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Abstract 
 
Processes and forms of valuation, evaluation and valorization are important 
for bringing contemporary social life in order. In this thesis, I study the values 
of the small and autonomous avant-garde of the art-world, performance art. In 
art worlds, arguably, we can expect to find the most extreme cases of activities 
which constantly aim at transgressing existing ideas of what is valued in this 
world, i.e., art. Performance art is an activity that contemplates the border be-
tween art and non-art, and that as an activity contributes to the constitution of 
this border. My focus is on the ongoing process, which is seen in a historical 
light. I look at the social structure that both enables and constitutes values. I 
argue that this process should be understood as a convaluation (Aspers 2008), 
a partial order with some temporal extension that enables coordination based 
on valuation and evaluation processes. I find that the convaluation of perfor-
mance art is characterized by a switched role structure––meaning that actors 
operate as both artists and curators and as such, switch from being evaluated 
to evaluating others. The central value that constitutes the convaluation of 
performance art is bodily presence.  
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1. Introduction 

In 2010, the Yugoslavian-born artist Marina Abramović and her performance 
art event The Artist is Present, broke the attendance record at MoMA. For 
three months, eight hours a day, she sat on a chair dressed in red, inviting the 
audience to sit down with her, face-to-face, in silence. More than 850,000 
visitors came to see this event which became the art happening of the year. 
This performance art event reached mainstream awareness and put perfor-
mance art back on the map after years of decline and generated a new wave 
of curating performance art in national art institutions. For instance, Tate 
Modern in London opened an underground gallery called The Tanks desig-
nated for performance art events. The director of Tate Modern Nicholas Ser-
ota explained in an interview that The Tanks,  

[W]ill bring the kind of work that has traditionally been seen in alternative 
spaces, for short durations, and often barely recorded, into the museum. It will 
bring it into our own sense of art history as something that is not on the mar-
gins, but something central to art (theguardian.com 2012). 

 
However, in parallel with this new wave of curating performance art in 

national art institutions, members of the performance art world were less en-
thusiastic about the performances that were showcased there. In an interview 
in the internet-based art magazine Hyperallergic, the artist and curator, Ryan 
Hawk explained that, “Performance art is supposed to be rejected by the main-
stream…that’s what gives it all the charm…unless we all start having block-
buster shows at the MoMA” (Ortiz 2012). In another article in the same mag-
azine, the artist Thomas Micchelli (2012) accused the recent trends of curating 
performances inside the walls of the institution as fundamentally changing the 
character of performance, “turning them from body-centered expressionism 
to museological spectacle.” And moreover, the renowned performance artists 
Antonio Acconci stressed in an interview in The New York Observer 
(2014:14) that, 

The worst performance, then, would have to be Marina Abramović at MoMA, 
three or so years ago, all-day every-day sitting at one side of a table and look-
ing/staring, in silence. She turned herself into a sculpture, into an act of endur-
ance: the repetition, the constancy, turned her action into habit: the constant 
presence of an audience turned her so-called performance into theater.  
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Motivated by the reactions to Abramović’s performance at MoMA, I took 
an interest in the evaluative culture among artists designated for performance 
art. Inspired by the Dutch sociologist Willem Schinkel’s article, “The Auto-
poiesis of the Art World after the End of Art” (2010), in which he suggests 
that the art world seems to make a living out of their own continuing crises, 
“which are crises of form, substance, and legitimation” (Schinkel 2010:278)1, 
I set up this thesis project accordingly, focusing on how contemporary perfor-
mance artists valorize one another. 

Performance Art 
Performance art originates from the avant-garde tradition manifested by the 
early activities of Futurists in the early twentieth century (Goldberg 2011; 
Pontbriand 1979; Stiles 1996). An important part of their production was man-
ifestos, which were more a practice of propaganda than artistic manifestations. 
To break with conventional ideas about art, theatre, and literature, Futurist, 
Constructivist, and Dadaist movements used manifestos to transgress tradi-
tional artistic standards. It is argued that the activities of early avant-garde 
practitioners used performance to test their ideas, “only later expressing them 
in the form of objects” (Goldberg 1979:170). Understood as a method to in-
vestigate the boundaries between art and life, performance has been referred 
to as, “the avant avant-garde” (Goldberg 2011) and become a catalyst in con-
temporary artistic production indicating the singular event valorized in its 
originality and its transgressional form (Berghuis 2005).  

Even if most writings on performance art locate its origin in the early twen-
tieth century, there are others who contest this idea and argue that we should 
begin our examination of performance art in the action paintings produced by 
Jackson Pollock in 1950 (e.g., Carlson 1996; Stiles 1996). This “second wave” 
of performance art tries to wash away the theatricality associated with the 
avant-garde tradition before the 1950s. What makes Pollock’s action paintings 
considered to be a singular event in the history of art was his confrontation 
with the canvas. The paintings produced by Pollock in 1950 were critically 
investigated by Harold Rosenberg, who coined the term “action paintings” in 
his article published in Art News in 1952. Rosenberg wrote that:  

The painter no longer approached his easel with an image in his mind; he went 
up to it with material in his hand to do something to that other piece of material 
in front of him. The image would be the result of this encounter (Rosenberg 
1991:57).  

                                                
1 Schinkel (2010) suggests that we should understand art worlds as social systems (Luhmann 
2000), based on the observations that art world’s members spend considerable time negotiating 
what “is and isn’t their kind of art” (Becker 1982:36).  



 9 

Such confrontation with the object was further investigated by the Japanese 
group Gutai (meaning concrete or embodiment) founded by Jiro Yoshihara in 
1954. Their experimental activities with subject and object would come to 
develop the early European avant-garde practices led by an axiom of Yoshi-
hara: “Create what has not been done before” (Tiampo 2011:12).  

While the activities of members of the Gutai group constructed experi-
mental and creative spaces, similar activities took place in Black Mountain 
College in North America (Carlson 1996). One of the most famous artists 
from this school was John Cage, who is still considered an important figure 
by contemporary performance artists. Together with Merce Cunningham and 
Allan Kaprow, among others, they experimented with “chance” and were in-
spired by Zen Buddhism. Together they executed performances that would 
later inspire Allan Kaprow to theorize and coin the term “happenings”, which 
laid groundwork for contemporary performance artists’ manifestation of their 
practice. In his guidelines for happenings, Kaprow emphasized that: “The line 
between art and life should be kept as fluid, and perhaps as indistinct, as pos-
sible,” that “Happenings should be performed once only,” and that “audiences 
should be eliminated entirely” (Kaprow 1956:260-68).  

The number of manifestos and critical writings produced about live artistic 
experimentation in the aftermath of World War II inspired artists to go further 
in the exploration of the subject in art. This was an especially important me-
dium for many female artists who saw a chance to challenge the perception of 
the female subject in art (Féral 1992). One of the pioneers in Body Art and 
Auto-performance in the early 1960s was Carolee Schneemann, who pro-
duced several performances stressing the power of subject over product in the 
production of art. In her meaning, performance art’s ephemeral quality re-
sisted commodification, and thus became a creative critic of the erotic female 
archetype reproduced by patriarchal culture (Vergine 2000). The female iden-
tity became, for many artists, a tool to visualize the constraints placed on fe-
male artists in the history of art and society (Jones 1998).  

The explosive live manifestations by artists generated during this period 
came to be termed “performance art” by critics in America in the early 1970s 
to cover the extensive terminology offered by the artists themselves (Stiles 
1996). The artists’ own writings tended to frame their art as “situations”, “ac-
tions”, or “demonstrations” (Pontbriand 1979:9). For many non-American art-
ists, the term “performance” was too associated with theatre, which is consid-
ered by many to be an antithesis to performance art. For instance, Vito Ac-
conci, who is considered an important figure in body art and performance, 
stopped performing in the 1970s when he realized that his actions were per-
ceived as theatrical (Stiles 1998:238). Today, performance art is considered 
by many as institutionalized (Pagani 2001; Wheeler 2003; 2004) and belong-
ing to the tradition of visual arts (see Berghaus 2005:xxiv; Giesen 2006).  
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Purpose and Aim 
Against the above background, the purpose of this thesis is to study cultural 
valorization among contemporary performance artists. Cultural valorization 
is a central aspect of culture which contributes, among other things, to differ-
entiation of cultural value to objects and individuals. Certain cultural products 
and cultural producers are assigned recognition, which indicates that they are 
more socially valued than others. The overall research question is: how do 
performance artists valuate one another? To answer this question, my aim is 
to address the general question of how art becomes valorized––a question that 
has been given considerable attention by cultural theorists.  

To address the question of how performance art is valued, I look for a struc-
tural explanation, taking a step back from the concrete observations. To es-
tablish the explanation, I trace the acts of valorization, and identify the posi-
tion of those valorizing “decisions”. I trace actors separated from positions, 
and investigate how they switch positions in the social structure, from being 
artists to being evaluators and vice versa. I also study the culture that helps to 
bring order to their collective. And finally, I look at the concrete values—that 
is what is behind the concrete activities that are selected to take part in perfor-
mance art festivals. 

My empirical focus is on the contemporary world of performance art, and 
the ongoing valorization culture at festivals around the globe. Between 2012 
and 2015, I attended 13 performance art festivals in Europe, China, and the 
U.S. to study how performance artists recognize one another. The empirical 
study is based on a focused ethnographic design, which, in contrast to conven-
tional ethnography, concentrates on short-time field visits rather than exten-
sive time in the traditional anthropological tradition. In the festival setting, I 
moved like a cat on the prowl, interactive but not threatening, occasionally 
intrusive, but easily ignored, to examine performance artists’ context of val-
orization.  

In answering the theoretical question of how art becomes valued, I will 
examine several empirical questions, providing an understanding of how per-
formance art becomes valorized. What makes an action considered a perfor-
mance artistic event? What roles do festivals play in the performance art 
world? How are performance art festivals produced, organized, and distrib-
uted? What preferences do curators have when selecting artists for their festi-
vals? What makes a good curator? And how is the success of a festival meas-
ured? How are performances constructed? How are they tutored? And how 
are public audiences confronted in the public room? By answering these ques-
tions, my aim is to provide an overview of how performance art becomes val-
orized among contemporary artists.  
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Cultural Valorization 
How does art become valorized? This question has concerned cultural theo-
rists (Dickie 1984; Frow 1995; Guillory 1993; Smith 1988) and sociologists 
of culture (Becker 1982; Bourdieu 1984; Lamont 1987; Heinich 1996) for 
decades. George Dickie (1984) introduced an institutional theory of art and a 
few years later Barbara Hernstein Smith (1988) stressed the importance of the 
discourse of value in cultural production. About the same time, sociologists 
set out to investigate the process of cultural valorization in the arts empiri-
cally. Becker (1982) stressed the role of artistic reputation in what he concep-
tualized as “art worlds” and Bourdieu (1983) emphasized the role of cultural 
valorization as necessary to establish the autonomy of the field of cultural 
production from the field of economic production. In this section, I will pro-
vide an overview of some of the most significant studies of how art becomes 
valorized to stress my own contribution to this field of research.  

Let us begin in 1964, when the philosopher Arthur Danto introduced the 
notion of “art world” in his so-often quoted article “The Art World” in The 
Journal of Philosophy (no.61:571-84). Danto argued that the new artforms of 
his time like pop art, minimalist art and conceptual art, could not be under-
stood without the introduction of a theory of art, namely, an art world. Danto 
dealt with the problem of how an object became recognized as “art”. He noted 
that something is needed to recognize an object as art, even though it looks 
the same as a real object. That is, something is needed to make a distinction 
between objects to see some of them as reality and some of them as works of 
art. In so doing, Danto used the famous example of Andy Warhol’s Brillo 
Boxes, stressing that, 

What in the end makes the difference between a Brillo box and a work of art 
consisting of a Brillo box is a certain theory of art. It is the theory of art that 
takes it up into the world of art, and keeps it from collapsing into the real objet 
it is (Danto 1964:41). 

 
Having argued that the art of his time needed a theory to become recog-

nized as art, Danto came to his founding statement: “To see something as art 
requires something the eye cannot descry—an atmosphere of artistic theory, 
a knowledge of the history of art: an art world” (1964:40). Danto shifted the 
attention of art historians, critics, and other professionals from the traditional 
idea that artworks have intrinsic and typical features which make them art, to 
the view that works become art based on their position in the (historical) con-
text, in other words because of their position in the art world. 

The developments in art production in the 1950s and the 1960s that brought 
Arthur Danto to his concept of the art world, also served as the basis for the 
origin of George Dickie’s institutional theory of art, which is another signifi-
cant theory of how art becomes valorized. Dickie made a distinction between 
a classificatory sense and an evaluative sense of the valorization of art. In the 
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first case, the expression “this is art” or “this is an artwork” means that the 
work “belongs to a certain category of artefacts” (Dickie 1971:99). In the eval-
uative sense, the same expression ascribes “a substantial, actual value” to the 
work (Dickie 1974:43). This theory, which is primarily based on the classifi-
catory meaning of the notion of artwork, provided a philosophical answer to 
the question of how art becomes valorized. It reads: “a work of art in the clas-
sificatory sense is an evaluable artefact of a kind created to be presented to an 
artworld public” (Dickie 2000:240). What this definition of art stresses, is the 
fact that “’art’ incorporates evaluativeness in a way that does not guarantee 
any degree of value, but leaves art open to the full range of evaluative assess-
ment” (Ibid.). Here, Dickie adds to Danto’s theory of art the significance of 
an art world public, and by so doing, provides a foundation for sociological 
analysis of art, incorporating the concepts of roles and rules, and the im-
portance of a public which is more or less a prepared addressee of artistic 
activities.  

In 1982, Howard S. Becker entered the discussion of how art becomes val-
orized introducing his concept of “art worlds” (Becker 1982). Criticizing 
Dickie and Danto for “not having much meat” (Ibid:149) on their bones, 
Becker accused them of not having developed an organizationally compli-
cated concept of what an art world is. In his view, most philosophical perspec-
tives of art worlds do not account for concerns such as “Who?”, “What?”, 
“How much?”, and “How many?” Introducing the concept of collective activ-
ity and conventions, Becker argued that to understand an art world, one would 
have to empirically analyze its cooperative activity and links between partic-
ipants. This included an analysis of the status of artworks, which depends on 
an often-unstable consensus among participants in an art world, which, in his 
view, was not in contradiction to the institutional theory. Becker defined an 
art world as “the network of people whose cooperative activity, organized via 
their joined knowledge of conventional means of doing things, produces the 
kind of art works that art world is noted for” (Becker 1982: X). Becker con-
sidered his model superior to the philosophers’ model, because it includes col-
lective activity and conventions as central elements to understanding what 
goes on in the valorization of art.  

In contrast to Becker’s symbolic interactionist approach of art worlds, 
Pierre Bourdieu, a more structural oriented theorist, worked out a theory of 
fields, which in his view was a superior sociological analytical tool to explain 
what goes on in an artistic sphere. Bourdieu argued:  

[W]hat is lacking, among other things, from this purely descriptive and enu-
merative evocation are the objective relations which are constitutive of the 
structure of the field and which orient the struggles aiming to conserve or trans-
form it (Bourdieu 1996:205). 
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What Bourdieu tries to do, in contrast to Becker, is build a theoretical con-
struct of concepts through which the inner workings of a field can be analyzed. 
Bourdieu also provides a more focused analysis of how art becomes valorized 
than Becker (even though his emphasis on reputation and labeling theory are 
central). In short, the field model, applied in the field of cultural production, 
is divided into opposite poles which are each governed by two distinct sets of 
standards of evaluation: On the one hand, there is the (sub-) field of large-
scale production, which revolves around economic standards of evaluation, 
while on the other hand, there is the (sub)field of restricted production, which 
is oriented toward aesthetic standards of evaluation. One of the most signifi-
cant issues Bourdieu brings to light in his grand theory of the fields of pro-
duction, is that a field’s degree of autonomy largely affects to a lower degree 
and makes the field more sensitive to external (market oriented) factors, even 
while a high degree of autonomy might be necessary and helpful to make ar-
tistic values function in fields other than those in which they are produced 
without losing their characteristics. Bourdieu further notes that cultural legit-
imation involves the use of aesthetic judgments to assign value to cultural 
producers and their products. Bourdieu (1993) identified three types of cul-
tural legitimacy: public acclaim (popular legitimacy), professional recogni-
tion from peers (specific legitimacy), and critical evaluation (bourgeois legit-
imacy). Different audiences typically employ different criteria.  

In response to and in stark contrast to Becker and Bourdieu, Nathalie Hein-
ich accuses the dominant sociological analyses of art to dismiss what she re-
fers to as the “singular” and “exceptional” values people use in their admira-
tion of artworks and artists (Heinich 2000:202). She especially points out that 
their analyses do not focus on watching or listening to art, but rather, on being 
viewed while perceiving art. Their focus departs from the assumption that 
people only interact with people, and so only a marginal role is attributed to 
the art object. The fact that people read books, study artifacts and so on, is 
assumed to have almost no effect on their social action. In other words, the 
proposition of the Actor Network Theory (Latour & Woolgar 1979; Latour 
2005; Callon et al., 1986; Law & Hassard 1999) that objects play an active 
role in social networks is barely taken into consideration. As noted in her study 
The Glory of van Gogh (1996), from the nineteenth century onwards, the in-
dividual has been the central focus to conceptualize art, while sociology based 
it assumptions on the community (on what is culturally determined and con-
ventionally thought of). Since sociological research overemphasized the com-
munity and the conventional (e.g., Becker 2008; Bourdieu 1984; 1993; 1996; 
DiMaggio & Powell 1983), Heinich (1996) stresses that they give little notice 
to the singular event, which in turn led to a blind spot in sociological studies 
of art worlds and artistic fields. 

In her explanation of the singular realm in art, Heinich (1996) argues that 
it is not a transcendental or universal principle, but the admiration of Vincent 
van Gogh originated at a certain moment in art history. Heinich (idem:141) 
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argues that van Gogh acts as the stepping-stone to the singular value realm 
and the valorization process leading to the recognition of government about 
his greatness could be described as a new paradigm in the history of art, 
namely, the van Gogh paradigm (or the van Gogh effect). This implies a com-
ing to terms with the collective realm of the classical art academy. The origi-
nal system of artistic validation used conformity to the norm as a measure of 
artistic quality. An artist’s position on the hierarchical scale was determined 
by his or her obedience to the assumed artistic and collective rules. The es-
sence of the communal realm lies in relative conformity to a group and a series 
of social conventions. In the early 19thcentury art world, this meant loyalty to 
the generally accepted rules of the Academy.  

According to Heinich (1996), the test in terms of a stable system of rules 
within the art world was abandoned with the rise of modernism. The first ro-
mantic artists, who manifested themselves at the end of the 18thcentury, were 
recognized as artists because of their abnormality, excess and exceptionality. 
Breaking the rules of the community became the convention, which also im-
plied the birth of the singular realm. Between the end of the 19thcentury and 
the end of the Second World War, the communal regime of the Academy and 
the singular would coexist side by side as two value paradigms. Only at the 
end of the 1940s, the latter realm started to gain importance and dominate the 
world of art as a whole (Heinich 1996:51). 

Singularity is explained by Heinich as the consequence of the overflowing 
admiration or adoration that actors invest in an artistic artifact or in a singular 
artist. To Heinich, this adoration is not a naive or blind principle, as it consti-
tutes a negative construction that is violent and that provokes a constant strug-
gle (repeatedly stressed in Bourdieu’s work 1993; 1996). Someone who 
adores a piece of artwork in public also engages in a polemic with those who 
do not. Moreover, adoration does not merely concern the recognition of the 
love for an artistic artifact. It also implies the stigmatization of bad objects. In 
other words, it generates an emotional cognitive dimension of categorizing. 
Adoration presupposes the making of a distinction between what is good and 
what is bad. By means of this subjective mechanism, one can introduce a more 
suitable classification of artifacts (Heinich 1996:181). As a consequence, ad-
oration also involves the work of creating a cultural hierarchy.  

Convaluations 
Having outlined some of the central discourses on how art becomes valorized, 
I will now present the thesis’s theoretical approach. To address how perfor-
mance art becomes valorized among contemporary artists, I will make use of 
the notion of convaluation (Aspers 2008). Based on the assumption that forms 
of valuation and evaluation processes coordinate social life, Patrik Aspers 
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(2008) has coined the term convaluation referring to a joint activity of valua-
tion and evaluation processes: “A convaluation is a partial order with some 
temporal extension that enables coordination based on valuation and evalua-
tion” (Ibid:1).  

To better understand the concept of convaluation, we need to clarify the 
notion of value, valuation (valorization) and evaluation. Aspers (2008:3) de-
fines value “as the determination and rating of a ‘thing’”. This implies that 
value can be seen as good and bad, and thus function as rank order. There 
is also the hypothesis that some values are more profound than others (Aspers 
2001c). Based on this assumption, valuation becomes an activity of ascribing 
value to products and producers. Once a value has become entranced in a so-
cial formation (Heidegger 1997:38-40), actors can evaluate objects and each 
other as producers. Or put differently:  

Evaluation refers to the act of benchmarking ‘social things,’ such as cars, 
groups, and people according to a standard, and valuation refers to the act of 
ascribing these ‘social things’ with value (Aspers 2008:1). 

 
Drawing mainly on the works of George Simmel (1964) on social form and 

Harrison White’s (1992; 2008) studies on social formation, the concept of or-
der becomes another key concept in convaluations. Order is defined as “the 
predictability of human activities and the stability of social components in 
relation to each other” (Aspers 2010:7; Hayek 1973:36). This draws on a 
structural approach based on order (e.g., Granovetter 1985). From a structural 
point of view, we can trace three ideal typical coordination forms in the liter-
ature: organization (hierarchy), network and market (Granovetter 1985; 
Thompsson et al. 1991; Polanyi 1957). While organizations are based on 
asymmetric relations and networks on reciprocal relations, markets are char-
acteristics of processes of evaluation. Thus, while markets are based on eco-
nomic evaluations (sellers and buyers), it is argued, that a convaluation does 
not need to include an economic offer, but rather, valuation and evaluation are 
often more common outside the economic sphere (Aspers 2008:5). Aspers 
(2005:44-5; 2008:5) suggests that we should replace the ideal typical coordi-
nation form of market with the broader term of convaluation (an economic 
convaluation can be understood as a market). In short, it is argued that the 
logic of a market’s function as an analytical tool to also understand the con-
sequences of (e)valuation processes (see Lamont 2012) outside of what is re-
ferred to as the economy. 

Understood as one of three coordination forms, a convaluation constitutes 
an order based on the components of value, social structure, and culture. 
Value, as already stated, is defined as the ranking of products or producers. 
The social structure denotes the roles and identities that actors hold. To clar-
ify, in the context of a convaluation, that is, consequences of (e)valuation 
practices, a role constitutes of what one does, while identity is related to what 
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one is (Aspers 2008:10 see also Frank & Meyer 2002:86n1).2 A convaluation 
also establishes a culture referring to the formation’s inherent rules and prac-
tices.  

Moreover, a convaluation can ideally achieve order through status and 
standard. While a status convaluation is characterized by “the evaluation of 
what people prefer”, a standard convaluation is based on how well an object 
or a person meets the criteria for a given standard (e.g., Aspers 2011). In a 
standard convaluation, we can speak of the process of rating, which requires 
that all items under consideration be compared against an external set of cri-
teria (e.g., originality, significance) and not against one another, while a status 
convaluation is constituted of processes of ranking which consist of compar-
ing each item with one another in terms of how well they fare on specific pre-
established dimensions. For example, in contrast to peer review in the scien-
tific sphere, peer recognition in the artistic sphere is more likely to be based 
on emotions and idiosyncratic taste (cf. Lamont 2012). In short, “order can be 
either a function of value (standard) or a function of social structure (status)” 
(Aspers 2008:14). It is argued that a status convaluation is the most common 
form in the art world (Aspers 2008). That is, the evaluation of what is good 
and bad can be made in discussion among members of a group, or by an au-
dience (cf. Bourdieu 1984; Heinich 1996; White 2002; Zuckerman 1999). 
This is to say that the audience (peers) in an art world can function as a stand-
ard by ranking the identities that constitute that specific art world, thereby, 
constituting and maintaining order.  

Chapter Outline  
The rest of the thesis is divided into five chapters. In the next chapter, I pro-
vide an overview of performance art festivals and present how I conducted 
the study, which methods I used, the analytical strategy, and ethical consider-
ations. Chapter 3 examines the social structure of the convaluation of perfor-
mance art, which is characterized by a switch-role structure. Chapter 4 exam-
ines the culture of the convaluation of performance art, focusing on how 
things are done at performance art festivals. Chapter 5 explores what concrete 
values become recognized through valorizations in situ. In the concluding 
chapter, I summarize the thesis’s main findings and stress its contribution and 
outlook. 

                                                
2 “An actor cannot be separated from her identity, but she can be separated from her role” 
(Aspers 2008:10). 
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2. Studying Performance Art Festivals  

To examine how contemporary performance artists valorize one another, I 
have conducted fieldwork at performance art festivals. Ever since Durkheim’s 
([1912] 1995) recognition of festivals as instances of “collective efferves-
cence”, they have played a significant role in the sociological analysis of the 
meaning and impact of expressing and fusing a sense of community (Sassatelli 
et al. 2011). Festivals celebrate community values, ideologies, identity and 
continuity. Thus, festivals can be understood as reproducing a certain kind of 
culture (Delanty 2011), and so, offering sites and moments for examining 
(e)valuative processes (cf. Hutter & Stark 2015). Artists, organizers, support 
personnel, and spectators come together during an intensive period in which 
new works and artists become recognized, new ties are generated, invites to 
upcoming events are made, and various other consequences of evaluative 
practices occur which contribute to the reproduction of this art collective and 
its culture. The chapter begins with a short presentation of performance art 
festivals, followed by a presentation of the methods and analytic strategies 
used. The chapter ends with ethical considerations.   

Performance Art Festivals     
In my empirical work, I have made nine visits to five different festivals in 
Sweden (in which I attended four festivals twice), and one in each separate 
country of France, Italy, U.S. and China. This selection has made it possible 
to observe similarities but also differences in the organization and valorization 
of performance art. By studying these festivals, I have observed the role struc-
ture among the actors, their culture, and meaning construction of what is val-
ued. All in all, I spent 50 days in festival settings. 

Performance art festivals are small-scale events, involving around 10 to 20 
artists, usually one or two organizers (who may also take on the role of cura-
tor) and operate on tight budgets ranging from 100 to 25,000 Euros. Most 
festivals are non-profit organizations and receive most of their funding from 
their national arts councils and/or local community sponsors. The funding is 
primarily spent on travel and accommodation, since most festivals aim to have 
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an international approach.3 It is quite common that there are artists from 10 or 
more countries participating in a festival. Sometimes the organizers try to con-
tact artists from afar (e.g., festival organizers in Europe contact artists in Ja-
pan), to see if it is possible to get some grants from the local arts council of 
the artist’s home country or cultural institutions to cover the travel expenses. 
One organizer informed me that in the early days of their festival production, 
they could only afford to invite so-called “Ryanair” artists––meaning that they 
strategically invited artists who lived nearby Ryanair destinations to keep 
down the airfare expenses. Thus, they primarily invited artists who were in 
Europe. Today, they have managed to establish a relatively stable festival with 
yearly funding, which means that they can invite a broad range of international 
artists. They can also, as with other more established festivals, afford to put 
artists up in hotels or rental apartments/houses. However, many festivals can-
not offer hotel rooms or other arrangements, thus, the invited artists must pay 
for travel and accommodation from their own pocket. If this is the case, artists 
can apply for funding from their local arts councils themselves. 

Even though performance art organizers struggle with funding and are 
forced to produce festivals on a relatively tight budget (compared with main-
stream festivals),4 they indicate that while money is of course an important 
factor to be able to invite international artists and pay for travel and housing 
expenses, a general notion is that “money kills” in the sense of producing 
large-scale events. Some organizers told me that they had received invitations 
concerning collaboration with festivals with more financial resources; how-
ever, they explain that they had gently turned them down and stressed that 
they wanted to keep tight control of their festival.  

Since the budget is often small, organizers generally struggle with promo-
tion. One organizer explained: “Probably the most significant aspect of artist-
run festivals is that they are lacking in promotion. You leave it to the last 
month and then you have all other things to do so (laughter)” (Festival organ-
izer, June 23, 2013). I have met organizers who collaborate with local muse-
ums which can provide resources to promote the festival by printing pro-
grams, offering spaces, and providing support personnel. However, this often 
results in compromise in the artistic productions. As one organizer put it:  

It is a kind of love and hate relationship. I love to work in there [a museum 
setting] space, but there is sometimes too much focus on what you can’t do. It 
is tiresome to tell artists about all the constraints and rules (Organizer, June 12, 
2013). 

 

                                                
3 Only a handful of performance art festivals can provide artists with a fee, which can vary 
between 100 and 500 Euros per artist. Only those artists who partake in many of these festivals 
can manage to make a living from performance art.  
4 According to some informants, performance art festivals are the “real” fringe festivals oper-
ating as alternative platforms to mainstream art and music festivals.  
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Performance art is not always on the top of the agenda of local media and 
it is difficult to attract journalists to come and write about festivals. One or-
ganizer told me:  

There was a funny story in Minsk. There was a famous journalist coming to 
the festival and she was in those days one of the best writers of contemporary 
art. She worked in the newspaper and we asked her, ‘Will you write some-
thing?’ And she said, ‘Well you know, I want to be honest. My editor told me 
that I can write something only if it will be a scandal’ (laughter) (Organizer, 
May 23, 2014).  

Performance art has a reputation among other artists and the public as a 
scandalous artform given that its renowned performances have included nu-
dity, violence, and self-harming elements (Stiles 1996). As we will see, this is 
still part of contemporary performance art production. 

The performance art festivals I have attended are mainly observed by the 
inner circle of this convaluation consisting of peers and art students, as an 
artist describes:  

There’s the audience of most of us, who’ve heard of each other’s names or 
we’ve met each other at festivals and we’ve seen. I saw your performance in 
Berlin and I saw your performance in Thailand. I’m doing this for my col-
leagues who I met and they know something about my work so I have some-
thing new to tell them or I have something further to explore. (Artist, April 14, 
2014)  

 
A significant proportion of the audience is often onlookers in public places 

or visitors to exhibitions and galleries.  
The promise of performance art festivals, according to curators, is a demo-

cratic quality offering local communities the chance to interact with artists in 
their home environment, thus, the festivals have no entrance fee. As one of 
the curators stated: “We offer an art form which confronts people in their eve-
ryday life. We believe in art that is based on human interaction” (Curator, June 
2, 2015). In order to distribute such art, the form of the festival is one of the 
most promising distribution channels.  

Support personnel (volunteers) also hold important roles in the making of 
the festivals. They are often art students (and sometimes artists) who help to 
organize all sorts of things such as collecting materials for the artists, assisting 
artists in their preparation of performances, cleaning up after performances, 
and delivering food and beverages to keep things running smoothly. There are 
also photographer(s) who provide the curators and artists with documentation. 
The support personnel partake in all the activities constituting festivals such 
as lunch, dinner, and parties. They are seen as important by curators and artists 
and are recognized for their support. For art students, volunteering at these 
festivals is an opportunity to learn more about the practice and develop new 
links, as a volunteer in one of the festivals in China said: “Festivals make you 
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want to create your own artwork. It’s great that artists come here from all over 
the world. They make you see and experience new things” (Volunteer, May 
25, 2014). I have met artists who, in previous festivals, were there as volun-
teers, but in another festival, were there as performers. The artists, who are 
“young” in the performance art practice, have the chance to be selected by 
both artists and curators for future festivals. It is an internal openness, which 
also keeps the medium open to change, both with regard to identity and to 
style.  

Participant Observations 
My primary ethnographical method during my fieldwork in the festival setting 
was participatory observation. Inspired by Nathalie Heinich (1998) “prag-
matic approach”, I stayed in the background and observed how actors spoke 
about one another—how they discussed each other’s work. I focused on “the 
work of the work of art” (Hennion & Grenier 2000:210), but rather than being 
a “fly on the wall”, I moved like a “cat on the prowl…curious and interactive 
but not threatening” (Thornton 2009:xvii).  

In most festivals, I engaged in activities such as volunteer work and partook 
in workshops. In so doing, I developed a “give and take” relationship, which 
resulted in a process of becoming accepted by members of this world. After 
some time, I felt treated like an insider and was included in more activities 
such as dinners, parties, and being invited to their leisure activities during fes-
tivals. This breakthrough was an important moment in my fieldwork—feeling 
a sense of community (cf. Sarason 1974). Even when I was not an official 
volunteer at festivals, I took on the role of volunteer to show my engagement 
and tried to be at hand if anyone needed my assistance—an integrated part of 
their culture that I had come to learn about. By participating in this work, it 
was easy to engage in informal talks and at times it felt like I managed to slip 
out of my role of researcher, which resulted in fruitful small chats with differ-
ent informants––information I probably would not have given in more formal 
settings.  

As my fieldwork developed, it felt natural to participate in the organization 
in situ and this approach became an invaluable strategy to reach information 
about informants’ personal opinions and (e)valuation practices. The more I 
got to know some informants, the more they spoke of themselves and their 
peers. For example, when I signed up to participate as a volunteer for the sec-
ond time in two of the festivals located in Sweden, I worked with the same 
organizers and support personnel. Since I had already established a relation-
ship with them, the more valuable the information got. For instance, I experi-
enced that our relationship became less formal and informants included me in 
their conversations with each other—conversations that included gossip about 
third-party artists and organizers.  
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The more festivals I attended, the more accepted I felt in the performance 
art world. Consequently, artists took an interest in me, which made it easy to 
establish “speech events” (Spradley 1979; Briggs 1986), which meant that I 
could ask similar questions to the same artists and in doing so “check the fre-
quency and distribution” of various topics and themes (Becker 1958:656). 
These conversations also generated new contacts and invitations to other fes-
tivals and events. The festival setting also provided organized artist talks in 
which the informants began negotiating their own relevant “hot button is-
sues”. In these occasions, I could sit back and make notes while they negoti-
ated values.  

During my fieldwork, I switched from taking notes in my notebooks to 
using my smartphone as my primary notepad. This felt more discrete than 
running around with a notebook on which I had received comments like “here 
he comes again with his notebook.” Even if I interpreted such utterances as 
rather humorous, the phone became the primary device for taking notes. By 
using the software program Evernote, I could easily structure my notes in situ. 
I created different notebooks in which I could do an instant form of coding. 
For instance, I had one notebook for general observations, another for theo-
retical concepts ((e)valuative practices), and one notebook in which I sepa-
rated utterances from different roles such as curators, artists, support person-
nel, and audience, making up the social structure. Throughout my interaction 
in the field, I developed my skills of taking notes rather quickly.  

Another advantage of using my phone as recording device, was that I could 
easily write down ideas and scan through my notes, photos, and video record-
ings in everyday situations (when sitting on the subway or drinking coffee at 
some café). The more familiar I became with Evernote, the more I realized 
how powerful this device was because of its various functions offering the 
fieldworker a range of qualitative opportunities. In addition to writing down 
“scratch notes” (Sanjek 1990:96), I could take photos, video clips, or voice 
recordings in the moment. It functioned as a multi-functional recording device 
that also had the advantage of syncing the collected data directly to my com-
puter. So instead of transferring my handwritten notes in the paper notebooks, 
I could develop my collected data relatively fast when I sat down with my 
computer. The photos, videos and voice recordings became helpful triggers in 
developing “thick descriptions” (cf. Geertz 1973). Even though I agree that 
software programs sometimes “can encourage an oversimplified and mecha-
nistic application of analysis” (Coffey 1999:153), I found it to be a useful 
method to gather and analyze my empirical material (cf. le Grand 2010:37). 

In the festival setting, I also gathered information sheets and festival cata-
logues that included writings from some of the participating artists. Here I 
could also study archived materials such as previously invited artists. From 
these catalogues, I could study patterns of invitations and get an idea of the 
convaluation’s core participants. Many artists turned up on a regular basis and 
were often promoted as “guests of honor”. This information could also partly 
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be examined on festivals’ homepages, at least those offering archived infor-
mation sites. In terms of (e)valuation practices, such lists and rankings offered 
a good view of who the key artists were in the contemporary scene. The cata-
logues and festivals’ homepages offered other valuable information in the 
form of artist presentations and promotions, curatorial concepts, vision, and 
other valuable information that laid the groundwork for formal interview 
questions.   

Interviews 
In addition to the observations and informal talks, I conducted 40 face-to-face 
interviews relying on an open-ended interviewing technique to identify and 
explore the “taken-for-granted criteria” that performance artists rely on to 
draw boundaries between deserving and understanding their practice (cf. La-
mont 2009:253). Since I had come to know most of the respondents through 
interaction and informal talks in the festival setting, it was rather easy to con-
struct a “friendship conversation”-like interview setting (cf. Spradley 
1979:461).  

All interviews were conducted in relation to the festivals. I set up most of 
the interviews in situ by approaching artists as the festival unfolded. Since the 
organizers were busy during the festival, I made contact to set up a suitable 
time for interviews. The interviews usually took place before or after the fes-
tival and varied in length from 30 minutes to 2 hours. Most artists that I asked 
to interview were positive about sharing their experience. Most interview sit-
uations developed into lively conversations and generally I was the one who 
had to halt the discussion.  

I conducted 35 single interviews and 5 group interviews. The group inter-
views, which were primarily conducted with organizers, held a certain quality 
because the informants triggered each other and in some cases, undertook the 
role of interviewer for me. They discussed fruitful topics that I probably would 
not have come up with in my interview guide. At times, they questioned and 
challenged each other’s statements, which led to interesting discussions, 
which revealed different opinions about artistic qualities, organizational as-
pects, and moral judgments. They also revealed gossip and information about 
other organizers and artists. As noted by Erving Goffman:  

Two-person situations are not good because people can lie to you while they 
are with you, but with three people there, they have to maintain their ties across 
those two other persons (other than yourself), and there is a limit to how they 
can do that ([1989] 2002:152). 

 
Before the interviews, I had prepared by reading artists’ statements and 

writings to trigger our conversations. When I interviewed organizers, I had, in 
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a similar manner, studied their festivals’ websites and grant applications for 
funding to prepare my interview guides (which I altered depending on the role 
of the informant, i.e., as artists and/or organizers), which included a mixture 
of “descriptive questions”, “structural questions”, and “contrast questions” 
(Corte 2012:80).  

For the descriptive questions, I allowed the interviewee freedom to expand 
on the topics I was interested in. I usually began by asking informants how 
they made contact and began to make performance art and how it related to 
their artistic concept. Structural questions were asked so as to learn in detail 
about specific themes and problems such as curatorial concerns and (e)valua-
tive principles. Contrast questions were used to verify the truthfulness of the 
responses, as well as to learn about the topic and themes by having them com-
pared in unexpected ways (Spradley 1979). As Spradley emphasizes, “The 
meaning of a symbol can be discovered by finding out how it is related to all 
other symbols” (1979:156). Contrast questions were used to learn about the 
rules and symbolic boundaries of the informants. Most interviews were in 
English, but 10 of them were conducted in Swedish, which I later translated 
into English.  

Coding and Analysis 
The empirical material comprises primarily of field notes and interview tran-
scripts, but also secondary material such as festival and artists’ websites, or-
ganizers’ application forms, YouTube videos (mainly artist talks), and festival 
catalogues which contained information on festivals and artists’ vision and 
statements. The field notes comprise 163 pages (65,482 words), around 6,500 
images, and about three hours of video recording of performance artworks. 
The interview transcripts comprise 365 pages (146,241 words).  

To facilitate the process of coding, I made use of the software program N-
Vivo, which stimulated the structuring of the material by sorting out categories 
of meaning. N-Vivo made it possible to analyze the various sources of infor-
mation in a productive way to capture the whole experience of my fieldwork. 
While working with N-Vivo, I made use of its memo function, i.e., I wrote 
down ideas, comments, analysis and reflections about text segments (cf. le 
Grand 2010:37). By constructing categories from the transcripts, I could ex-
tend them by analyzing photos and videos of performances and artist talks.  

The coding process was structured by “background codes” (type and 
source of the empirical material), “substance codes “(context of the gathered 
material), “descriptive codes” (festival organization, culture), and “in-vivo 
codes” (natural accounts uttered by the informants) (Aspers 2011:171). Addi-
tionally, I coded the material based on theoretical driven concepts from the 
theory of the convaluation, namely, social structure, culture, and value (As-
pers 2008).  
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To support my observations with empirical evidence, I will make use of 
quotation marks to stress both single words and longer citations. Additionally, 
I will support some of my findings with photos taken during my fieldwork (cf. 
Banks 2008). 5 I have selected some photos to provide a visual illustration of 
performances and activities in a festival setting to give the analysis more 
depth.   

Ethical Considerations 
This thesis is part of the ERC-supported project “Coordination by Evaluations 
and Valuations: Market Logic Inside and Outside the Economy”. The whole 
project, including this thesis, was ethically approved by the ethical vetting 
process in Uppsala (2013/172). In my examination of the (e)valuative culture 
among performance artists, I have taken the advice given by the Swedish Re-
search Council seriously regarding “professional confidentiality”, “anonym-
ity” and “confidentiality” (Hermerén 2011:66-7). In being as transparent as 
possible, before every festival, I contacted the organizers and informed them 
about my interest in their work and presented my research aim and purpose. 
Once contacted, the organizers introduced me to the rest of the festival’s par-
ticipants and made everyone aware of my role and participation. When artists 
asked me about my partaking, I tried to be as open as possible, revealing my 
ongoing thesis project. I continuously tried to share my thoughts and findings 
with those who showed an interest in my work.  

I have taken the confidentiality principles seriously and chosen not to re-
veal the names of the festivals I have attended. Nor have I presented any 
names of the respondents in the text, in order to reduce the possibility of iden-
tifying single (e)valuators, but rather to show the collective experience of the 
informants and how they go about (e)valuating one another. Even though one 
could argue that by using photographs as evidence, and thereby identifying 
sites and artists, I do not reveal whose judgments are displayed (cf. Banks 
2008). All the performances are public and have been visually documented by 
various audiences and organizers. I have been partaking in more discrete sit-
uations such as informal talks and gossip situations. However, I rarely took 
photos in these situations and have not used any in the analysis.     

                                                
5 Marcus Banks (2008) provides a comprehensive introduction to the use of visual materials in 
qualitative research. The use of various types of visual material has, in recent decades, proven 
to play a significant role in qualitative analysis. This has also been the case for this study, since 
the gathered visual material supports and adds depth to the analysis.   
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3. A Switch-Role Structure 

I will begin the analysis of the convaluation of performance art by examining 
the social structure of festivals—the pivotal activity of the contemporary con-
valuation of performance art. Though some artists tend to enact some roles 
more often than others, few are identified only as curators/organizers or art-
ists; they tend to switch roles. This means that actors in this world, when being 
selected and thereby valorizing certain activities and performances, and when 
acting as artists, are being valorized (Aspers 2008:15 ff; see also Cattani 2014; 
Debackere et al. 1994; Wijnberg 1995).  

I will focus here on artists taking on the role of curators, and investigate 
how they make their artistic choice. For instance, what does it mean to curate 
performance art? What preferences do curators have when selecting artists for 
their festivals? What makes a good curator? And how is the success of a fes-
tival measured?  

The chapter begins with an analysis of the role of the curator of perfor-
mance art festivals. Then it investigates the process of selecting of artists. 
Thereafter, we will see some admired features of curators. And finally, the 
chapter examines how the success of a festival is measured.   

Taking on the Role of Curator 
Curating performance art is considered to be a “noble” practice and involves 
a “spirit of spontaneity”, which makes curating a performance artwork quite 
different from art objects such as paintings, sculptures, installations, or videos. 
It requires a different form of coordination because curators usually do not 
know what to expect from the artists they have invited. As one curator ex-
plained in an interview during a lunch break at a festival: “With performance, 
you don’t necessarily know all the details of exactly how it’s going to go until 
you’re there in that space, at that moment” (Curator, April 13, 2014).  

Since most of the curators I have met perform themselves, they know how 
important it is to feel free in one’s artistic production. However, there are of 
course limitations. I was told by one of them over a cup of coffee that: “When 
you invite an artist, he or she, has complete freedom, within material and prac-
tical boundaries of course” (Curator, May 22, 2013). Due to the tight budget 
of most festivals, there are economic limitations to what can be provided to 
artists in terms of material and the like. I have heard that artists have asked for 
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limousines, elephants, aircrafts, and so on to use in their performances. How-
ever, such requests are seldom fulfilled. In one of the festivals, I witnessed a 
performance by an artist/curator who, in her performance, stood in front of a 
table reading from a list of requested materials she had received during her 
time as festival organizer and curator. It was quite an amusing list covering 
many extraordinary materials and objects that artists had asked for. The audi-
ence, who were almost exclusively peers, were very amused by the perfor-
mance, and from reading their facial expressions, I interpreted that they rec-
ognized themselves, laughing and nodding as she went on reading from the 
list—a list which spiced up the performance. 

 
Figure 3.1. The artist, which also is a curator, reads from the oversized list of re-
quested materials by artists. In the performance, which lasted for about 20 minutes, 
the artist kept reading several artistic requests. At the end of the performance, the 
artist set fire to the list, and walked out of the gallery room.     

In general, there are few restrictions on what artists can and can’t do in the 
festival setting. However, distributing a performance in public spaces some-
times requires more dialogue with the artist. The organizers usually have re-
ceived permission from the authorities to produce the festival in public places, 
still, curators prefer to check with the artists about possible “problematic” per-
formances. As one curator explained in an interview: “In the public room you 
want to have some kind of dialogue. You want to know something about what 
is going to happen” (Curator, June 12, 2012). Some curators prefer to use 
written contracts as a precautionary measure. I was told, for instance, that one 
of the curators had put together a contract at the last minute because she had 
heard it through the grapevine that one of the invited artists, a student, had 
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planned to cut herself in her performance. The curator explained that they had 
felt that they rather would take such a performance from one of the more ex-
perienced artists because they did not want that in a student situation. The 
curator stressed that: “In some way you feel responsible, you know. And if 
you are young and inexperienced in the context of an excited audience, you 
might take it too far” (Curator, April 12, 2014). 

Moreover, I have observed situations in which artists have constructed per-
formances that could have put the festival at risk. For instance, in one of the 
festivals in China, there was one artist who was interrupted by the curator 
while doing his performance. The curator, who had been working hard to es-
tablish the festival located in a traditional western Chinese village, was furious 
when he realized that the artist in question put the festival in risk. I had been 
told beforehand that the police had sent out some people to observe the festi-
val. The curator explained to me that the artist had “risked the festival’s exist-
ence” (Curator, May 24, 2014). I asked him about the incident, and he ex-
plained that political freedom in performance is of great importance, but, de-
pending on the context, like this one, it could be problematic. Given his lim-
ited experience of organizing festivals in China, and knowledge that similar 
events had been shut down, he did not want to risk the festival and his own 
curatorial future in the region based on political dispute.  

 
Figure 3. 2. The figure shows the performance that, according to the curator, could 
have become problematic for the festival based on its political message.  

In the same festival, another artist did a performance in which he con-
structed a brick wall, using bricks he found lying around near a constructing 
site. For about four hours, he kept on building the brick wall, covering the 
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festival’s sponsor sign. I observed the performance with another artist who 
said that he found the performance “clever” and experienced it as a political 
statement, covering up the sponsors of the festival. Other artists also consid-
ered the performance to be an “interesting” statement, observing the perfor-
mance intensively. However, after some time, when the wall was almost done 
covering the sponsors of the festival, the curator stepped in and ended the 
performance. Apparently, the bricks leaning against the sign had become so 
heavy that it was soon at risk of falling. The curator argued that he could not 
guarantee the safety of people passing by, hence, he disrupted the performance 
before anyone could get hurt or injured. The artist in question tried to reassure 
the organizer that he had control over the situation, but the organizer was not 
convinced and ended the performance.  

 
Figure 3. 3. The artist is building a brick wall outside the main space of the festival. 
Near the end of the performance, the organizer put an end to the performance due to 
the possible risk of injuring passersby.    

Selecting Artists 
Having described some curatorial concerns and how they deal with various 
situations, I will now focus on how curators make their artistic selections. A 
fundamental concern among performance art curators is to invite artists they 
consider “having”, “making”, or “becoming” presence. Curators have argued 
that some artists “simply” have presence which is “rooted in their persona and 
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being”. As one curator explained: “You know, some artists have strong attrib-
utes which give them presence” (Curator, June 12, 2013), referring to various 
artists who have characteristic looks or features, which is often tied to the 
context they work in. For example, western artists, and especially tall white 
men, tend to draw much attention during their performances in Asian coun-
tries because they stand out from the public. Other artists are valued for their 
skill to “make” or “construct” presence in various situations—meaning that 
they are considered to know the craft of constructing situations and via the 
combination of themselves and their environment, produce presence in some 
fashion. And some artists are recognized for “becoming” present with their 
surroundings, and with minimal means, “alter” atmospheres. One curator ex-
plained: “Some artists construct situations, while others have the ability to just 
become present. It is a wonderful gift. How some people can attune to situa-
tions and make you aware of those little things. I mean, some artists just have 
that in them—in their being” (Curator, May 22, 2015). Of course, some artists 
are valorized for mastering all of these attributes.  

During my conversations with curators of performance art festivals, a num-
ber of qualities have become evident. Although curators have their own artis-
tic concept and work from their own vision, they usually speak of similar ty-
pology of artists, each with their own qualities (however, some artists are rec-
ognized for having a mixture of these qualities). For instance, curators com-
monly invite a guest of honor to their festivals. A guest of honor is a 
recognized artist within the world of performance art who has made signifi-
cant impact. They are also recognized for their performance art style, which 
endears itself to the curators’ own concept of performance art. These artists 
have been doing performances for a long time and developed their own artistic 
style throughout their careers. Their inclusion in festivals are important for 
the festival’s status. Their participation can encourage other recognized artists 
to come and join the festival. In most of the festivals I have attended, there 
have been one or several guests of honor, who have also been given the op-
portunity to give a lecture or talk about his or her artistic concept.   

Another type of artist that curators have spoken of, are so-called “social 
artists”. Social artists are artists who brings with them a good atmosphere and 
provide the festival with “good energy”. One curator described one of his fa-
vorite artists as a “happy pill”, which he explained, brought with him a “nice 
atmosphere”. Another curator stressed: “You know, it is not only about invit-
ing artists who bring interesting work, even if that is the main criterion, but it 
also has to do with personality” (Curator, May 22, 2013). Social artists are 
recognized for their social skills, which contribute to festivals’ “unity”. These 
artists are also recognized for their performances, which often aim to include 
onlookers. That is, they focus their work on audience participation and com-
munity engagement. In so doing, they have been referred to as “democratic 
artists” who are “great ambassadors for performance art”.   
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In contradiction to social artists, I was told that there are also “divas”. One 
of the curators explained that: “Some artists have the tendency to absorb vol-
unteers and keep them for their own purposes throughout the festival. There 
are certainly real ego cases that make you sick to your stomach” (Curator, 
June 13, 2014). Personally, I observed such behavior at one of the festivals 
that I attended. The artist in question had been invited as the guest of honor to 
hold a lecture on his work. During the festival, he acted quite disrespectful 
towards the organizers, volunteers and some of the other artists. I overheard a 
conversation between the organizers, who were disappointed and annoyed by 
the artist’s behavior. For instance, the artist in question had been disrespectful 
to the service personnel at the restaurant where the participants of the festival 
dined. The artist constantly nagged festival staff for free rides around the city 
(which none of the others were offered), appearing drunk during others’ per-
formances, etc. I interpreted that the organizers were determined that this artist 
would not be a part of future programs and that they would warn their col-
leagues about his behavior. In direct opposition to social artists, who brought 
energy with them, this artist (and others like him) took energy.  

Another outspoken artistic quality considered when inviting artists is about 
quantity. Festivals usually span over two to five days. This means that the 
invited artists have several opportunities to perform. In the eyes of curators, 
the more the merrier. Artists that produce several performances during festi-
vals are referred to as “hardworking” and/or “self-propelling”. This was 
stressed by one of the curators: “Some work less and others work more. It is 
foremost a question of quality, but there is also a quantitative aspect” (Curator, 
May 23, 2014).  

As we will see in the next chapter, most festivals provide “open situations” 
in the public room in which artists can produce work in addition to their given 
spot in the program. These sites and moments play a significant role in the 
democratization of art (the aim and vision among most organizers). Hence, 
curators admire artists who enjoy making “public performances”. As a curator 
explained:  

I can get a read on who thinks it’s important to work in the public sphere or 
not. You can see, without judging, you see who likes to do it. Some do it sev-
eral days and like doing it a lot. They show that they find public spaces im-
portant, while some don’t. Some might not be that used to working in that 
space. You know, it’s difficult space. It is where the unexpected might occur. 
Not everyone is able to grab those moments (Curator, May, 22, 2014). 

 
Another and significant type of artists are “newcomers”. Newcomers are 

students or more experienced artists who are “new” in the performance art 
world. The inclusion of newcomers plays a significant role in the future of 
performance art festivals. Newcomers, particularly from the younger genera-
tion, can “push the older generation to make qualitative work, because, some-
times if you invite the same artist over and over, they tend to be a bit lazy and 
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the quality of their work drops”, one of the curators stressed in an interview 
(Curator, June 12, 2014). One organizer, who focused on the “linking of gen-
erations”, argued that not only the young ones will learn from the older ones, 
but also the other way around. The organizer noted:  

There are a lot of qualities in performance art that are not necessarily on the 
career ladder, which you can get around, regardless of age. It’s more about 
being there yourself regardless of experience. There are other qualities simply” 
(referring partly to non-commercial qualities and joint activity rather than in-
dividual success) (Curator, June 13, 2013). 

 
Another curator explained that:  

For us, it is interesting to invite students to give them possibilities to start link-
ing with one another. Not just to be included in this family, because it is a long 
way to get somewhere there, because you need to be noticed first, you need to 
be in some festival, or need to be seen by someone and that could take a very 
long time. So it is good to have these kinds of festivals, which aim to provide 
meeting grounds for artists (Curator, May 22, 2014). 

Curatorial Qualities 
To be regarded as a good curator, you not only need to establish creative 
spaces and keep an open dialogue with the artists, but you also need to have 
the skill to seek funding and be creative in your production and organization. 
Even though curators do not want to speak much about funding and other 
economic issues, money of course matters. To be able to write strong festival 
applications and manage to receive notable funding (between 1,000 and 
250,000 euros) is considered to be a curatorial quality. And since actors do 
not compete for the same funding (due to their organization of festivals in 
different countries and local communities), they learn “tips and tricks” from 
each other, for example, extending ideas at artist talks.  

However, as previously noted in chapter 2, since most performance art fes-
tivals are small-scale productions with little funding, and artists take money 
from their own pocket coming to a festival (often sponsored by their national 
arts councils or other grants), another outspoken quality is the “creativity” in 
production and organization. That means that some curators are admired for 
their method of producing and organizing festivals making use of their local 
networks to contribute to their festival’s atmosphere.  

Since most festivals struggle with little funding, but still aim to provide a 
professional and pleasant stay for festival participants, volunteers from local 
communities play an important role for most festivals. For instance, one of 
the curators was celebrated for providing his artists with “excellent” cuisine 
made by a local chef who has become known as the “performance chef” 
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among performance artists. During a chat with an artist at the performance 
chef’s table, she said to me: “I try to take part in this festival as often as I can 
just to enjoy this food” (Artist, June14, 2013). Another curator was recognized 
for having good relationships with the local community, making sure that his 
festival is heavily attended by locals who are considered to be “supporting” 
spectators and interested in performance art—a relationship which has grown 
stronger from the first edition of the festivals up to the present day.  

Other curators have been praised for their aim and vison, celebrating the 
core values of their practice, producing festivals that are strategically located 
to provide exiting performance art festivals. In particular, one of the most 
praised festivals, also known as the “pirate festival” due its aim and vison to 
“deframe” contemporary art, is strategically distributed in the streets of Ven-
ice, during the Venice biennale. The curatorial concept of deframing refers to 
performance art’s ability to function as an alternative to mainstream art, based 
on artists’ direct confrontation with their environment in order to provide plat-
forms for cultural democracy. Distributed outside the walls of the biennale, it 
functions as an alternative means of experience art—one that is considered 
“less hierarchal” and less about “economic profit”. On the pirate festival’s 
website, one can read:  

When we are asked why we wish to deframe contemporary art, we answer with 
other questions: why shall we maintain the gap between art and life? Why shall 
we exclude people from contemporary art? Each time a work of art is made 
for, or presented within the context of the framing art institution, the distance 
between art and life is maintained. Like a status quo. It is when art leaves the 
institution to meet life and its people that something happens, that the defram-
ing of art takes place. That moment is a magical one. (Curatorial writing) 

Measuring Success 
Once festivals have ended, curators describe that there is little time for rest. 
Either they are participating in some upcoming festival or similar event, or 
they need to begin to work with their next edition of their own festival(s). 
However, before such work begins, they take the time to evaluate their recent 
festival. They evaluate “what was good”, “what was bad”, “what can be im-
proved”, “how the artists experienced the festival”, etc. In this evaluation pro-
cess, organizers also think in terms of success. They generally speak of two 
components of success: public success and communal success.  

Public success may be hard to measure: however, there are some proofs of 
success stressed by the organizers. For instance, festivals that have managed 
to establish yearly events and stable platforms is one way to speak of a suc-
cess. As stressed by an organizer in an interview who celebrated his tenth 
edition described:  
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When [we] first started it was with some scandals, but since then we can say 
that [we] have won over the hearts and minds of the people [of that city] … 
When you have the fruit salesmen explaining the work of the artists to pass-
ersby, then you have achieved something (Organizer, May 25, 2013). 

 
Public success can moreover be measured by the festivals’ attention value, 

that is, if it has attracted local arts councils or other actors within the local 
community that were interested in economic support or other forms of en-
gagement. 

Communal success concerns primarily the linking of artists with one an-
other. As one of the organizers stressed: “A successful festival is not about 
the quality of the work, but it is the result. I mean, if the festival created some 
connections between the participants and so on. This connection factor is the 
value meter I think” (Organizer, May 24, 2014). This line of reasoning can be 
understood in relation to the relatively small community of performance art-
ists. Even if there are many artists that do performances, few do it on a regular 
basis. The mission to bring artists from various collectives together and have 
them experience each other’s work is the aim for many upcoming perfor-
mance art festivals. The cooperation and construction of new ties plays a sig-
nificant role for the contemporary scene. Performance art festivals have been 
described as “family reunions” since there are relatively stable networks of 
artists participating in these festivals. Although this is a value in itself, it is 
also considered to be problematic, since it is evidence of a negative autono-
mization that leads to a more restrict definition of what performance art could 
be.  

Summary  
In this chapter, I have analyzed how performance art is curated, focusing on 
how artists take on the role of organizers and curators of performance art fes-
tivals. We have seen that the social structure of performance art festivals is 
based on a switch-role structure—meaning that actors operate as both artists 
and curators and as such, switch from being (e)valuated to (e)valuating others. 
This has consequences for their curatorial and organizational roles. Since most 
of the actors are both artists and curators, and share similar networks, their 
curatorial practice is affected by their own identity as artists.  

Curating performance art is considered to be a noble practice involving a 
spirit of spontaneity. It is considered to be different from more traditional 
forms of curating, since the work being presented is often unknown before-
hand. This in turn requires dialogue between curator and artists to limit the 
possible indifference and misunderstandings between them. For instance, we 
have seen that some curators make use of written contracts to ensure that art-
ists do not endanger themselves and others. We have also seen that even 
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though curators do not want to have limitations, there are some constraints, 
and in particular, in terms of budgeting for what can and cannot be offered to 
artists and their performances. And furthermore, depending on the context of 
the festival, some performances can be considered problematic because they 
can endanger the existence of a festival. We saw this in the case of one of the 
festivals distributed in China, in which the curator ended two performances; 
one because of its political statement; and the other for its risk of injuring 
passersby.  

Moreover, we have seen some of the curatorial preferences when selecting 
artists for festivals. In their selection of artists to their festivals, four types of 
artistic features have been stressed by the curators. Usually they invite a guest 
of honor, who is a recognized artist within the world of performance art and 
has made a significant impact. This is partly done to increase the status of the 
festival. Another type of artists are social artists, who stand out as bringing 
good atmosphere to festivals and contributing to the festivals’ community 
spirit. Curators also favor hardworking artists who make the most of their fes-
tival participation by constructing several performances. And last, newcomers 
play a significant role in festivals’ development and (re)production, and are 
considered to trigger older artists, who need to be on their toes when perform-
ing in front the new generation of artists, which in turn increases the quality 
of festivals. And as noted, some artists tend to have a mixture of these quali-
ties.  

Thereafter we saw some of the features that a good curator is considered to 
have. For instance, to be regarded as a good curator of performance art festi-
vals, one should have the skill to seek funding and write good applications. 
Furthermore, it is important to engender a creative environment that makes 
artists feel comfortable by maintaining dialogue. And a celebrated feature 
among some curators is the aim and vison of their festival. We saw how one 
of the festivals was recognized for its strategic location outside the walls of 
the Venice Biennale, making it a pirate festival and alternative to contempo-
rary mainstream art by deframing what is considered “contemporary” in the 
art world.   

In the final section of the chapter, we saw how a festival is measured in 
terms of success. Curators speak of two general methods to measure success: 
public and communal. Public success refers to the festival’s ability to attract 
attention from the general public, but also, from local arts councils or other 
actors within the local community that were interested in economic support 
or other forms of engagement. On the other hand, communal success concerns 
(re)production of the convaluation of performance art, in which the construc-
tion of new ties is valorized to contribute to the future of performance art. 
Moving on, in the next chapter we will see how things are done at performance 
art festivals.  
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4. The Culture at Festivals  

In the previous chapter, we saw how the social structure of the convaluation 
of performance art is based on a switch-role structure. In this chapter, the pur-
pose is to analyze the “culture” (how things are done; Aspers 2008:1) at per-
formance art festivals. For instance, how are festivals organized in terms of 
activities? How are performances constructed? How are they tutored? And 
how are public audiences confronted in the public room? The chapter begins 
with an overview of festivals. Then we will see how performances are con-
structed and tutored at workshops. Finally, we will see how public audiences 
might react to performance art works and how festival participants deal with 
such situations. 

The Course of Festivals 
Performance art festivals span over two to five days and usually have a pro-
gram. The festival starts with an initial meeting for the core participants, at 
which 20 people at an average-size festival come together. They are usually 
served food and beverages (wine, beer, and non-alcoholic alternatives) as they 
are given practical information and possible alterations to the festival pro-
gram. Artists are also set up in their accommodation and are given some lei-
sure time before the formal opening of the festival. These encounters are also 
opportunities for artists and organizers to discuss in more detail about the or-
ganizational matters. Some festivals also organize workshops, which are plat-
forms for artists to develop their performance art skills. The workshops often 
take place some days before the main festival and comprise primarily art stu-
dents who have been invited by the organizers through their teachers. They 
are in general not open to the public.  

The formal beginning of festivals usually starts with an opening ceremony 
in which the curator(s) presents his/her vision of the festival. The vision and 
aim for most organizers is to bring art closer to the general public. As one of 
them described: “We want to reach out with art to everyone. The idea that art 
is for everyone and that everyone is an artist is one of our festival’s founda-
tions” (Organizer, June 12, 2015). Organizers, some more than others, believe 
that performance art contributes to “democratizing art”, and in so doing festi-
vals are one of the most fruitful distribution channels to carry this vision 
through. The vision to contribute to the democratization of contemporary art 
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also has to do with the notion of expanding the discourse on art––to make it 
less “academic” as one of the organizers described on his festival’s webpage:  

We do not separate people into categories, we do not wish to have an audience 
exclusively with an academic background. No, we want to reach out to every-
one, to the people. And it is important to us. Because no one understands art 
better than anyone else. Everybody can understand and feel, think and imagine 
(Curatorial writing). 

 
After presenting the festival’s aim and vision, usually a guest of honor is 

presented. A guest of honor, as we saw in the previous chapter, is a recognized 
artist from the local community that has made a significant impact on their 
world. These artists are invited due to their previous endeavors, but also add 
to the festival’s “attention value” (Ronström 2011).6 Some festivals also have 
the tradition of inviting members of the local arts council to say something 
about the festival and give their views on performance art in relation to the 
local community. These kick-off events usually take place in the evenings, are 
open to the public and have food (snacks) and drinks available. The number 
of people attending these openings has varied from 30 to over 150 including 
organizer(s), artists, volunteers, and visitors. Below, I will show an example 
of how some of these opening ceremonies sound:  

I (1): It is my privilege to welcome you to three days of performance…We talk 
about it before and I find it very interesting when I meet people performing in 
the streets where I’m confronted alongside the public, who sometimes is not 
so familiar with it, so it creates an interesting tension, and also a moment in 
which you share something with other people who you don’t know and haven’t 
met before. I’m looking forward to this year and I say welcome to all the artists, 
some of whom I have met before, some of whom I haven’t, and am looking 
forward to three days of performances. I’m glad to be a part of this. Thank you. 
[Applaud] (Organizer, May 25, 2013) 

I (2): I promised myself to write a speech when my brother told me that it was 
my turn to give the opening speech but I didn’t have time for it so I will actually 
just talk about the past a little bit, little about the future and something about 
the festival of course. This is the 9th edition we have presented in Gothenburg. 
Since we started in 2006, we have presented over 350 performances, outdoors 
and indoors at different institutions. We have presented 150 artists form 30 
countries, so we are one of the most, I would say, international festivals that I 
can think of in fine art. And this is the last edition of this festival in this format. 
Because next year, for our 10the anniversary, we will change performance and 
develop it into something that we find interesting. You know that performance 
art is the art where you don’t know what the fuck will happen around the corner 
and we want to keep that thing going, so next year the festival will change 
form. (Organizer, May 25, 2013)  

                                                
6 The Swedish ethnologist Owe Ronström (2011) argues that festivals are deeply embedded in 
monetary, symbolic, and attention economies.  
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The opening ceremony is usually followed by some performances and/or 
lecture(s) (usually given by invited artists or art critics). The lectures are sim-
ilar to academic ones, and include discussions of specific topics such as per-
formance art’s interdisciplinary quality and its contemporary position in the 
art world. For instance, in one of the festivals, one of the participating artists 
held a lecture on the role of documentation in performance art. He presented 
some ideas about how to combine the experience of live performances and 
their post-presentation by showing his own work in which he had worked with 
a photographer who followed him around the globe taking photos of his per-
formances. He emphasized the difficulties in such forms of presentation, ar-
guing that a photo will never be the same as the live situation. However, he 
wanted to raise this issue among the other artists and discuss alternative ways 
to “capture” a live performance to keep it “alive” after its presentation. In 
particularly, how documentation became significant as a form of artistic “leg-
acy”—a form of evidence that the performances actually took place. And 
moreover, function as post-representation of performances to be used for other 
purposes such as making of books and other forms of documentation of art-
ists’ biographies.  

In addition to lectures, more or less organized artist talks or panel discus-
sion, are also common elements in performance art festivals. In contrast to 
lectures, these events are organized for the invited artists to discuss “hot but-
ton issues”. The talks are commonly moderated by one of the artists or the 
organizers and focus on issues concerning the contemporary world of perfor-
mance art. Some of these issues have concerned alternative ways to distribute 
performances, the contemporary function of performance art, funding issues, 
networking, the possibilities and difficulties to work in various contexts, etc. 
Hence, artist talks play a significant role for performance artists since they 
provide intense sites and moments for negotiating value (cf. Moeran & Peder-
sen 2011).7 Artist talks and panel discussion can be considered to be the most 
concentrated form of the reproduction of the performance art culture (cf. 
Delanty 2011).8  

Lately some festivals have begun to video record their artist talks and up-
load them to YouTube channels so other artists can take part in their discus-
sion. This has proven to be appreciated by members of this art world because 
they can follow what was discussed in festivals. Below I will present an out-
take from an artist talk that was published on a festival’s YouTube channel. 

                                                
7 In their edited volume Negotiating Values in the Creative Industries, Moeran & Pedersen 
(2011) shows how fairs and festivals provide sites and moments for local communities to ne-
gotiate value. This is also the case at performance art festivals.  
8 Following Delanty’s suggestion that festivals are places for the (re)production of culture, per-
formance art festivals, and especially, focused events such as artist talks, contribute to the con-
tingency of their culture, including the discussion of values.  
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I (1): I think nowadays we have a lot of performance art events in all museums 
and everywhere all over the world. But I think in this sense––where we are is 
“off-scene”, little money and everything, but we have a lot of performance art 
also coming now to the official places like MoMA. You know that. I am not 
sure. I am asking you: “Do you think it’s helpful for the idea and the movement 
of performance art that we have these big events? Or, do you think it destroys 
whatever original idea of performance art…if it goes too much to whatever 
maybe “market” or whatever it may be?” I have asked a lot of friends and find 
that there are a lot of different opinions about this. (Artist, April 15, 2012) 

I (2): I don’t think that what Abramović is doing now is performance at all 
anymore, so I have a big problem with this MoMA exhibition. What I saw, it’s 
just shit what I saw. But I don’t see so much that other big museums have this, 
what do you mean, for example? (Artist, April 15, 2012) 

I (1): I see a lot of openings, for example, when they do opening performances; 
they invite a performance artist to do this. You know Jonathan Meese in Ger-
many, he is very famous, but not only him but also other artists such as Jon 
Block. You know, he is a performance artist. He is one of the most well-known 
German artists now. (Artist, April 15, 2012) 

I (2): But I think it is a very different idea of performance art that these people 
have. Because they are selling things, they are producing products for the mar-
ket, for the museums, they are producing pieces. I think most of us work dif-
ferently. I don’t have a problem with this. They can do this, but I don’t think 
it helps us. It’s another form; it is a market that they are doing. Also, 
Abramović is just doing things for the market and in the market. (Artist, April 
15, 2012) 

I (4): I have an idea. I don’t care. In one way, I think it’s important that perfor-
mance is recognized at that level because it gives performance credibility. And 
it doesn’t mean that individual artists must buy into the marketplace. This hap-
pens in all kinds of art practices in all kinds of disciplines. People make art for 
different reasons. There isn’t one art scene. There are many parallel scenes and 
I think that when I teach my students I try to explain to them that there are 
many ways that you can be an artist and function as an artist in the world. The 
only time I get upset with the designating [of] performance art people is … On 
CBC radio, a few weeks ago, Gian Gomeshi was saying that Lady Gaga is a 
performance artist. Lady Gaga is a celebrity; she is not a performance artist in 
my view. Marina Abramović is a performance artist. What she is doing now 
may not be very interesting to some people, like us, but it is interesting for 
other people who may be intimidated or don’t want to come to this part of town 
and deal with boredom. So, I feel it’s fine. It is not changing what I’m doing. 
So, the more the better. And you know, there is bad art. There’s always bad art 
and there’s good and it’s better to have more art whether it’s bad or good art, 
and then we can have a conversation about what we can describe as good or 
bad. That’s my opinion. (Artist, April 15, 2012) 

I (3): If somebody who doesn’t know what performance art is learns that the 
museum of modern art is presenting this stuff and that person is a little more 
knowledgeable, that’s probably better than worse, because that person you 
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know may end up on some art support committee which ends up deciding 
whether we get money and rather than have that idea that this is legitimate, 
rather than let them continue to think that this is just crazy. I think it’s good 
and bad, but I figure if it legitimizes, it is probably better than bad. (Artist, 
April 15, 2012) 

 
This small outtake from an artist talk at a performance art festival shows 

an ongoing discussion among performance artists concerning their commit-
ment to operating “off scene” and “off market” in contrast to other recognized 
performance artists. Few of them make their living from their performance art 
work, but rather from their salary as teachers and/or the production of artifacts. 
Their interest in performance art is often grounded in the production of an art 
that is an alternative to their other artistic expression. They value performance 
art for its ephemeral qualities and that it was and still is for some artists dif-
ferent from market-based art. As the discussion above shows, performance 
artists recognize artists such as Abramović and John Block, but agree that 
these well-known names produce performance pieces for the market, some-
thing they do not consider themselves to do.  

Moving on, there are often two sessions each day of the festival: a day 
session and an evening session. Day sessions often take place in public spaces 
such as town squares, parks, markets and so on. They are sometimes referred 
to as “open space”, “open ground”, or “common ground” in which most or all 
artists are expected to take part. During these sessions, there are no formal 
presentations of the artists. They just perform in the chosen area and are more 
or less self-propelled.  

Sometimes artists carry out several performances during these sessions, 
which is seen as a quality among organizers because it is a sign that the invited 
artist is making the most out of his/her festival participation (as we saw in the 
previous chapter). Below there are two figures that show how typical perfor-
mances may look in public spaces. The first figure shows a solo performance 
inside a market place in the south of France. And in the second figure a col-
laborative performance is displayed in which three artists have come together 
in the same space and their initial solo performances coagulate in the space.  
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Figure 4.1. The artist is dressed in cleaning towels lying on the floor inside a market 
in the south of France, cleaning the floor. Most of the onlookers did not bother to 
pay much attention to the performance, while others took great interest and tried to 
communicate with the artist, asking what she was doing while she was sweeping the 
floor with her body. She did not respond.  
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Figure 4.2. In the middle of the picture, three artists coagulate in the same spot in 
the center of an outside market. Two of them engage in a discussion while the man 
in black continues his movement on the pavement. Few of the passersby noticed that 
there were artists performing around them. However, the salesmen on both sides of 
the street followed the performances intensively.  

During the evening sessions, performances often take place inside galleries 
and/or museums. They are more organized in terms of time frame. Since there 
may be around five to eight performances during an evening session, artists 
are usually given around 30 to 40 minutes to carry out their work (there are 
exceptions in which artists do durational performances that can last from some 
hours to throughout the whole festival).  

In contrast to performances taking place in public spaces, which are more 
spur-of-the-moment performances, and in which the main witnesses are peo-
ple in their everyday lives, peers make up the larger part of witnesses in the 
evening sessions. In most of the festivals I have attended, the viewers of even-
ing performances have made up of more than 50 percent of the festival partic-
ipants. Consequently, the style and execution of evening performances are of-
ten more directed to peers. For example, artists commonly work in a more 
minimal fashion in which details play a significant part in the artist’s work 
that could have been difficult to spot in an outdoor environment. Here, one 
can observe peers’ behavior and conventional patterns of observing one an-
other. For instance, peers often know what to expect and are also less afraid 
to confront the other artists, to study detailed signs of communication that add 
to the understanding of the experience of a performance. Such behavior is less 
common among witnesses in the streets.  
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The figures below are two examples of evening performances that are pri-
marily witnessed by peers. These figures demonstrate the typical setting for 
indoor performances and peer witnesses’ perception. The documentation of 
performances in general is done by volunteers or by organizers themselves. 
This documentation is then used to archive performances and is used for up-
coming events. There are also participating artists that take photos, but that is 
mainly for private use.  

 
Figure 4.3. The artist walks around the space with blue pigment on his head and af-
ter some time he becomes interactive with the witnesses comprising primarily peers 
and the festival’s organizer and volunteers.  
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Figure 4.4. An artist washes and hang bills from different countries. Most of the wit-
nesses are peers and volunteers in this evening performance taking place inside an 
art gallery.  

Festivals usually conclude with some sort of ending ceremony, including 
some words from the organizers. They try to sum up the total experience of 
the festival and thank everyone involved. One of the most memorable official 
endings of a festival I attended was at a festival in China. Before the festivities 
ended, there was an open dialogue (like an artist talk) in which the artists 
asked the audience (mostly art students from a nearby art school) about their 
experience of the festival. Some of the questions were about whether they had 
had a good time during the festival and whether they would consider doing 
performances themselves. Many of the students nodded and some responded 
that they had been inspired to create performances themselves. One of the 
artists ended the talk by saying: “We can only hope that the images we make 
stay in your heart as you grow. And if you remember us, you teach us that art 
is a completely universal language. And that is simply an amazing thing” (Art-
ist, May 23, 2014).   

Constructing Performances 
When invited to participate in a performance art festival, most artists com-
monly do some “research” on the site and location before they opt to do their 
work there. The general rule is that you should bring new work to a festival 
to “communicate” with the local community. Such performances can be re-
ferred to as “site-specific” (cf. Kaye 2013). As we have seen, performance 
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artists value an audience comprised of people in their everyday lives, hence, 
they often try to construct their work in public places such as city centers, 
parks, markets, etc. They enjoy working in crowded places to try to engage 
with many people. Hence, as one informant noted, it is important to work with 
local signs and symbols to connect with the local public in some sense. This 
means that performance artists often seek some cultural significance of the 
site and use materials or body techniques to connect with the local public. It 
makes little sense to work with materials as metaphors that do not speak to 
the local community. Performance artists stress that to become present in a 
local community one should “pay attention to local manners” and “understand 
the rules of engagement”. However, they further note that it is important to 
bring “some part of yourself” in your performances. Fundamentally, it is the 
corporeality of the artist that gives a performance its attention value.  

Occasionally when artists do their site-specific performances, they tend to 
be inspired by the same local characteristics. This is often the case when the 
local community is small and famous for a particular cultural practice. To give 
one example, I attended a performance art festival in the south of France, a 
small fishing village that is famous for being the center of water jousting, a 
tradition in which two challengers carrying a lance and a shield, stand on a 
platform on the stern of a boat. The aim is to send the opponent into the water 
whilst maintaining one’s own balance on the platform. During the festival, 
several artists constructed performances that had some reference to water 
jousting. The two figures below show two artists carrying out performances 
inspired by this local characteristic.  

 
Figure 4.5. An artist is standing by the canal in the center of Sète. She is painted red 
and equipped with the traditional lance and shield used in water jousting. 
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Figure 4.6. This photo shows another artist who has made use of water jousting in 
his performance, which took place down at the dock at night time.  

The artist in the first figure described how she had done some research 
before coming to the festival and found out that the town was very famous for 
its water jousting. She stressed that:  

In water jousting, they use the two colors of red and blue. Red has always been 
a color that I have worked with. I learned that water jousting is only for men, 
so I wanted to create a warrior character which symbolizes a woman (Artist, 
June 13, 2013). 

 
Inspired by the water jousting, and the fact that it was primarily a male-

dominated sport, she used her female identity in the performance. Moreover, 
she explained to me that she commonly worked with the color red because it 
symbolized both “femininity” and her heritage growing up in China. She ex-
plained: “I always try to bring some part of myself into my work” (Artist, June 
13, 2013). 

I spoke with another artist (see Figure 4.6) doing a similar performance in 
the evening in the same town. He also described how he had read about the 
tradition of water jousting before coming to the festival, which had inspired 
this performance. Using a different strategy from his female colleague, the 
artist in question had scanned the town during the day for materials to use in 
his performance. He found a spear similar to the one the female artist had 
found, but used a trash can lid as a shield and dressed in a fishing outfit.  
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This is one example of how artists sometimes become inspired by the same 
local practices and use them in their performances. Related to evaluative con-
cerns, peers may find it interesting that artists end up creating performances 
from similar observations. It shows that they share similar working strategies 
and share similar interests. Since an artist’s personality strongly influences 
each performance, the risk of “copycats” is rather small. However, I have met 
artists who have felt that they need to change their intended performances at 
the last minute because other artists in the same festival (often the same day) 
have made site-specific performances “too” similar to what they themselves 
were planning to do. Hence, some artists have learned that it is good to spend 
some time on their research about local communities to find a range of various 
characteristics to have alternatives if they feel that other artists are doing sim-
ilar performances, and at times, perhaps better than their own idea.    

In contrast to site-specific performances, artists also like to challenge them-
selves by coming somewhat empty-handed to a festival to rely on their crea-
tivity in situ. I call these performances ethnographic performances,9 since 
they are constructed from artists’ observations and examination of the local 
communities in real time. I will show three example of such performances 
here. The first two performances symbolize artists who walk around the fes-
tival’s location and find situations without using any materials in their con-
struction of performances. Their method is to work with the environment and 
recognize situations which they find interesting. Such performances are com-
monly described by the artists themselves as the production of live imagery. 

                                                
9 This can be related to what is known as “the ethnographic model” (Foster 1996) that has been 
part of artistic production since Surrealism in the 1930s (Clifford 1988) to the avant garde-
inspired experiments of the writing-culture debate of the 1980s (Marcus and Fischer 1986) and 
the “ethnographic turn” within contemporary art of the early 1990s (see Foster 1996; Coles 
2000).  
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Figure 4.7. The artist in the middle of the picture stands on his knees in a parking 
space for motorcycles. Before coming to this site, he had been walking around the 
area for some time, trying to find a space to work with. He stood there for approxi-
mately two hours, while owners of the parked vehicles came and went. Some were a 
bit confused, while others asked him what he was doing. Occasionally he re-
sponded: “I’m parked here”. 
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Figure 4.8. The artist stands against a flagpole around which he has wrapped his 
hooded jacket. He stood there for approximately three hours.   

While the first two examples of ethnographic performances focus on “live 
imagery”, the third example demonstrates an ethnographic performance 
which focuses more on public identification. This performance took place at 
a festival in China during which I was invited on a city tour in downtown 
Guangzhou by some festival participants. We were walking around the shop-
ping district, guided by one of the festival volunteers. The streets were 
crowded with salesmen who practically dragged you into their stores. Every-
where you looked there were salesmen, standing on chairs, clapping their 
hands meanwhile they were shouting at passersby to enter their stores. In-
spired by the salesmen, one of the artists produced a performance the day after 
in which he imitated their behavior. Outside the festival’s main space (a gal-
lery), in a village square where the festival took place, he set up a chair and a 
table. On the table, he placed two bottles of red wine and a pack of plastic 
cups. Then, he went up on the chair and started clapping his hands. There were 
about 80 to 100 people present, and after a minute or so, some of them ap-
proached the table, pouring some wine in the cups and drank. Once the cups 
were all used up, he stopped clapping his hands and crawled under the table 
and carried it away on his back.  
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4.9. The artist stands on the chair and claps his hands while people are pouring and 
enjoying the red wine he has put on the table. This performance was a result of the 
artists’ experience of the seller’s behavior downtown. 

The above-presented performance is one of many ethnographic-perfor-
mances I have observed at performance art festivals. These performances 
came into being based on artists’ ethnographic (observation) skills, a common 
method used to challenge oneself to engage with local communities. As one 
of the artists put it in an interview:  

I like to observe people in their everyday situations in order to connect with 
them in some way. Working in new places is hard, but also the most interesting 
way to develop your own concept. Performance art is about connectivity you 
know, and learning about local manners enables you to connect with others 
(Artist, June 2, 2015). 

 
If successfully executed, ethnographic performances can impress peers. On 

several occasions, I have overheard artists complimenting one another on their 
observational skills. To recognize local customs and behavior and then con-
struct performances around them in an interesting way is often praised by fel-
low artists. It is a skill that artists develop throughout their careers as perfor-
mance artists. As was stressed by one performance art organizer: “You know, 
the best artists are those who have a peripheral vision. I mean, artists who can 
recognize moments of presence” (Organizer, April 14, 2013). More evidence 
of such praised performances can be found on performance art festivals’ 
webpages and artists’ Facebook pages. As we will see in Chapter 5, social 
media such as Facebook plays a significant role in the objectification and 
praise value for artists. When fellow artists capture live imagery on camera 
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(often with their mobile phones), and share those images on their Facebook 
timeline, they become objects of (e)valuation and rise in objectivity (cf. Hein-
ich 2000).10     

Teaching Performance  
I will now show how performance art is tutored at performance art festivals. 
As usual, when I prepared my visit to a performance art festival, I tried to get 
as much information as possible by scrolling around the festival’s webpage, 
which usually provides the necessary information about the general structure 
and scheduled events. On one festival homepage, I was informed that they 
would organize a workshop for art students, three days before the opening of 
the main festival. I sent an email to the organizers and asked if it was possible 
to observe the workshop. They replied saying that I had to check with the tutor 
myself. Luckily for me, I had already met the tutor in Boston when I was 
visiting a performance art school so I emailed her and asked if it was possible 
to take part in her workshop. She replied: “Yes, I think it is okay. Hopefully 
the students won’t mind either, but I think that what I plan to do will be okay 
for someone to observe. BUT, I might ask you to do some of it too” (Tutor, 
May 2, 2014). I responded that I was pleased to participate in the workshop. 

The workshop comprised 12 participants including myself and the tutor. 
The first session began with a short presentation of everyone. I was the odd 
one out and informed the group about my role as a research student and the 
aim of my thesis work and my intention with the workshop. I had already met 
most of the students in other festivals so most of them knew of me and my 
thesis project. The students were mainly from Scandinavia, one from Poland 
and two from the U.S. Most were visual art students, but there were also two 
participants who came from performing arts schools.  

After the round of presentation, we discussed issues concerning fears in 
making performances and what it means to make art and be an artist. Some 
spoke about the fear of presenting oneself in front of others, while others 
spoke about the fear of being considered a “spectacle” (to make a fool of one-
self). One of the students described himself as a “licensed fool”, arguing that 
the framing of art gives you a certain freedom to act “crazy” and that you can 
hide behind the concept of art and being an artist. The others smiled and I felt 
that they more or less agreed with him. Then we were given notebooks to 
write down our experiences and reflections as the discussion went on. The 
notebook was also to be used for home assignments.  

After the first session, which lasted for about an hour, we were asked to 
reflect and write down the following questions:  

                                                
10 Nathalie Heinich (2000) suggests that we can measure the objectivity of an artistic event by 
following the admiration given too it from its moment of creation to its final praise.  
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• Why are you an artist?  
• Why do you make artwork?  
• For whom do you make your work?  
• Who is your audience?  
• Who has it been or who do you want it to be?  
• What do you feel is your obligation to your witnesses? 
• What is your obligation to yourself?  

 
In addition to answering those questions, we were instructed to bring ma-

terial for the next day to work with. The only requirement was that it should 
not be so precious that others could not use it, and moreover, there should be 
enough of it to be able to work with it several times. 

For the second day, I brought a used carpet I had taken from home, as ma-
terial to use in the workshop. Before we presented our materials, we were 
asked to write our first thoughts upon waking up that morning in our notebook. 
Then, we should name three things that we were most aware of that morning, 
from getting out of bed until arriving at the workshop. After this, we were 
instructed to lay down our material in front of us. Then we were told to move 
one step to our right. Thus, we were all faced with material that someone else 
had brought with them. I found myself in front of an ink pen, which came to 
be my working material. Then we were asked to find a space to work in, any-
where in or outside the building, examine the material in that place, using all 
our senses.  

I took the ink pen and walked across the space and entered a storage room. 
In there I found a space on a shelf and began to examine the pen. It soon struck 
me that I wanted to make it into a musical instrument. I began to disassemble 
the pen and reconstruct it as a flute. After 15 minutes, I returned to the circle 
as we had been instructed. Next we were required to write down our experi-
ence and describe the material. What senses did we use the most to examine 
it, and what senses did we use the least? Furthermore, we should describe the 
space we had chosen to be in, what interested us about the space, how our 
body fit within it, what we still knew about the space. After this, we were sent 
back into our chosen space and were now asked to examine the material, ex-
perience the space, and discover what we didn’t find the first time, using dif-
ferent senses, a different physical orientation in the space. As I returned to the 
space I began to be more attentive to the space and investigate it further. Since 
it was a storage room, there were lots of tools, props and other kinds of objects 
in the space. Thus, there were a lot of different impressions to take in. 

When we returned, again, after 15 minutes, we were asked to write what 
else we learned about the material and the space, what other associations arose 
this time around, what the differences were between the first and second time 
we examined the material and the space, and what did this experience make 
us understand about ourselves. Then we were asked one last time to go back 
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to the space and examine what the material and the space wanted to know 
about us.  

I returned for the third time around and tried to set my mind to the given 
task. What did the material and space want to know about me? I found myself 
in a kind of meditative state, feeling very tired. I had to push myself and con-
centrate on what the environment could possibly like to know about me? After 
spending another 15 minutes in the space I returned to the circle exhausted. 
This time we were asked to write down how we let the material and space 
speak to us, what they taught us, how we oriented ourselves––physically and 
psychologically––to the material and the space change, how were we in the 
space differently, did we feel our bodies differently, what did we not let them 
know about us?  

The final part of this task was to bring the rest of the group with us, who 
would operate as witnesses. I was first out and guided them into the storage 
room. In there, I showed them the ink pen, which at this state was completely 
broken and torn apart. I was instructed to show the group one action which I 
felt I was equal with the space and the material. My initial aim was to trans-
form the pen into an instrument, a flute or something like that. The more I 
worked with it, the more I broke it. My hands were colored blue from the ink. 
When in the third round I investigated how the space and material spoke to 
me, I found the word “trasigt” (broken) written on the wall, which was a sec-
tion for broken amplifiers and other damaged goods. The action I presented 
for the group was that I held the broken pen pointing to the word written on 
the wall. My intention was to connect the pen, which I had investigated, but 
was now in such state that it belonged to the damaged goods section of the 
room. The students who knew Swedish connected quite quickly with the idea 
of the “broken” and translated the word for the English speakers, who then 
smiled and nodded. I experienced an interesting connectivity in the space and 
for some time I felt part of the group, setting aside my role as observer.  

After my presentation, we went around to the other’s spaces in which they 
also presented part of their performative actions. Then we were sent back to 
write about our experience:  

 
• How was it different with witnesses?  
• What felt new?  
• What did we discover?  
• What wasn’t the same?  
• Were we equal players with the space and the materials, or was one 

or another in control?  
• What images, associations, impressions, and memories did we have 

in response to the action? 
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My overall experience of this first part of the workshop, which lasted over 
two days, made me aware of how one can think about becoming present. I 
experienced the combination of practice and theory (asking oneself why and 
how questions about one’s actions) functioning as a method to become aware 
of one’s action through various communicative triggers. As I have described 
above, this became especially evident when we were asked to find out what 
the environment wanted to know about us. For me, that was challenging and 
I experienced a physical reaction to it in the form of intense fatigue. The whole 
process, which was divided into three steps, made one pay attention to the 
object, the space, one’s body, your concept, and the time frame, which made 
me feel exhausted, but also excited.  

Reflecting on an artist’s description that performance art is a way to “merge 
yourself phenomenologically”, my own experience of this exercise could be 
analyzed as a phenomenological investigation. A phenomenological investi-
gation can be understood as:  

an attempt to set aside what we already know about something and describe 
how we come to know it; it is a matter of tracing the process by means of which 
we give meaning to the world (Benton & Crib 2011:84). 

 
While phenomenologists use this methodology to examine taken-for-

granted knowledge about the social world, performance artists use this ap-
proach to experience awareness through becoming present. This is not in any 
way unique to performance art, but is used in other art practices as well (e.g., 
Figal 2015). However, since the bodily presence is core in performance art, 
this way of merging oneself into a situation to discover awareness in various 
forms (in situ and reflections of such through writings) is one way to develop 
one’s performance art skill.   

While the first part of the workshop focused on becoming present and ex-
periencing presence through the means of using an object and trying to con-
nect it with a chosen space. The second part of the workshop focused on the 
examination of social systems.  

On the last day of the workshop, we were given 30 minutes to go outdoors, 
preferably in a busy part of town, and find two or three social systems to ex-
amine. While there, we were to stay in the location and watch how it operated. 
We were instructed to bring our notebooks so we could take notes. We should 
reflect upon what the organizational principles were in that location. What 
were the rules of engagement?  

Everyone took their notebooks and went outside the space. Most students 
spread out and chose different directions. I found a path leading down to a 
dock where I began to study people’s movement on the sidewalk. After the 30 
minutes, I returned to the space where we were required to answer the follow-
ing questions:  
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• How are the rules of the system communicated?  
• Is it possible to encounter the system before you are told, or can 

you learn the rules?  
• In what ways is it possible to not be able to learn the rules?  
• What is acceptable or proper behavior in the system? And how do 

you know?  
• What is unacceptable or improper behavior in the system? And how 

do you know? Who enforces the rules? 
 

The next time we were sent out, we were instructed ask for help. We were 
to choose one system we had identified and go out there again to spend time 
in it and engage within it. Our task was to observe how other people used the 
system. We were asked to pay attention to their energy dynamics, the amount 
of time that they spend engaging with it, whether they were happy or sad, 
relaxed or stressed. When and if we would encounter some aspect of it that 
we didn’t understand, we should ask for help, which should be a genuine re-
quest, not something we pretend to not know. She further instructed: “Do not 
worry, there will always be something that you do not know or understand. 
Take your time to discover your question, and to decide whom you want to 
ask and how you want to ask. If one question is answered quickly, find an-
other, deeper, question to ask.”  

I stayed with the social system I had observed down at the sidewalk and 
returned there. I concentrated on how people had made use of or had not made 
use of the white street surface markers. I observed how people moved and 
whether they followed the rule of walking on the correct side or not. My task 
was to ask for help, and learn more about the system, so I decided to ask a 
man on which side of the sidewalk I was supposed to walk.  

It became an interesting meeting. At first he was quite sure whether you 
should walk on the right side, but then he became uncertain. He picked up his 
smartphone and googled it. He found out that according to the recommenda-
tion, you were meant to walk on the left side on smaller roads, and that bikes 
and other vehicles were meant to keep to their right. I thanked him for his help 
and then he moved on. I was surprised that he pulled out his phone, and spent 
that much time helping me out. I returned after the 30 minutes to the space 
where we were instructed to write how it felt to ask for help.  

 
• Was it easy or difficult to get someone to help you?  
• What adjustments did you make to be successful in receiving assis-

tance?  
• What else did you learn about the system?  
• And lastly, do you understand the system differently now? 
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In the last round of our examination of our chosen social system we were 
instructed to offer people help. We were supposed to find someone, within the 
system that we were examining, and offer them assistance, and have it ac-
cepted. We were told that this may take more than one attempt. So, we set off 
once again and I retuned down to the sidewalk. This time around I was scan-
ning the system to locate whether there was someone who needed assistance. 
This wasn’t an easy task. I experienced it as a quite challenging task and had 
a hard time finding a situation in which I could offer help. I mean, how could 
I offer people help on the sidewalk?  

However, after some time, I spotted a woman who was walking her dog. 
She was taking pictures with her phone as she walked along the dock and it 
looked quite difficult, because the dog was going in the opposite direction. I 
walk up to her, quite nervous, and asked if she needed help holding her dog 
while she was taking pictures. My first thought was that she would reject me 
in an instant and think of me as a crazy person, but I was once again surprised 
when she accepted my help. I held her dog for a short period of time while 
she took a photo of the river and then handed the leash back to her. She 
thanked me and kept on walking.  

I was quite euphoric and returned to the group yearning to share my expe-
rience with them. I returned to the space for the last time and was required to 
answer the last set of questions.  

 
• How did it feel to offer help?  
• How was it received?  
• Did you have to make adjustments for it to be accepted?  
• Do you understand the system differently now? Of the two tasks – 

asking for help and offering help, which was easier, and why?  
• Which was more difficult, and why?  
• What does that make you understand about yourself? 

 
The workshop ended by us summing up and discussing our experience in 

the group. It was an interesting discussion and sharing of our experiences. The 
larger part of the discussion was about our last task, asking to help others. This 
was, for most of the participants, the hardest and most challenging task, but 
also, the most interesting one. I shared with the group my experience with the 
woman and her dog, and other participants had had similar encounters, putting 
themselves in unusual (unknown) situations. There was an excited tension and 
atmosphere in the group. Everyone wanted to share their experiences.  

In her last words, the tutor concluded the workshop by saying:  

Making art, making actions, are about systems of exchange. Performance art 
can be as real as these actions that you did. These in fact could be considered 
performances, if you framed them as such (Tutor, May 22, 2014).  
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I had written in my notebook, Sidewalk meetings, and I guess that that ac-
tion became my first realized/framed performance artwork.  

As we can see, the last exercise of the workshop reminds us of sociological 
methods to investigate rules of engagement. In fact, contemporary artists have 
also been identified as “unaware sociologists” in their art making (Suberville 
2015).11 This is based on the observation that contemporary artists engage, and 
become triggered by more and more complex conventions in a globalized 
world. The artist’s role has been, and still is, about exploring social conditions 
of human behavior and seeking new meanings and perspectives. And there 
are various methods to reach such investigation. For instance, many perfor-
mance artworks can be associated with ethnomethodologists breaching exper-
iments developed by Harold Garfinkel (1967). Even though artists and soci-
ologists have different purposes and aims in their examination of social sys-
tems, there are some similarities worth examining. While ethnomethodolo-
gists aim to breach commonly accepted norms, performance artists aim to 
connect and communicate meaning in making themselves and others aware of 
everyday situations (with references to Kaprow’s aesthetics of the regular ex-
perience, see chapter 1, page 9). One central element in breaching experiments 
is to identify a social norm to break in order to learn more about social norms, 
social order, and the unwritten rules of society that people take for granted. In 
a similar way, performance artists examine social systems to find triggers to 
make people aware of their surroundings––to explore presence in “things we 
ignore”.  

Public Reactions 
In this final section, I will show how public audiences might react to perfor-
mance artworks executed in public space. Passersby or other public spectators 
in the streets are one of the main targeted audiences in performance art festi-
vals, and so, their reactions and possible interactions are the most significant 
ones if you ask the artists themselves (even though peer recognition seems 
more important for a few). In contrast to conventional audiences, who come 
to see a play or musical performance, passersby more or less “end up” in a 
performance without having planned to witness it beforehand. Performance 
artists consider such interaction with people in their everyday lives as co-pro-
ducers of their performances. The constant flow of people in their everyday 
lives (including people who work in public spaces) play significant part of 
performance production. Many artists construct their work based on interac-
tions/confrontations with people in the street.    

                                                
11 Moreover, Nathalie Heinich notes in an interview that “contemporary artists are the best 
sociologists, but through their acts rather than through their writings” (Machete 2010). 



 57 

Depending on the performances, more or less attention is given to perfor-
mance artworks (most passersby do not bother to stop and witness actions, 
especially, in larger cities). While some artists choose minimalistic actions, 
blending into crowds, others prefer to do more attention-seeking works. A 
successful performance done in the streets (public space) is one that generates 
dialogue between artist(s) and passersby. Below I will show an example in 
which an artist managed to engage in a dialogue with some passersby after his 
performance, which was executed in the Gothenburg city center.  

 
Figure 4. 10.  The image shows how the artist, the one in the middle with red pig-
ments on his face, discusses his performance with some teenagers who witnessed the 
performance. 

The artist with red pigment in his face had constructed a performance in 
which he laid on the pavement, pushing his face on a white pillow, stamping 
a red cross on it. The performance gathered a crowd comprising around 20 
onlookers. After the performance ended, the artist engaged in a dialogue with 
some teenagers who had encountered the performance and watched it as it 
unfolded. They were asking the artist about his performance and wondered 
what he was doing. He explained that he was part of a festival and that he was 
doing a form of “street art”. They continued their discussion for about five 
minutes, greeted the artist and vice versa, and then they moved on their way.     

In the same festival, some 100 meters away, another artist carried out a 
performance which included nudity. She had wrapped herself in a fishnet, 
wearing only her underwear. This performance drew much attention and 
someone called the police, who came after a while and disrupted the perfor-
mance. When the policemen began to investigate what was going on, festival 
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participants came to the artist’s rescue and explained that there was a festival 
taking place, and that they had permission for it. After some 10 minutes, dis-
cussing and reading the permission, they let the artist continue with her per-
formance, which by this point, had attracted a larger crowd.  

 
Figure 4. 11. The artist stands silent as the policemen negotiates with one of the fes-
tival’s organizers.  

This performance and reactions to it exemplify performances that draw at-
tention based on their provocative or shocking presence. Many artists play 
with the boundaries of public acceptance and use various methods to chal-
lenge conventional behavior. But most of them would argue that they are not 
doing such performances “only” to provoke, but rather to trigger their concept 
and the message they want to communicate with their environment. In the 
performance presented above, the artist later told me that she had stripped 
down to her underwear, only to dress herself in a fishnet, to which she later 
stuffed some dead fish she had bought from the marker nearby (the famous 
Fiskekyrkan in Gothenburg). She explained to me that she wanted to do a 
performance that symbolized the city, and had learned that the fishing industry 
was part of the city’s history, hence, making use of fish to carry out her per-
formance.  
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Summary  
In this chapter, I have analyzed the culture (how things are done) at perfor-
mance art festivals. Festivals are organized in terms of activities. Festivals 
usually begin with an opening ceremony, in which the curator(s) present their 
aim and vison of the festivals. Then, some performances usually take place. 
Festivals moreover have organized lectures held by an invited artist and focus 
on some relevant issue concerning the performance art world. There are also 
organized artist talks or panel discussions, in which hot button issues are dis-
cussed. These events are praised by many artists, since they provide the op-
portunity to discuss and learn from each other how to think about and organize 
events in their local communities. Moreover, festivals often have a day and an 
evening session. In the day session, most performances are held in public 
space and aim to interact with public audiences, while at the evening session, 
most performances are held in an indoor space and mainly observed by peers. 
Festivals usually end with some sort of ceremony before everyone involved 
returns home.  

I observed two common strategies artists used in their construction of per-
formances: site-specific performances and ethnographic performances. The 
first strategy refers to performances that are based on some research on the 
specific context in which the performance will be executed, while ethno-
graphic performances often come into existence in situ based on artists’ crea-
tive observation skills. Artists commonly make use of both of these strategies 
in their construction of performance art events.   

Moreover, performances can be tutored at workshops. I partook in a work-
shop comprised of two parts: one that took place indoors and in which we 
were supposed to investigate ourselves in a space with an object; the other 
part focused on how to integrate with a social system, in which I confronted 
people down at a dock, asking them for help. These methods were similar to 
phenomenological and sociological investigations of presence and social sys-
tems. The tutor used tools such as objects, space, witnesses, written consider-
ations, and interactions with people in their everyday life to stimulate our ex-
perience of how a performance art work can be constructed.  

Finally, we saw how public audiences can react to performances in public 
space and how they are being confronted by festival participants. Most per-
formances fail to attract large crowds, but if they are provocative in some 
sense, and challenge normative values around nudity, violence, fire or destruc-
tion, people are more likely to stop and observe/engage in such performances. 
However, as we saw, festival organizers do not have an interest in making a 
disturbance in public space, but rather, in stimulating interest in performance 
art activities among general audiences. Hence, they often act when a perfor-
mance evokes strong reactions by informing people about the situation and 
explaining the purpose and aim of such actions. However, regarding the some-
times seemingly provocative performances I have witnessed during my time 
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at festivals, very few have caused any major disturbance, but rather, gone by 
unnoticed or engaged people in the performance in a calm and explanatory 
manner. In the next chapter, we will see how performance artists valorize one 
another in concrete situations and find out more about the value of presence.   
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5. Recognizing and Valorizing Performance 
Art   

We have so far seen the social structure and culture of the convaluation of 
performance art. This is the background to an analysis of the more concrete 
values that are established and that bring order to the world as a result of the 
convaluation. What concrete values become central? In other words: what is 
valued in the convaluation? We have seen that there is a structure that is ac-
cepted, filled with known incumbents, and there is a culture of how things are 
done in this convaluation. Let us now turn to the specific valorizing practice 
that takes place among peers in concrete situations.  

I will analyze four situations in which performances become valorized. 
First I will analyze one of the most praised performances I observed and show 
the process of its praise value. Praise value can be understood as people (peers 
in this case) who have witnessed a performance and “talk about their experi-
ence and try to describe their feelings of elation or disappointment by com-
paring the action to others,” (Hutter 2011:206) older performances that the 
person listening to the judgment might know or have heard about. Second I 
will show what I refer to as a dark performance, which exemplifies another 
type of performance that triggers moral judgments, inspired by the term “dark 
play” (Schechner 2002:108). Third I will analyze an action that fails to be-
come recognized as a performance but is instead valued as a theatrical act. 
Fourth, we will see how such an act turns into a performance event as a result 
of the interactions of an audience member. 

A Praised Performance 
One of the most praised performances I witnessed during my fieldwork took 
place at 6 pm on May 31st, 2014 inside a gallery room at Gothen-
burg Konsthall, Sweden. The space was a conventional white box with a stone 
floor and glass ceiling. Alongside some 10 festival participants, I waited for 
the performance to begin. On the cold stone floor, there were two charred logs 
and the room smelled like a bonfire. It was all quiet as the artist entered the 
space. He picked up the charred logs, placed one in his mouth, and the other 
in his left hand, and began to walk around in a clockwise fashion. The action 
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went on from 6pm until 10pm. During the four-hour long performance, view-
ers, comprising almost exclusively peers, came and went. During the perfor-
mance, some of them whispered to one another, “Look at the image”, “It’s 
very graphic”, “So raw and simple”, “What a great space”, “He is really pre-
sent”, “Very poetic”, “Strong image”. 

 
5. 1. The artist walking around in circles with logs for a duration of approximately 
four hours. 

As I moved around in the space, taking seriously the “cat on the prowl” 
metaphor (Thornton 2009:xvii), I heard how some peers discussed the concept 
and strategy of the performance. They knew the artist in question and had seen 
previous works of his. From what I could hear, this action was similar to an-
other he recently did in a festival in China. That performance was based on 
the idea of visualizing a Western working day, by walking around in dirt, 
carving up an “8” for a duration of eight hours. I overheard how one of his 
peers praised that performance and compared it with the ongoing one to anther 
colleague: “I love his concept. It’s so pure and honest” (Artist, May 31, 2014). 
As the performance continued, I walked over to the two artists talking, whom 
I had previously met and spoken with. I told them that I had overheard them 
talking about the performance in front of them and asked them to develop their 
thoughts about what they consider to be a good performance and what makes 
the ongoing performance interesting. One of them stressed that: “A good per-
formance for me, hmm, should have a strong concept, I think” (Artist, May 
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31, 2014). The other one agreed and filled in: “For me, performance art is 
based on the elements of the body, the space, time, the material, and the con-
cept” (Artist, May 31, 2014). We continue our talk for about 10 minutes (si-
lently, almost whispering in order to not disturb the ongoing performance) 
about how the present performance fulfilled their criteria of being an interest-
ing performance. Our conversation developed into an analysis of presence 
(brief but informative).  

To begin with, they both considered that the artist’s ongoing performance 
had an interesting concept—reflecting a repetitive toilsome labor. They de-
scribed how the artist in question “became present” through the choice of 
“space”, “time-frame”, and “materials”, each equally important elements in 
the performance. They described how his body symbolized a “worker” who 
operated in a space that for them represented some type of “factory”, with its 
stone-cold floor and hard white walls. They further noted the durational re-
petitive movement of walking around-and-around in a circle symbolizing 
“repetition” and “a clock”—representing the duration of a workday—an ob-
servation which was colored by one of the artists’ previous experience of the 
artist’s previous action in China discussed above. Moreover, in order to realize 
and clarify the performance’s intention (potential meaning), they stressed the 
artist’s choice of materials, two charred logs, which for them strengthened the 
concept of the performance. And finally, they experienced an “emotional di-
mension” in the performance by reading from the artist’s facial expression, 
which for them expressed “pain”. One could observe that the log in his mouth 
was hurting and made him bleed, as he walked around in circles, and from 
time to time, he took out the log from his bleeding mouth for some seconds 
before inserting it again. This “important” detail, they argued, gave the per-
formance an interesting dimension, making them experience a “personal 
struggle for survival,” as one of them put it. The fact that the artist began to 
bleed from his mouth provided a “realness” and “rawness” to the concept, 
which they considered be about a form of “hard-working”, “back breaking” 
labor.    

Besides peers’ comments in situ, one of the organizers sat on the floor and 
recorded the performance with his smartphone. The day after he posted a 5:06 
long video on the festivals Facebook page writing: “A study of [the artist’s 
name] durational work (4 hours) approximately 720 circle was drawn during 
the action at the Göteborgs Konsthall May 31 2014”. After following this post 
in the aftermath, one could read comments like, “simply love his work”, “I’m 
impressed… Amazing action”, “Beautiful work”, love his work”, “Super 
again”, “Great action, great meaning”.  

Even though the utterances in situ demonstrates an admiration of this per-
formance, from an analytical point of view, the recording by the organizer and 
the posting of it on Facebook, made it possible to analyze the performance’s 
objectivity (Heinich 2000). People who were not present at the performance 
could take part in it through the posts on Facebook, and in doing so, give their 
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own comments to it and become mediators in its process of praise. First, the 
act of posting it made it become objectified and visualized for peers or Face-
book friends of the group who had not been present during the festival. It was 
also their “likes” and “comments” that in a measurable way gave the perfor-
mance an event-like structure. In addition to the organizers’ post, which added 
another dimension to the performance in his attempt to count the circles the 
artist did during the action, he used “objects out of action”, the video recording 
in this case, to bring attention to it. This triggered the attention among peers 
and fellow members of the Facebook group. In quantitative terms, from its 
publication (posting) on Facebook from June 3, 2014 to September 12, 2014, 
the event had been received 82 likes and 12 comments. 

In terms of temporization, the recognition process could be measured from 
its posting on June 3rd to its last posting on September 12th. In relation to 
other observation on Facebook postings, this was by far the longest period of 
time. One should keep in mind that once the post is commented on or liked, it 
once again becomes “present” for actors to think about it and stimulate their 
memory of it. Thus, for them, the performance holds an event-like status. That 
is, it stands out among many other performances they have experienced. 
Lastly, the commentators’ role as mediators play significant part in the per-
formance’s possibility to reach a renowned state, or even in the long run, reach 
a posterity-like recognition, meaning that the performance has become recog-
nized by a general public (cf. Bowness 1989; Lang & Lang 1988).  

In fact, online platforms such as Facebook play significant role in the con-
temporary performance art world. Artists can follow what is going on in fes-
tivals and become part on the process of praise. In so, they become part of 
objectifying one another’s performances, meaning, giving them attention and 
in so, make them perceptible for others. However, it is a different form of 
experience, in contrast to artists who witnessed the performance in real time.  

A Dark Performance 
In addition to praised performances such as the one discussed above, I have 
observed performances which can be understood as “dark performances”, a 
term inspired by “dark play” (Schechner 2002:108). Occasionally, some art-
ists make performances that are questionable in terms of moral judgments. 
Among certain performance artistic collectives, there is a culture of pushing 
one’s own and one’s witnesses’ limits. This often shows through physical de-
manding performances which can not only become dangerous for the artists, 
but also, require moral responsibility from those who are present. Dark per-
formances are actions which shift in nature and trick witnesses into participat-
ing in a risky situation, which can make them feel responsible to act. I will 
recount a dark performance that took place at one of the festivals and the re-
action to it. 
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This performance I will describe here took place in the evening inside of a 
gallery. Along with some 40 viewers, I stood in the entrance of the gallery and 
was invited into the room by the artist. Once we had all entered the room, the 
artist began to pick up stones she had taken from outside, took aim, and began 
to throw the stones at glass bottles she had lined up on a long roll of white 
paper. It was reminiscent of a bowling alley. Then, she instructed us to pick 
up stones and throw down the glass bottles.  

Most of us came up, aiming to break the bottles. If you were able to break 
some bottles you received applause, contributing to a vibrant atmosphere in 
the room. However then, when most of the bottles were crushed, the artist 
took a jump rope and started to jump on the glass on the paper carpet. The 
tension in the room quickly changed from a cheerful spirit to a serious one. 
The artist kept on jumping and stepped on more glass, which made her feet 
bleed heavily. She finally reached the end of the paper carpet which now had 
been colored red with her blood. Members of the audience were beginning to 
talk with each other and the organizers became more and more concerned. At 
this point, she had lost a lot of blood and you could sense the smell of it in the 
room. Some members of the audience left the room at this point. What had 
initially been a collective joyful activity, had now turned into a serious and 
frustrating situation.  

 
Figure 5.2. The figures show how the performance unfolded.  

When she reached the end of the paper carpet, the organizers and audience 
members came up to her and asked if she was okay. They began to examine 
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here feet and decided to take her to the hospital. One of the audience members 
who knew her followed her in a taxi to the hospital. He stayed there with her 
overnight.  

I later interviewed the organizers of the festival and we spoke about their 
experience of the action. They told me that as a curator and organizer, you do 
not interfere in performances. However, they were rather disappointed with 
the artist in question because she had not informed them about her intentions 
beforehand. They felt “hoodwinked”, because she had told them that she 
thought that they would have had stopped her and not allowed her to carry out 
the performance if they knew what she was going to do. But they explained: 
“We could have had a medic and we could have scheduled her work as the 
last one in the program, because the following performances suffered from 
the atmosphere of that performance” (Organizer, June 2, 2014). They ex-
plained that when you work in a festival, you belong to a part of a greater 
whole. They were disappointed that she did not inform them about such a 
risky action and had then asked her friend to follow her to the hospital. Ac-
cording to the organizers, she broke their trust: “If she had informed us before, 
it would not have been a problem. Then we could have done some prepara-
tion” (Organizer, June 2, 2014).  

The organizers further described how one of them had had a talk with the 
artist after the festival in which she had apologized. She had written an email 
in which she had explained herself. So, the organizers explained that they had 
no “bad vibes” with her. One of them said:  

I think she makes strong work. I have seen two strong and two weak ones. But 
I think she is an interesting artist and she brings with her a color, because she 
is from another culture, even if she is now based in Berlin, she brings with her 
something new and interesting (Organizer, June 2, 2014). 

 
They further noted that if she had not cut herself that much, which took 

over the event, it would have had the chance to become “really good”. But 
now the focus was on all the blood. In their view, the action would have been 
better if she had wiped away the glass with the jump rope. Because in their 
understanding, and in their conversation with the artist, she though that it 
would wipe away most of the broken glass. The performance could have been 
stronger if she had used fewer bottles, in their opinion, while still getting her 
message across.  

The organizers further explained that many of the participating artists were 
sore about the work because they felt that she had “used” them to injure her-
self. She had made some “basic errors”, by dragging everybody into the space 
before she began the performance. One of the organizers explained that: 

She didn’t let the audience make their own choice, but dragged us in to this 
swindle of having fun throwing the stones to break the glass bottles. If she had 
only let us do it voluntarily, but now she pulled us in and it became morally 



 67 

wrong. It is one thing if you yourself walk into the trap and not think, even if 
that is also tricky and to some extent wrong, but when she drags you into a trap 
it is very wrong I think. You feel manipulated. (Organizer, June 2, 2014) 

A Spectacle 
Above, I have presented two performances which, for different reasons, stood 
out as singular events during the festivals they took part in. One of them was 
praised for its poetic meaning, while the other one evoked moral judgments. 
However, very few performances managed to captivate peer audiences within 
this art world (that would also be true in most other art worlds), which means 
that they are most likely to become “non-events” since their post-recognition 
is likely to be very short (Heinich 2000).  

To be able to create a performance that might become an event, artists need 
to have an understanding of the world’s conventions in order to make some-
thing original or surprising. Nothing is, according to Heinich (2000), more 
limited than the work of the artist who tries to cross borders without becoming 
excluded. Artists who do not play by the rules of the game are condemned to 
remain invisible. Heinich notes that:  

Only those will remain in the spotlight who successfully abide by this double 
limitation, this rigorous discipline that is on the one hand the mastery of the 
rules of the artistic game, while, on the other hand, the mastery of their possible 
modifications (Heinich 1998:57). 

 
Based on the praise and moral judgments in response to the above pre-

sented performances, I will now analyze what I refer to as “non-performance 
events”. That is, performances that fail to meet the rules of the game. 

Performance artists I have spoken with have described how they sometimes 
feel a bit ill at ease doing performances at festivals, due to the works of other 
participating artists who are making “spectacles” rather than doing perfor-
mances. To give some examples, I was standing with one artist in Gothenburg 
watching one of the other participating artists doing an outdoor performance 
in which she was lying smoking and coughing on a stretcher, carried around 
by two of the other artists, dressed as doctors. We discussed the work as it 
unfolded and although the artist beside me found some meaning in the work, 
he said that it was: “A ridiculous way to promote it” (Artist, May 31, 2014). 
He then told me that: “How could I possible do something after this?” (Artist, 
may 31, 2014)  

My experience and interpretation was that he felt like an outsider in this 
company, a festival which was promoted as a performance art festival, but 
where the trained eye could soon recognize that the majority of the invited 
artists came from very different artistic backgrounds and cultures. It became 
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clear for me that some artists that adhere strongly to the concept of perfor-
mance did feel like outsiders at this particular festival. I came across one of 
them talking to the organizer at the end of the festival, explaining that the 
festival’s curatorial concept had been somewhat unclear to him. The organizer 
seemed to agree and told the artist in question that he had been disappointed 
with some of the artists who had made what he felt was bad work. Especially, 
he spoke about one that took place during a day session, in which two of the 
artists had dressed up as star boys (stjärngossar), and walked around an out-
door market. The organizer explained that he had felt embarrassed, both on 
his own behalf and on the behalf some of the other artists who believed such 
actions made a fool of them and the festival.  

 
Figure 5.3. The two artists walking around an outdoor market dressed as star boys.  

What I try to show here is that even though these actions presented above 
can be considered meaningful, they failed to convince their peers, based on 
how they were executed. I have come across a saying in the performance art 
world that goes, “there are no bad performance ideas, but there are thousands 
of lousy ways of realizing them”. Drawing from this notion, artists that am-
plify their performances, are likely to become recognized as “spectacles” by 
members of the convaluation of performance art. This, however, does not 
mean that there is no place for such actions; there are other festivals that ad-
mire such work, but the performance art festivals I have attended are not the 
places to bring such work. Consequently, artists who have been known to pro-
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duce spectacles have little chance of being invited to the festivals I have at-
tended.  Nonetheless, I have seen how so-called spectacles can turn into per-
formances.   

From Spectacle to Performance 
In a festival in China, I witnessed an action which, from the start, was labelled 
as a spectacle due to its theatrical features, but that would become recognized 
as a performance based on the act of another artist from the audience. The 
action took place in a village in Guangzhou. The artist in question had let three 
goldfish out into a small creek that surrounded the ancient village where the 
festival took place. He climbed down into the creek and took one of the fish 
in his mouth and began to crawl up against the wall of the creek. He continued 
crawling like a lizard crossing the town square into the gallery, which was the 
main space of the festival, keeping the fish in his mouth the whole time. When 
he entered the gallery space, he put the fish down in a bowl and put on the 
costume that covered some wooden boxes that he used as legs to become 
taller, taking the shape of a godlike creature. After a while, the artist began to 
eat the red roses and ended the action by picking up the fish bowl and dropping 
it on the floor, leaving the fish splattering on the stone floor.  

 
Figure 5.4. The images show how the artist began his action in the creek and con-
tinued his action inside the gallery space.    
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Soon after the action ended, one of the other participating artists in the fes-
tival grabbed the fish that was lying on the floor, and ran outside and put it 
back in the creek. Some of the audience members followed him and applauded 
him for saving the fish. His interaction in the action added another dimension 
to it by changing the attention from the previous performer to his “moral” act 
to save the fish that had been left to its own destiny.  

 
Figure 5.5. The image shows how members of the audience followed the artist who 
grabbed and put the gold fish back into the creek. 

This action exemplifies various reactions and strategies that performance 
artists make use of in the construction of their performances. First, it shows 
how an action, considered among performance artists, to be a spectacle due to 
its theatrical presentation (acting like some kind of animal turning into a god-
like creature, which might be praised more for its aesthetics than its concept). 
Second, it made one of the audience members interact, saving the fish. I could 
not figure out if the artist doing the action intentionally left the fish on the 
floor hoping that someone would save it, or if it did not matter to the artist 
whether someone would react to it. Based on similar actions, in which artists 
have used living animals, one does not harm animals in performances. The 
evaluative culture among members of the convaluation of performance art al-
lows one to include animals, but any sign of abuse or putting it at risk, is not 
likely to be accepted. The action presented above, is the only action I wit-
nessed where the animal was left to its own destiny, resulting in another artist 
saving it. Intentionally or not, the performance came to be about the saving of 
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the fish rather than the using of the fish in the action, which based on my 
interpretation of the peers’ reaction to it, was morally wrong.  

Summary  
In this chapter, we have seen evidence of what is valorized in the convaluation 
of performance art. I have taken a pragmatist approach, studying the work of 
the work of art. We have seen how praise value made one of the performances 
rise in objectivity, based on its post-recognition on social media. This perfor-
mance was recognized for its “presence” comprising of the mixing of the ele-
ments of time, the space, the body, the material, and the concept in a balanced 
manner. Then, I presented a so-called dark performance, in which the artist in 
question was judged based on her manipulative methods. In her performance, 
she invited the audience to break glass bottles, which she later jumped on, 
making her feet bleed so heavily that she needed to visit the hospital. Even 
though this became a recognized performance, it showed how the evaluative 
culture among performance art organizers wants to be prepared if a perfor-
mance might become dangerous, and that there are limits to how manipulative 
one can be in constructing performances.  

Third, we saw how some actions were judged to be spectacles, based on 
their theatrical orientation. We saw how one artist explained that he felt un-
eased going through with his actions after witnessing other artists carrying out 
what he recognized as spectacles. This shows that artists who make more the-
atrically oriented work, such as dressing up in a particular manner (which did 
not symbolize any particular feature of its surrounding), or amplify a situation 
to unfold a narrative, are the odd ones out in performance art festivals. 

Further, I presented how a so-called spectacle turned into a performance 
based on one of the audience member’s reaction to it. In the action, a goldfish 
was left to its own destiny splattering on the ground when suddenly, another 
participating artist came to its rescue and put it back in the creek from where 
it first came. This action emphasized the culture I have observed among per-
formance artists concerning the use of living animals in their actions.  
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6. Conclusion 

The purpose and aim of this thesis has been to study cultural valorization 
among contemporary performance artists. Based on ethnographic fieldwork 
at festivals, I have examined how contemporary performance artists valuate 
one another and their practices in situ. Theoretically, I have taken a structural 
approach and examined the social form called convaluation, whose structure 
brings order to social life by producing and reproducing values, roles and as 
a consequence, identities of performance artists and organizers/curators. The 
study has addressed the overreaching question: how do performance artists 
valuate one another? To answer this question, the study aims to address the 
general question of how art becomes valorized. In this concluding chapter, I 
will summarize my empirical findings through the use of the analytical model 
convaluation––an alternative model to existing literature on cultural valoriza-
tion.  

The Convaluation of Performance Art 
In this study, I have provided an overview of the convaluation of performance 
art—a partial order within the world of art at large. In so doing, this study has 
aimed to contribute to the discourse on how art becomes valorized. I claim 
that, by studying performance art, we can inform on value making and value 
constitution in many other cases as well, particularly in other aesthetic fields. 
My finding in this largely autonomous social world is accounted for by the 
notion of convaluations (Aspers 2008). However, I also claim that by gaining 
this knowledge, we learn more what is characteristic of more traditional art 
worlds, such as when painters are included to present on the walls of the Salon 
in Paris, organized by the Academie des Beaux-Arts (White & White 1965). 
Finally, I claim that by studying autonomous art worlds, we also learn much 
about other autonomous convaluations, such as when academics give out 
awards and scholarships (Lamont 2009).  

To address the question of how performance art becomes valorized, I draw 
on Patrik Aspers’ (2008) notion of convaluation, which focuses on form rather 
than content, and analyzes the structural conditions of valorization. The start-
ing point is that no single individual is able to valorize an object or person: to 
do this takes several people. People do not necessarily valuate in concert, but 
it is neither a process of chaos. The idea is that concrete values are established 
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through the structural form called convaluation. In the world of performance 
art, the existence of this form is in fact a condition of the order.  

In many areas of life, order is the result of a decision by actors who have 
the authority to decide, such as when the state decides what is right and wrong, 
manifested in law. Much of social life, however, is not coordinated through 
means of the bureaucracy and its chain of command. Without one central actor 
with power, the power is often distributed amongst many hands, and notions 
like status, identity and esteem are frequently used to account for how order 
emerges and is maintained.  

What is good or bad, of high or low value can of course be decided, but 
runs the risk of lacking any form of legitimacy or support. Much of what we 
value is, in contrast, consequences of interaction in which several actors take 
part. This, however, is only exceptionally the result of mutual adjustment of 
individuals, so that one can speak of a grown order. Aspers (2008) suggests 
that valorization processes should be accounted for using the notion of con-
valuation.  

Convaluation refers to the structure of interrelated roles, which is at least 
stable enough in relation to its environment (e.g., performing arts and other 
art worlds). The convaluation can either become ordered based on an already 
established value, a standard convaluation, or it can be based on the specific 
actors who make it up; their interaction is in this case fixating on what is val-
ued. Performance art can be analyzed using the idea of status convaluation, 
since it is the actors filling the positions in the structure who define what is 
“good” and “bad” rather than an existing value determining the status of the 
actors, such as performance artists.  

Convaluations are made up of interrelated roles filled with incumbents, and 
values that exist over some time. Thus, convaluation is form, in contrast to 
decision, viewpoints and the like that are made by single actors “unrelated” to 
one another. In a convaluation a “decision”, i.e., an attempt to affect others, 
or the outcome of the process, has an effect because of the legitimacy of the 
convaluations’ actors. Culture — with norms of interaction and its specific 
rules — contributes to recognition and perpetuation of a convaluation.  

To address the question of how performance art is valued, I have aimed to 
provide a structural explanation. The explanation thus takes a step back from 
the concrete observations. To establish the explanation, I have traced the acts 
of valorization, and identified the position of those valorizing “decisions”. I 
have traced actors separated from positions, and investigated how they switch 
positions in the social structure, from being performers to evaluators and vice 
versa. Thereby we can identify the form of the convaluation. I have also stud-
ied the culture that helps to bring order to their collective. Finally, I have 
looked at the concrete values—i.e., what is behind the concrete activities that 
are selected to take part in the performance festivals. In the following sections, 
I will provide a summary of each empirical chapter, following the logic of the 
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key concept of the convaluation of performance art; its social structure, cul-
ture, and “orthogonal” value (cf. Heinich 2011). An orthogonal value encom-
passes several values (qualities) which either reinforce or weaken a more gen-
eral value. In the case of performance art, ”presence” can be considered an 
orthogonal value which can be judged as more or less real, depending on 
whether the perceiver experiences the performer’s action to be real or staged.   

Switching Roles: Evaluating and Being Evaluated 
To begin with, we have seen that the social structure of the convaluation of 
performance art is characterized by a switch role structure—meaning that ac-
tors operate as both artists and curators and as such, switch from being evalu-
ated to evaluating others. Taking on the role of curating performance art is 
considered to be a noble practice involving a spirit of spontaneity. Curating 
performance art is different from more traditional forms of curating, since the 
work being presented is often unknown beforehand. This is considered a qual-
ity of performance art and one of its main characteristics. However, in order 
to establish tolerable performances, some dialogue between curator and artists 
is often preferable in the interest of limiting the possible meaning differences 
and misunderstandings between them. Some curators make use of written con-
tracts to ensure that artists do not endanger themselves and others. But in gen-
eral, curators and organizers aim to make the invited artists as free as possible 
in their production, since they themselves want to feel free in when they are 
invited to other festivals. However, as we have seen, depending on the context 
of the festival, some performances can be considered problematic because 
they can endanger the existence of a festival. In one of the festivals in China, 
we saw how the curator ended two performances; one because of its political 
statement; and the other for its risk of injuring passersby.  

An essential part of curating performance art is to select and invite artists. 
I found that there exist essentially four types of artists. There exists a so-called 
guest of honor. A guest of honor is a recognized artist within the world of 
performance art and has had a significant impact. Guest of honor can play a 
significant role in increasing the status of a festival. There are also what I refer 
to as social artists. Social artists stand out as bringing good atmosphere to 
festivals and contributing to the festivals’ community spirit. They are valued 
for their social ability to glue the festival’s participants together. Another type 
of artists is a hardworking artist. Hardworking artists make the most of their 
festival participation by constructing several performances and operating as a 
helping hand throughout a festival. They are valued for their dedication to the 
performance art form. Finally, we saw how newcomers play a significant role 
in festivals’ development and (re)production, and are considered to inspire 
older artists, who need to be on their toes when doing actions in front the new 
generation of artists, which in turn increases the quality of festivals. And as 
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noted, some artists tend to have a mixture of these qualities. For instance, a 
guest of honor is often an artist that is praised for holding the combined fea-
tures of the three other types of artistic features mentioned above. In other 
words, an artist that contributes to the future of the performance art convalu-
ation by representing the core qualities’ peer value in one another.   

To be regarded as a successful curator of performance art festivals, one 
should be skilled in seeking funding and writing good applications. It is also 
important to create a creative environment making artists feel comfortable by 
maintaining dialogue and organizing activities to spice up the festival. For 
instance, as we saw, one of the curators is known to offer a celebrated cuisine 
that has become renowned by actors in this convaluation. Other curators have 
been recognized for their strong will and vision to bring performance art into 
the streets, aiming to contribute to cultural democracy in their local commu-
nities. We saw how one of the festivals was recognized for its strategic loca-
tion outside the walls of the Venice Biennale, making it a pirate festival and 
alternative to contemporary mainstream art by deframing what is considered 
“contemporary” in the art world.   

The Culture of Festivals 
In addition to the analysis of the social structure of the convaluation of perfor-
mance art, we have also seen the culture (how things are done) at performance 
art festivals. Performance art festivals share similar activities. Festivals usu-
ally begin with an opening ceremony, in which the curator(s) present(s) their 
aim and vison of the festival. Then, some performances usually take place. 
Performance festivals usually organize lectures held by an invited artist and 
focus on some relevant issue concerning the performance art world. Addition-
ally, there are sometimes artist talks or panel discussions, in which hot button 
issues are discussed. Artist talks have been praised by many artists, since they 
provide opportunities to discuss and learn from each other how to think about 
and organize events in their local communities. Performance festivals often 
have a day and an evening session. In the day session, most performances are 
distributed in public space and aim to interact with public audiences, while in 
the evening, most performances are held in an indoor space and mainly ob-
served by peers. Festivals usually end with some sort of ending rituals before 
everyone involved returns home.  

We have also seen how the culture of producing performance artworks is 
characterized by two common strategies artists used in their construction of 
performances: site-specific performances and ethnographic performances. 
The first strategy refers to performances that are based on some research of 
the specific context in which the performance will be executed, while ethno-
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graphic performances often come into existence in situ based on artists’ crea-
tive observational skills. Artists commonly make use of both of these strate-
gies in their construction of performance art events.   

Moreover, performance art festivals sometimes provide workshops in 
which artists can take part to develop their performance skills. I described my 
own partaking in one of the workshops, which comprised of two parts: one 
that took place indoors and in which we were supposed to investigate our-
selves in a space with an object; the other part focused on how to integrate 
with a social system, in which I confronted people down at a dock, asking 
them for help. These methods were like phenomenological and sociological 
investigations of presence and social systems. The tutor used tools such as 
objects, space, witnesses, written considerations, and interactions with people 
in their everyday life to stimulate our experience of how a performance art-
work can be constructed.  

Finally, I showed how public audiences can react to performances in public 
space and how they are confronted by festival participants. Most perfor-
mances I witnessed failed to attract large crowds, but if they were provocative 
in some sense, and challenged normative values around nudity, violence, fire, 
or destruction, people were more likely to stop and observe/engage in such 
performances. However, as we saw, festivals organizers do not have any 
agenda of making a disturbance in public rooms, but rather, to stimulate an 
interest in performance art activities among general audiences. Hence, they 
often act when a performance evokes strong reactions by informing people 
about the situation and explaining the purpose and aim of such actions. How-
ever, regarding the sometimes seemingly provocative performances I have 
witnessed during my time at festivals, very few have caused any major dis-
turbance, but rather, performances have gone unnoticed or engaged people in 
the performance in a calm and explanatory way.  

Valorizing Presence 
Finally, we have seen evidence of what is valorized in the convaluation of 
performance art. I took a pragmatist approach, studying the work of the work 
of art. I showed how the process of praise made one of the performances rise 
in objectivity, based on its post-recognition on social media. This performance 
was recognized for its “presence” comprising the mixing of the elements of 
time, the space, the body, the material, and the concept in a balanced manner. 
Then, we saw a so-called dark performance, in which the artist in question 
was judged based on her manipulative methods. The artist in question, invited 
the audience to break glass bottles, onto which the artist later jumped, making 
her feet bleed so heavily that the artist needed to visit the hospital. Even 
though this became a recognized performance, it showed how the evaluative 
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culture among performance art organizers requires forewarning if a perfor-
mance might become dangerous, and that there are limits on how manipula-
tive one can be in constructing performances.  

Moreover, I showed some actions that were judged as spectacles, based on 
their theatrical orientation. One artist explained that he had felt ill at ease car-
rying out his performances after witnessing other artists carrying out what he 
recognized as spectacles. This demonstrates one of my main findings concern-
ing values, that artists that make more theatrically oriented work, such as 
dressing up in a particular manner (which does not symbolize any particular 
feature of its surroundings), or amplifying a situation to unfold a narrative, are 
the odd ones out in the performance art festivals that I attended. 

However, we also learned that some “spectacles” can turn into perfor-
mances based on its interaction. I showed an example from a festival in China, 
in which an artist used a goldfish in his performance, leaving it to its own 
destiny splattering on the ground when suddenly, another participating artist 
came to its rescue and put it back into the creek from where it first came. In 
doing so, the artist who had saved the fish stole the attention and brought the 
action another dimension, making it one of the most discussed performances 
in that festival.  

Contribution 
In this study, I have provided an analysis of the convaluation of performance 
art—a partial order within the world of art at large. In taking on this form, this 
study has aimed to contribute to the scholarly discourse on how art becomes 
valorized. This approach allows one to analyze a world of art (field/sys-
tem/network) from a different angle than what is commonly done by cultural 
theorists (e.g., Becker 1982; Bourdieu 1993; 1996; Heinich 1996; 2009). We 
can thereby address new questions and get other answers than what, for ex-
ample, the approach of Bourdieu (1996) enables. I certainly confirm the re-
ceived view that art for art’s sake is central; a parallel argument to the inverted 
economy of art. However, Bourdieu’s geometric space presupposes what it is 
supposed to explain, namely the ordered distribution of capital of the field.  

In addition to Becker’s (1982) notion of art worlds, the analytical model of 
convaluation provides focus to some of the essential concerns that the notion 
of an art world seeks answer to (Becker 1982:36). Becker’s notion of art 
worlds was criticized by Bourdieu, who argued that “what is lacking, among 
other things, from this purely descriptive and enumerative evocation are the 
objective relations which are constitutive of the structure of the field and 
which orient the struggle aiming to conserve or transform it” (Bourdieu 
1996:205). By employing the model of convaluation, one can extend Becker’s 
analysis of art worlds, focusing on how (e)valuative practices order and dif-
ferentiate art worlds.    



 79 

In a similar manner to Heinich’s (1996;1998;2009) pragmatist perspective 
on art, the model of convaluation provides a set of concepts which offer a 
focus of investigation to explain the consequences of artistic valorization. 
Heinich’s sociology of art focuses on the concepts of “singularity”, “pragma-
tism”, and “objectivity” (van Maanen 2009:95-101). Inspired by an actor-net-
work perspective, Heinich blames sociologists such as Becker and Bourdieu 
for neglecting the value of the exceptional, instead only valuing the general 
powers that determine creative work from the outside: the market or the social 
environment (Heinich 2000b:201).  

In her analysis of how art becomes valued, Heinich (1996) claims that ar-
tistic processes of argumentation are directed by both a communal and a sin-
gular value regime.12 In this case, communal values are all possible observa-
tions and forms of reasoning that presuppose the conformity to the group and 
social conventions. Within this regime, the evaluation of the artifact as well 
as that of the artist depends on a relational context. Within the singular re-
gime, on the other hand, artifacts and artists are considered as such. The ob-
server looks for the distinction, the deviant, etc. The evaluator approaches the 
artifact or the artist according to the dichotomy between adoration/no adora-
tion, and tries to construct a line of argumentation on this basis. Whereas the 
communal regime relates the value of a work of art to conventions, the artistic 
standard and the history of art, the singular regime pays attention to abnor-
mality, excess and deviation. Heinich (1996) argues that both of these regimes 
form the art world. Moreover, the deviation from the standard or from a his-
torical frame of reference can only be determined if one has some notion of 
the collective standard or of a shared historical frame. Yet, the two regimes 
do constantly function in a state of tension within the same network. A work 
of art or an artist is related to the knowledge of artistic conventions, the history 
of art, etc. that it or s/he expresses.  

However, in her critique of Becker and Bourdieu, Heinich presumes a “hid-
den coherence” although pushing for a descriptive approach, arguing that 
there are underlying criteria gluing collectives together (e.g., Heinich 2011 
and van Maanen 2009:98). Hence, the model of convaluation can provide an 
answer to the ordering principles of cultural valorization (in this case peer 
recognition) by examining how value regimes are anchored in social structure 
and culture. This makes it possible to analyze peer evaluations––taking both 
a pragmatic and structural perspective.  

                                                
12 In her analysis of the glory of van Gogh, Heinich (1996) shows how van Gogh functions as 
a stepping-stone to describe how judgments of contemporary art changed from valuing the 
common to value the unique (the person).  
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Outlook 
An interesting topic for further research would be an exploration of convalu-
ations in other spheres of social life. Following the recent trend among eco-
nomic sociologists and organizational researchers, who have extended Bour-
dieu’s theory of fields of cultural production to argue that (e)valuation pro-
cesses in cultural fields are not different from other domains of society, more 
investigations on convaluations in various domains provide a comparative 
study of sociology of (e)valuation. And in addition to the examination of eval-
uative practices such as conventions, the self-concept of evaluators, criteria of 
evaluation, the role of non-human actors in the evaluation process, and emo-
tional aspects of evaluations, examining convaluations also sheds light on the-
ories of valuation, once emphasized by John Dewey (1939). For instance, we 
can learn more about (e)valuations by addressing issues concerning: When is 
valuation and when is evaluation employed? How is valuation carried out 
when there is no standard according to which actions, things, and people can 
be evaluated? Is there a difference between evaluations of people and things? 
By examining such inquiries, we can learn more about how processes of val-
uation, evaluation, and valorization affect social life in general.   
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