan’s work
that was the most significant to him and the most ephemeral.
And that is the experience of his work as it becomes part of, and
lives on in, someone else’s memory.” As it turns out, the 2008
retrospective brought to life the entire troubled history of
performance art over the last half-century.

This recurrent thorn in the institution’s side recently
emerged in Hauser & Wirth'’s reperformance of Kaprow’s 1961
Yard (through last October 24). Selected as the new location
of their New York wing, the gallery sits on the site of the for-
mer Martha Jackson Gallery, which was the setting for the first
visitation of Yard. Helen Molesworth, then curator at the Harvard
Art Museum, commissioned three artists to take on the task of
“reinventing” Yard. The jewel in the crown was William Pope.L's
reperformance in the main gallery. Pope took full artistic license
in transforming Yard into a cramped dungeon of flickering red
and white lights. A mountain of dirty rubber tires in the back
corner was further amplified in wall-to-wall mirrors.

The space was noticeably plagued with a deafening
soundtrack blasting through a large speaker. Pope.L's voice, deliv-
ered in Nazi rally style, barked at visitors to rearrange the tires.
The inclusion of foghorns and train whistles reeked of the melo-
drama we have all come to expect from this artist. All done in
tandem with Pope.L’s irresolvable political agenda, these sounds
were as nothing compared to the commentary’s diatribe on race
and environmentalism. The dichotomy between the original and
its reperformance was made all the more apparent by body bags
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filled with Vaseline-covered mannequins. Their har-
rowing: presence—emphasized in Pope.L’s title Yard
(To Harrow)—was indeed more an overstated call to
arms thani an authentic 1960s happening.

In photographs of the first Yard there seems a
carefree manner about the participants as they move
about the field of tires. On the contrary, Pope.L’s
Yard gave way to an almost ghoulish atmosphere,
its son-et-lumiére theatricality imitating a New York
hot spot. The opening night did little to dispel this
impression. Throngs of art world VIPs donned in chic
black threads could be seen parading in and out of
the bouncer-guarded entrance. At times one almost
expected to see Lindsay Lohan come stumbling out
of the joint, an apparition readily supported by the
20-minute wait to get inside. But it soon became
apparent that these glamorous guests were clueless at
rearranging the tires.

While a certain degree of license is expected
in reperformance—even encouraged by Kaprow—
Pope.L’s reincarnation far eclipsed the original’s
humorous intentions. Unlike its overly revamped
descendant, the original installation was devoid of
aesthetic concerns and institutional pressures. For
his version, Pope.L said that he was “interested ...
in a sensc of loss and art as a means of represent-
ing loss within the social fabric—within the layers
of our lives—and the loss that comes out of lack.”

It isunclear how he means to isolate this loss, but
what wastruly lost last fall was audience participa-
tion.Pope’s Kafkaesque reperformance rendered his
“harrowng” Yard just that.

These ‘able-rapping sessions continued in the two
otherYard commissions at Hauser & Wirth. Sharon
Hayes'sYard (Sign) involved littering a grassy patch
of Queens’ historic New York Marble Cemetery with
vardsigns. Telling spectators, but not as peremptorily
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as Pope.L, that “If I catch you dumping you are dead,” Hayes attempted to
summon the ghost of Kaprow without at the same time giving him free run
of the yard. At Queens Museum of Art, Josiah McElheny’s Yard (Junkyard)
projection showed a 90-by-30-foot aerial photograph of the “Iron Triangle,”
a nearby, seven-block-long area of wrecking and tire yards currently slated
for redevelopment. As with the rest of this reperformance, visitor interac-
tion was limited since the wall projection occurred in a room containing
the museum’s famous Panorama of the City of New York, the world’s largest
architectural model (commissioned for the 1964 World’s Fair). The juxtapo-
sition was conceptually inspired, but again tried too hard to stay alive in the
moment, rendering it a mere shadow of the past.

Faced with this trio, one couldn’t help feeling that the overall reperfor-
mance was in the letter but not the spirit of Kaprow. Each manifestation
was far more revealing about the contemporary reperformer than the
originator himself. As Michael Wilson said in Time Out New York, reper-
formance offers a challenge to artists and institutions to never quite be
the same, “yet always recognizable.”
well be different entities, but they are bound together in name alone. So
we should take solace from the death of these later performances too, now
doomed to spend eternity in Hauser & Wirth's archive.
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Yard, whether from 1961 or 2009, may
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