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Performative ultra-conceptualism
and storytelling as conservation—
Florence Jung

Hanna B. Hélling

You might have heard about Florence Jung. Her identity as a performance
artist is notably elusive, to the point where some may argue that she is
barely recognizable as an artist at all. It is difficult to spot her, but stories
spread about her work in a disproportional relation to the accounts of her
physical presence. Not entirely averse to her art being called ‘performance
art’—though she abstains from using this term herself—Jung actively avoids
personal presence and instead seeks to cultivate ‘situations’ (the term that
she uses frequently in her work) that embody qualities of uncertainty and
instability. Jung states:

I don’t feel addressed by performance art. I want to simplify things.
I want to know what happens when you consciously exclude the
object—the visible part and also the documentation—and maybe even
the presence of the artist. I am influenced much more by minimalism
than by most performance artists, with the exception of Andy Kauf-
man perhaps. I don’t see this as an aesthetic decision, but rather as a
way to develop a corpus of works that are light, reduced, unstable, and
uncertain. My true material is more about situations. I create staged
situations for real life.!

Jung approaches her situations—in which “no facts, no evidence, no visual
documentation exists”>—with the intention of fostering inclusivity, enabling
everyone to engage in and become a part of the experiences she creates.
Given that a significant portion of her works are intangible or necessitate
keen attention to detail and contextual knowledge in order to recognize
them, it becomes challenging to distinguish what elements are staged and
what actually exists in reality or in the realm of everyday life. Moreover,
her works’ experiential dimensions shift during each manifestation. Conse-
quently, the dissemination of narratives and, at times, rumors, becomes the
primary means by which her works exist and endure, occasionally causing
the artist herself to question what truly constitutes her own creation and
what is carried out by external forces, performers, and viewers. Jung posits:
“My work has increasingly evolved into a form of storytelling. I also enjoy
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hearing different narratives about my works; sometimes, I even have doubts
myself about what the actual piece was.”?

In this essay, I take up Jung’s performative ultra-conceptualism and the
prevalent choice of non-documenting to develop the idea of storytelling as
a way of survival for these radically contextual works. From her first work,
created for the graduate exhibition at Zurich University of the Arts (2013),
to her subsequent invitation to major exhibitions such as Manifesta 11,
in 2016, and awards such as the Swiss Performance Prize, in 2013, Jung’s
work has attracted international attention. With her consequential refusal
to self-document and depict—a remarkable achievement in times of the
overwhelming visual saturation of public media—Jung virtuously plays the
medium of experience. Resonating with a post-Fluxus register, and compa-
rable to George Brecht’s granting of permission for the work to take place
in the interpreter’s imagination, she precisely drafts her strategies of material
and media refusal, both to dethrone the model of the artist as a sole creator
and to dismantle the dominance of visuality. What to do about a work which
takes place in a North Korean hotel room that consists of a thought not to
be thought about (Jung43, 2015)? How to handle an exhibition in which
each viewer, in order to experience the work, is requested to sign a legal
document through which, in the course of a perceptual shift, they become
a performer in it (Jung59, 2017)? How to handle a work that takes place
via a changed circumstance and thus a shifting mental condition, such as
through the knowledge acquired at the museum’s counter, where the visi-
tor to an exhibition, once they consent to purchase a ticket, learns that it is
co-curated by Jung (Jung52,2017)? How to grapple with a social experiment
in which exhibition visitors are hijacked and taken five hours away from the
venue, to spend a night in a barn at a remote location, entertaining them-
selves (Jungc@Scheidegger, 2014)? What to do about works of which the only
evidence is conveyed through oral transmission, at times written down by a
critic or a curator? How can we avoid despair when we think about these
works’ afterlives and even their conservation?

This essay argues that Jung’s hyper-conceptual works, which inherently play
with states of performative invisibility and intangibility as well as mental con-
ditions and situational contexts, can be conveyed and transmitted by the very
means that constitute them: storytelling, rumors, and tales. As in other modes of
conservation, in which one of the physical mediums of the affected work is used
to restore a deteriorated image or form (such as the use of paint retouching in
painting conservation or wood chip putty in the conservation of wooden sculp-
ture), the ‘restorative medium’ of this work is inherent in the work as one of its
constitutive substrates. This is not to say that storytelling is Jung’s medium—an
assumption she clearly objects to—nor that it occurs in her works as their
only inherent element. It is to say that, indeed, storytelling offers a space in
which we experience Jung’s art as works, and it is simultaneously a condi-
tion of possibility of their preservation. My first argument is aligned with
Amelia Jones and Philip Auslander, who have claimed, each in their distinct
ways, that photographic documentation is the space in which performance
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can be experienced*—an idea that I redirect to a different medium. I argue
that Jung’s conceptualism exposes us to a particular form of orality—and
textuality—that constitutes her creative project. Indeed, both orality and
textuality create a space for experiencing Jung’s works. In line with my sec-
ond argument, I suggest that they can be effectively conveyed through stories
transmitted orally or via written accounts drawn from the subjective, elusive,
and subversive memories of each individual remembering them. Rumors, just
as tales, play an important part in this form of cultural transmission.

Something is Missing

Rumors have spread about Jung’s diversely named work Something is Miss-
ing/Etwas Fehlt from 2017 (the official title, Jung56, follows Jung’s numeric
scheme). On the gray morning of January 6, 2018, upon their arrival at
Basel’s von Bartha gallery, located in the former shop of a gas station, the
personnel discovered a large graffiti tag spread across the facade: “Etwas
Fehlt” (“something is missing”). They were not amused by this discovery and
immediately shared it with Stefan von Bartha, the owner of the gallery. The
message reached von Bartha on his travels and upset him immensely.® Who
could have dared to do this? Why did the Basel police fail to be more atten-
tive in preventing such vandalism? Von Bartha shared the image on Insta-
gram, along with his expression of discontent (Figure 1.1).° Two days passed
before he had the tag erased.”

Figure 1.1 “Etwas Fehlt” tag on the gallery window, a part of the work: Florence
Jung, Jung56, 2018 (Something is Missing/Etwas Fehlt). Image posted by
Stefan von Bartha on his Instagram account on January 6, 2018. www.
instagram.com/p/BdnSTfFBsaq/. Courtesy Florence Jung and von Bartha,
Basel & Copenhagen.
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Florence Jung 8 janvier 2018 & 15:06

& =P
ETWAS FEHLT now Détails Y
A: Stefan von Bartha, Cc: Philipp Zollinger

Dear Stefan,

| hope you recovered from the flue and feel better |
Here some news : my exhibition consists of an erased graffiti which read ETWAS FEHLT and a press release in the usual format mentioning :

Opening February 2, 2018
February 3, 2018 — March 24, 2018

Florence Jung
JungS6, 2018
ETWAS FEHLT

The press release should be placed on the reception desk and the work should be orally explained to the gallery visitors.

| will be in Basel on Tuesday evening, can | offer you a drink to celebrate?
Florence

Figure 1.2 Florence Jung: “ETWAS FEHLT now.” Email to Stefan von Bartha and
Philipp Zollinger, January 8, 2018. From Von Bartha Report, no. 12
(2018): 20. Courtesy Florence Jung and von Bartha, Basel & Copenhagen.

A few months before the infamous tag appeared on Basel’s established
art venue, Jung had accepted an invitation to a solo show at von Bartha
gallery. Her consent was conditional upon one factor: the gallerist would
remain uninformed about the work until it occurred—or, more accurately,
until it disappeared. Five years after the event, Jung tells me in a conversa-
tion that she assured the gallerist that he would recognize the artwork as
soon as it was there.® She then hired a befriended graffiti maker to spray the
phrase overnight.” Unfortunately, the message neither arrived well, nor was
it glimpsed behind its surface as the artist intended.!’ For the work’s full
coming into the world, an act of annihilation, an erasure, needed to occur.
Relief was brought by the artist’s email of January 8, 2018 (Figure 1.2), that
suggested the artwork’s conclusion:

Dear Stefan, . . . Here some news: my exhibition consists of an erased graffiti
which read ETWAS FEHLT and a press release in the usual format . . .

I had heard stories about this work. However, for the majority of my
research time for this essay, I was unable to retrieve any visual evidence of
the tag. The von Bartha gallery’s Instagram featured a black square in place
of an image (Figure 1.3). Nonetheless, I have had a rather clear sense of what
happened on the glass facade of a low building concealed behind the gas
pumps of an Avia gas station in Basel. I have not been there physically, and
yet I felt that I had experienced the piece as it unfolded its many layers in my
consciousness, posing most arduous questions: Can a work exist in the world



“Once upon a time” 31

vonbartha - Following

(772 vonbartha Edited - 319w
@ #FlorenceJung

JUNG56

Feb 3 - Mar 24, 2018

Etwas Fehlit

Opening Feb 2, 2018

6 -10PM
The artist will be present
No comments yet.
Start the conversation.
@ 301ikes
January 31, 2018
b Add a comment... @

Figure 1.3 Instagram von Bartha gallery announcing “Etwas Fehlt” by Florence Jung.
January 31, 2018, www.instagram.com/p/Ben08N9hNWI/?hl=en. Cour-
tesy Florence Jung and von Bartha, Basel & Copenhagen.

solely as a change of circumstance, a psychological shift, or a mental picture?
Can a work be told in a story?

My attempts to find a visual trace of the tag online remained without
success—a status quo that increased my bafflement and curiosity. How, in
our mediatized age, did an act of vandalism like this fail to leave a tangible
trace?

If there is something that is ‘typical Jung,” then this situation might qualify
as such. Amongst her most staggeringly conceptual works, not only does
the artist consider this artwork complete only after its intermittent sign (the
tag) is removed, but she also submits to the void surrounding her persona
on popular media—a result of her non-image policy. If we were to analyze
the work within a performative paradigm—the act of executing the work
overnight as a performance and the tag as both a physical leftover and an
object that stands in for the performance in its absence, as it were''—then
the removal of the tag doubles the performance’s disappearance. The work’s
subversive potential might thus be seen in its ability to create an uncomfort-
able void, uninviting of people and traces—one that can only be filled, and
contained, by a narrative.

Again and again, it is the multilayered, intermittent disappearance—even
that inflicted ex post facto on social media (remember the black square in
Figure 1.3)—that creates the work and the thin line between reality and fic-
tion that we, as receivers of Jung’s message, need to come to terms with.
Has the work really been there, or have we imagined it, and how might this
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Florence Jung
Jungss, 2018
Performance

Etwas Fehlt

Figure 1.4 Gallery caption: Florence Jung, Jung56, 2018. Performance, Etwas Feblt,
von Bartha. www.instagram.com/p/BesyO6vhEmt/?hl=en&img_index=1.
Courtesy Florence Jung and von Bartha, Basel & Copenhagen.

matter for our mental experience of it? What role does memory play, and
what role does the audience play?

The artist considers the work’s audience not as those experiencing the tag,
but as those that witnessed its disappearance.'? She states:

I am interested in everything which exceeds the two usual categories of
reality and fiction . . . the things that were true one day and vanished
the next, the things that do not exist but will in the future, the false
memory of things which were never there, when something is forgotten
and yet impalpably present.

In the gallery space, the viewer is asked to look for clues: a vague press
release laid out on the counter, or a label. Gallery employees provide infor-
mation about the artwork when asked, and there is a caption (Figure 1.4) and
an interview (Figure 1.5). These scattered, fringe elements create a deliberate
lack of an official version, allowing multiple potentially conflicting interpre-
tations to emerge. The artwork functions “like open-source software,” ' with
each contribution potentially altering the piece’s meaning, inscribing a new
possibility on the previous one.

Since its inception and as of the time of my research for this essay (spring—
fall 2023), Something is Missing/Etwas Fehlt has been executed three times
that could not be more different from one another, not least because they
appeared in the languages specific to their sites. The first iteration took place
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SY: Let’s go back to reality, in concrete
terms what is presented in the gallery
space? How does the visitor learn about
your work?

FJ: By looking for clues. I left a vague
press release on the gallery counter and
there is a regular label. Then there are
the employees of the gallery who tell you
about the piece in their own way, but
only when they are asked about it. Obvi-
ously, there is also Stefan von Bartha’s
Instagram post. And eventually this
discussion. All these elements are
peripheral and scattered, but that’s all
that is available. I do take a lot of care
in not creating an official version,

or rather in letting many and possibly
contradictory pseudo-official versions
emerge. My pieces work somehow

like an open source software. Each re-
cord or image adds to the others, at the
risk of totally changing the situation
and make the piece disappear again.

Figure 1.5 Excerpt from Sophie Yerly, “When You Realize It, It Is Too Late/Wenn
du es realisierst, ist es zu spat: Florence Jung,” Von Bartha Report, no.
12 (2018): 20-21. Courtesy Florence Jung and von Bartha, Basel &
Copenhagen.

at a gallery in Paris where, in the course of the same night that a graffiti maker
applied the tag on a door under the cover of night, an attempted burglary
occurred. The gallerist appeared to believe that the two were connected.'
In fact, there was no way of finding out whether it was the performer who
did a little more than the commission. On the small Aegean island of Anafi,
on the occasion of the Phenomenon 3 biennial in 2019 (where Jung real-
ized three scenarios), the large-scale tag was applied on a construction site,
well visible from a school house in which the exhibition took place.'® Rashly
overpainted by the biennial’s assistant due to an unintended connotation
with the simultaneous passing of a person on the island, the tag’s leftovers
are still reported by present-day visitors as transpiring through the material
strata up to the surface of the overpainted area. What comes to mind are the
traces left behind after authorities erased from public spaces several artworks
by Harald Naegeli (born 1939), the infamous graffiti artist of Zurich. Their
persistence, whether as washed-out shapes or as mental images, cannot be
undone to those who have seen them.

The deliberate, well-thought-out evocation of negative space through eras-
ure, the work that inhabits a liminal territory between being noticed and
being overlooked, and the potential for a conflation of the ephemeral and



34 Performance

the physical in the palimpsestic overlays of many different presents, all draw
attention to Jung’s works. However, they are simultaneously most challeng-
ing in terms of their compliance with social norms and behaviors, their reli-
ance on chance, susceptibility to error, and their contumacy with standard
forms of cultural transmission. Namely, how can a work that evades physical
presence—often on multiple levels—be made to endure? Is it the concept in
Jung’s scenarios that makes the work? Jung posits:

My medium consists of not having one. In my works, most of the time,
there are no objects, no spectacle, and sometimes even an audience is
missing. I am interested in triggering invisibility, in the discreet, in the
economy of means.®

Rumors and stories occur on the horizon as plausible holders of meaning.
Jung insists:

In the situations I create, there are no facts, no evidence, and no visual
documentation . . . there are rumors about such situations. However,
I wouldn’t consider these rumors as my medium; they are simply what
remains in the end because my voice shouldn’t be louder than that of
other people.!”

Regardless of whether they are seen as ends in themselves or as a means to an
end, it is, I argue, these rumors, and, by extension, the storytelling, that offer
an ultimate sphere for her works’ experience.

Radical openness, or who makes the work of art?

Jung provides clear and detailed instructions to performers for all her works,
guiding them in conducting the actions before they are officially performed/
materialized. In this regard, her work during the planning and rehearsal stages
is meticulously—or “thickly”—described and prepared.'® From this phase on,
however, Jung’s work is exposed to an extreme form of openness. Jung says,
“What people experience and what performers do are just as much a part of
the piece as my concept for it. Anyone can claim a part of it for themselves.”"”
Not only does the artist prefer to be absent during the materialization of her
concepts, whether public or private, but she accepts the contingencies and inde-
terminacies of the results. The decision not to be there at the moment when
her works become materially manifested through social bodies, institutional
systems, and spatial circumstances is a pragmatic one, as her presence might
limit the endless potential of the work in its unfolding. Jung releases the work
into the world by escaping the limitation of these determinative scenarios.
When Jung precisely instructs her friend to spray a tag on a gallery win-
dow or a door, she imagines what can happen in the work’s realization. Con-
trolling certain parts of the work, such as the instruction and selection of the
performer-collaborators, Jung prescribes the work’s general frame, leaving
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open what happens on the other side of the intentional model, when the
work leaves her ‘hand.” Welcoming chance and misunderstanding and inte-
grating them into the work, Jung references Duchamp’s eternal query: “Who
makes the work, the artist or the beholder?” She answers it by adding to the
mix the performers, critics, curators, and other participants.

Inviting others to participate in such an idiom calls for spectators who,
in Jacques Ranciére’s words, “are active interpreters, who render their own
translation, who appropriate the story for themselves, and who ultimately
make their own story out of it.”?° Ranciére adds: “An emancipated commu-
nity is in fact a community of storytellers and translators.”*' Inviting others
makes art more socially responsive, as Suzi Gablik has proposed;? Jung seems
to affirm a social relatedness devoid of monocentric mythology. Having left
behind the modernist ideals of uniqueness and freedom, the new relation-
ships that Jung creates foster a mindset distinct from isolated, solitary, and
self-centered, self-contained, and self-referential individualism. Jung’s vision
of the self, as proposed by her artwork, is ecological. The self is no longer
solitary and self-sufficient. Instead, it is interconnected and interdependent.

Bringing in Félix Guattari’s concept of ‘transversality,” which roughly
signifies the overcoming of old, sedimented structures and routines in
well-established practices, might be useful here.?* Although Guattari uses it
with reference to the transformation of institutions (such as psychiatric hos-
pitals), the term has become a part of the ongoing genealogies of new mate-
rialisms.?* Transversality, as the term implies, contrasts with both verticality
(referring to hierarchies and leadership) and horizontality (relating to groups
organizing within specific sections or compartments), much like the way one
creates a line while writing by hand. In the art world, the maker—beholder
connection, the relation between the performer and the score, and the claim
that a work is realized upon the completion of a creative act, are results
of such established hierarchical systems. Jung’s works, however, by leaving
the authority of the execution with the performer or the viewer/participant
(remember, for instance, the kidnapping piece Jungc®Scheidegger, 2014),
proclaim mental realization as a valid form of completion of an artwork
(in contrast to the belief that, in visual art, a mental concept is followed by
the physical realization of a work). By erasing a work’s material traces (thus
opposing the commodity-driven art world), they not only prompt what Brian
Massumi calls “a perception of perception,” a kind of “thinking-feeling,”?*
but also open up otherwise closed logics and hierarchies. No doubt, by
deterritorializing roles, questioning competencies, and challenging art institu-
tions, Jung’s works generate new potent assemblages and alliances.

The impossibility of absence

So far, I have established that disappearance and the interstices between real-
ity and fiction are at the center of Jung’s interests. But there is a fine nuance to
the absent and the (in)visible that needs to be addressed to better understand
Jung’s work’s sophisticated inner mechanisms.
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As indicated, the erasure of the artwork is never truly final; instead, the
work persists as a palimpsestic accumulation of traces. Consider the graffiti
on the gallery window: Something is Missing/Etwas Feblt still lingers therein
as an afterimage etched into the memory of those who witnessed it. In other
words (and as with Naegeli), for those who saw it, the wall is forever marked
by the tag (and then by its absence/presence). In the case of the Anafi bien-
nial, the tag, as the story goes, has endured within the layer of paint applied
to conceal it. This palimpsest of what should otherwise be missing holds
potent symbolism. It does not unveil reality but rather inhabits the terrain
between the given and the other world/realm—partially erased yet never
entirely obliterated. Between now-and-here and there-and-then, the artwork
lingers in people’s recollections, not entirely present but not quite suppressed
either. To preserve such a work would, paradoxically, be to safeguard the
absence in all its nuance, not as a fait accompli but as an ongoing process
of absencing, a spatiotemporal movement between here and there and now
and then, as a condition necessary for the existence of this artwork—with a
noted difference between being and disappearance and being and conceal-
ment. While emergence and disappearance might be grasped as the continu-
ally resumed act of life getting rid of itself, concealment is an intentional
act of keeping things in secrecy that might involve deception, reticence, and
non-acknowledgement.?

At this point, we owe one more glimpse into the distinct perceptual con-
text of Something is Missing/Etwas Fehlt. When we say, “something is miss-
ing,” we may observe that absence is inexistent since “something” is present
within this phrase. In other words, as soon as “something” is uttered, it
occupies mental and physical space. Language reaches its limits. Essentially,
there is no such thing as absolute absence (“Je sais bien mais quand méme”;
“I know very well but just the same”), a fact that I will shortly address when
inscribing a solid space to the work in the realm of cultural preservation.

Levels of visibility

As we have observed, Something is Missing/Etwas Feblt exists on different
levels of visibility, where absence is a dynamic rather than a static concept.
These levels are reflected in the work’s textuality. Just as in all of Jung’s works,
in Something is Missing/Etwas Feblt text occurs prior to the work’s realiza-
tion as a form of instruction protocol, which can be improved upon after its
initial installation. This is outlined in the ‘Certificate,” which provides all the
necessary information when a work requires restaging or becomes part of a
collection. As in other Jung works destined for acquisition, the Something
is Missing/Etwas Feblt protocol involves an A3 paper document folded in
the center, containing a cover sheet featuring the work’s title on page one,
a scenario describing the situation on page two, an activation protocol for
the scenario on page three, and the terms and conditions on page four. But
like the Coca-Cola recipe, the certificate is not meant for public eyes. Delib-
erately concealed, or visible only for those allowed into the arcane sphere of
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the work’s inner functioning, my insistence on depicting it in this essay was
politely, yet firmly, rejected.

But not all text in Jung’s works, otherwise so essential to the works’ dis-
crete behind-the-scenes operations in museums or events, remains concealed.
Her artworks’ textual spheres exhibit three levels of visibility: the title of the
work is usually shared with the public; however, the scenario must remain
confidential and should only be used for internal communication with cura-
tors. It should never be disclosed before the work is completed, as its related
actions rely on the participants being unaware of being drawn into a plot
(remember Something is Missing/Etwas Feblt, in which the gallery owner
was left in the dark). In the case of a one-off exhibition, Jung activates the
work herself to avoid sharing the activation protocol. In the case of a work’s
acquisition, the activation protocol, which is intended solely for internal use
by the collectors who need to be able to activate the work in Jung’s absence,
is shared together with the legal note.

Documents such as activation protocols play a crucial role when a perform-
ative or conceptual work enters an institution. These documents—usually
contracts or agreements—assign artists a more prominent role when transi-
tioning a performative work into a collection than has often been the case
with object-oriented works.?” This standard contract for her scenarios has
become a part of Jung’s proactive strategy since 2017. Having been awarded
CHEF 20,000 on the occasion of the Swiss Art Awards (2017), Jung engaged a
lawyer to assist her in developing a contractual document that she could use
in the future for all her works entering collections. Jung believes that grant-
ing flexibility in shaping the scenarios and leaving details of the work to be
fixed by the museum is crucial. What happens, as Rachel Mader puts it in her
discussion of three of Jung’s works in the Aargauer Kunsthaus/Bundesamt fur
Kultur collection (BAK, Swiss Federal Office of Culture), is a redistribution
and a reconceptualization of responsibilities between the museum and the
artist.”® So where, amidst all of this, can we position conservation?

Potential images: Permission to document

Dominated by documents and images, the practice of contemporary conser-
vation might at first appear unsuited to accommodating Jung’s works. At the
level of primary resources, the artist’s aversion to (self-)Jdocumentation leaves
her work mostly absent from the internet, art magazines, and other forms of
popular documentation. As I have established, her works’ proclivity toward
the missing suggests that what is absent might actually be more powerful
than what is present. Jung posits:

This is a very pragmatic decision. It also has to do with the fact that my
work can hardly be documented. It’s not about images here, but about
constructing situations and the personal experience of the participating
audience. There is no adequate image of what is visible, and even less
so of what is not visible.?’
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What people experience and what performers do are just as much a
part of the piece as my concept for it. Anyone can claim a part of it for
themselves. For this reason, I don’t document my pieces.

But unlike Tino Sehgal’s prohibition of documentation—so popularly metab-
olized in conservation literature—in which the artist questions the regulative
system of institutions and displays, Jung’s decision as to whether or not she
sanctions documentation is contingent on the affordances of a singular work.
Although the audience is free to take snapshots of her works, their history
shows that, in the majority of cases, the visual documentation is missing,
opening space for imagination and speculation, and, not least, storytelling.
Jung also applies this rationale to the publication of photographs of her per-
sona. She prefers to hide behind established personalities holding her name,
or include them in the play of identities, to represent her in the media. The
biographical, she claims, detours the message.?!

Yet there is a light on the horizon for conservation: unlike Sehgal, who
forbids the recording of his works and insists that the acquisition process
be done entirely orally, Jung clearly opens her works to be documented by
others.?? To leave the decision to others is to allow a production of potential
rather than determined, closed images. A smart choice: rather than domi-
nating the work and its world with her own view, these snapshots, made
in the era of smartphones, represent the gaze of the beholder, or the specta-
tor, of her work. Again, authority is replaced with relationality and interde-
pendency, enabling the work rather than constraining it through norms and
regulations. Before too long, these potential images will create a transversal
archive of visual documentation—not her own.

Yet there is another form of archive that accumulates in a fleeting, transi-
tory, and transversal way, and it is being told.

Storytelling as cultural preservation

We need stories to understand ourselves. We are the only creature that does
this unusual thing, of telling each other stories in order to try to understand the
kind of creature that we are. When a child is born, the first thing [it] requires
is safety and love. The next thing that the child asks for is, “Tell me a story.”3?

Salman Rushdie steps into a long tradition of human storytelling. Long before
the advent of writing, storytelling played a pivotal role in disseminating
cultural traditions and values. In the Western philosophical tradition, Plato
held that storytelling was vital to preparing Guardians to perform their duties
in the ideal state. For Walter R. Fisher, known for introducing the narrative
paradigm to communication theory, human beings are natural storytellers.
Moreover, a good story is more valuable that a good argument. Individuals
naturally engage with their environment through narratives: “In the beginning
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was the word or, more accurately, the logos. And in the beginning, ‘logos’
meant story, reason, rationale, conception, discourse, thought.”3* Accord-
ing to Fisher, it was only with the pre-Socratic philosophers that logos and
mythos were dissociated.>

As an age-old practice, storytelling not only harnesses the power of nar-
ratives and serves as a tool employed for the purposes of education, cul-
tural conservation, entertainment, and the inculcation of moral principles,
but also shapes our experience of the world. Stories serve as a fundamental
mechanism for human memory, as we tend to retain information more effec-
tively through narrative than mere bullet points or lists.** With the capacity
to transmit cultural information from one generation to the next, storytelling
is not only a key element in the creation and propagation of culture,®” but it
also serves as a recursive and dynamic process of cultural preservation. Each
story told adds to a collective archive, enriching and influencing other narra-
tives. (We may remind ourselves of Ranciére’s notion of spectatorship as an
emancipated community of storytellers and translators.)

When I refer to storytelling, I am specifically addressing it in a direct sense.
However, objects, too, can convey stories of their material making, the tech-
nological advancements through which they came to the world, and of the
form and content they represent. Performative objects tell stories of their
interrelations with meanings and actions. On the level of visuality, photo-
graphs are often regarded as powerful storytellers, with the ability to convey
stories that surpass mere words.

Because, in storytelling, the emphasis lies less on factual accuracy and
more on cultural cohesion, not all stories are bound by truth; many per-
petuate myths, fables, or legends that serve a distinct purpose within a given
culture. Among numerous Native American tribes, oral storytelling has been
instrumental in preserving history and imparting wisdom to younger genera-
tions. Similarly, the sub-Saharan and West African regions boast a rich tradi-
tion of storytelling.?®

Considered a more equal, sustainable, and just method of preserving tra-
ditions and cultures, storytelling is a powerful tool that brings attention to
individuals often excluded or marginalized in traditional historical accounts.
By giving voice and agency to the storyteller, it challenges prevailing cultural
narratives.’” Regarding non-Western approaches to preserving cultural herit-
age, and according to her vision of an indigenized museum, Puawai Cairns
advocates that the main function of museums should be to transmit stories—
museums should become hubs for people to share their stories and to reflect
on and interpret histories (see Chapter 7 in this volume). Artist Rosanna
Raymond, of the collective Pacific Sisters, sources storytelling as both a con-
temporary performing art and a living tradition.*® She maintains that through
storytelling, we are never in the past, but rather we become our ancestors—
we are enacting and conserving them (see Chapter 12).*! The Black tradition
prides itself on powerful stories and the oral passing of traditions, customs,
and rites that survived with and through their tellers despite the enslavement



40 Performance

and dispossession of their lands, origins, and material culture.*> As a form
of continuation of this rich tradition, some of the members of the Black Art
Conservators association (Chapter 8) turn away from writing as an expres-
sion of the dominant white culture toward modes of oral story conveyance
in conservation.

Storytelling: Space of experience

My first encounter with Etwas Felbt/Something is Missing was through a
story. During the subsequent research, various stories—including but not
limited to those conveyed to me by the artist and the gallerist—accumulated
into a mini-archive that I was able to activate at my leisure. Oftentimes,
the stories diverged, representing opposing or even conflicting views. For
instance, von Bartha recalls that the graffiti was erased very quickly from the
window of his gallery, while Jung recalls that she waited days until she could
announce the work’s completion. As with the Rashomon effect so effectively
used by television drama The Affair (2014-19), in which the same event is
presented from varying viewpoints and perspectives, I was exposed to the
worlds of Something is Missing/Etwas Feblt as they unfolded through the
telling of subjective experiences.* Regardless of truthfulness and attachment
to facts, I felt that, in these stories, I was offered a space for a genuine experi-
ence. Although in a state nearing obsession to find visual evidence of the tag,
I needed neither a physical object, nor a proof of existence of the work to
experience it in my imagination.

Philosopher John Dewey’s perspective on experience is that it is an intrin-
sic aspect of the human species, deeply ingrained in our evolutionary devel-
opment. Experience refers to the manner in which living organisms engage
with their surroundings, and in the case of humans, this environment encom-
passes the social, cultural, and political aspects of our existence. To reframe
our perceptions of what is fundamental and distinctive in the artistic process,
Dewey directs our attention to the entire artistic process instead of focusing
solely on the tangible outcomes embodied in what he calls the “expressive
object.”*

For Dewey, and as the contemporary Deweyan Richard Shusterman
explains, we need to privilege the aesthetic process over the product, such
that art is defined as “a quality of experience” rather than a collection of
objects.* The processes of commodification and fetishization in which con-
servation actively partakes* should not lure us into thinking that art is lim-
ited to the objecthood of a physical artifact alone. Rather, for Dewey, art
lies in the experiential activity through which it is created and perceived.
Far from a dismissal of objectification—denouncing the object altogether—
Dewey insists that an object is, in fact, necessary to structure the aesthetic
experience: just as creative ideas need to be embodied in an object, the aes-
thetic experience has to be “fused with the matter of the object.”’
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Such an understanding of an artwork as a bundle of experiential activity
allows the space created by the story into, and as, the realm of the work’s
experience. In the post-Deweyan sense, in Jung’s case, the aesthetic process
lifts the work further from the physical object-referent, as the work is con-
structed and transmitted by oral narratives and experienced in the imagina-
tion. One could even say that it is no less malleable or formable in comparison
with the experience of a physical object.

The idea of storytelling offering a space for the work’s experience is far
from a theoretical, passively received, or imparted assumption. Rather, it
springs from the doing of this artwork—receiving and telling the story—Dby
individuals deeply engaged in its working (on the ‘cutting table,” at the gal-
lery, and as an object of study).

Griot: An agent of preservation

The storytelling considering Something is Missing/Etwas Fehlt reveals several
individuals contributing to the archive of stories. There is, however, also my
telling of a story about these stories—a reflexive second-degree story, a form
of interpretation and translation (Ranciére), that is self-reflective of its own
formation.*®

As such, I might step back and examine where I stand within the broader
context of this study, as an individual whose power lies in reiterating the
story and passing it on, whether actively via word of mouth or, ex post facto,
passively through this essay’s printed form (ex post facto because no longer
actively amending the story, as happens in live transmission). In the process
of knowledge formation, have I evolved beyond being merely a researcher?
(Or should such research, as an active form of knowledge formation, be con-
ceptualized itself as a mode of storytelling?) Have I become a conveyor of the
intangible archive, and, in a Derridean sense, an archon of this story?*

Here, the figure of the griot, associated with the craft of storytelling, comes
in handy. The griot is considered a “scholar of its African nation”*° and an
individual serving as a troubadour and storyteller, as well as, historically,
a counselor to kings.’! Born into specialized family groups, griots played
multiple roles in traditional West African societies, their role encompassing
genealogy and historiography. Griots served as praise-singers, musicians,
social intermediaries, counselors, and even dancers and acrobats. Closely
tied to the nobility, griots attended to kings, warlords, and Islamic scholars.
Beyond their social duties, griots held vital cultural responsibilities, preserv-
ing history, genealogies, sayings, songs, and music through oral traditions
in a largely non-literate society. In return for their services, griots received
sustenance, clothing, livestock, jewelry, and even land. However, the rise of
Islam, colonialism, and modernization eroded their roles and rewards, ren-
dering the “Master of the Word” less relevant in changing social and political
landscapes.’?
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Returning to our context, could I—or any contemporary custodian of this
work for that matter—assume the position of a present-day griot in transmit-
ting the story to their social network and ensuring its movement across time?
Could a story transmitted in this way offer a possibility of experience of an
artistic work? I argue, and am convinced, that it could.

The performance of memory and recollection

Storytelling and oral history revolve around the process of remembering and
their attending notions of memory types (among others, individual, collec-
tive, public, official, and flashbulb memories) and how they contribute to
human recollection.

Memory is a dynamic process of creating meaning. For the historian Lynn
Abrams, memory, as the fragmentary remains of experiences that are trans-
posed into autobiographic narratives that endure over time, involves recall-
ing stories, images, experiences, and emotions.*® Thus, remembering is an
ongoing and imperfect endeavor. Importantly, memories are not confined
to the past; they also pertain to the present. For Annette Kuhn, memory is
an account shaped by discourse and language; “[memory] is neither pure
experience nor pure event.”>* While memories recovered through oral narra-
tives and storytelling lack objective reliability and measurability, they hold a
personal truth for the individual recollecting them—a sense I gained from my
conversation with everyone that experienced Jung’s work.

Remembering is inextricably linked with forgetting, with losing memory.
Jung seems to be clearly aware of this fact, as well as how it shapes her
work. “Forgetting or disappearing is the DNA of the work—one cannot
fight against it. It is about accepting it and allowing it to leave on.”> As
with the paradigm of loss in object-based conservation, which has (too) often
been assigned a negative value resulting from assumptions of the perpetual
function of objects in cultural institutions and collections, here, forgetting
is not an inherent vice, but rather an intrinsic (rather than extrinsic) change
inscribed into the work.’® Thus storytelling as a method for these works’
survival is less concerned with the accuracy of the conveyed meanings, which
will obviously lack external validation, than with the subjectively shaped
liveness and vitality of the story that is passed on. After all, the robustness
of the work lies less in its material presence and more in its ability to be
transmitted—it is an ongoing performance of memory and recollection.

Storytelling: A different kind of knowledge

In his examination of knowledge in the postmodern era, in which he defines
postmodernity as incredulity towards metanarratives, the post-structuralist
philosopher Jean-Frangois Lyotard (1924-98) initially distinguishes between
two types of knowledge: “narrative” and “scientific” (The Postmodern
Condition, 1984).” Narrative knowledge characterizes “primitive” or
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“traditional” societies and is rooted in storytelling often conveyed through
rituals, music, and dance. For Lyotard, this type of knowledge lacks external
validation; its legitimacy is inherent within the narrative itself and is sustained
by the timeless continuity of the tradition. It is passed down from those who
heard it in the past to those who will share it in the future. Questioning the
authenticity of narrative knowledge is not a consideration. In fact, Lyotard
proposes that there exists an inherent incongruity between the concept of
legitimization and the authority of narrative knowledge.’® This proves help-
ful in situating this form of knowledge in conservation.

As 1 have argued elsewhere, conservation is an epistemic practice and
knowledge-generating activity, which itself sources various forms of knowl-
edge.”” Storytelling as a narrative knowledge that lacks external validation
does not seem to pair up well with several other forms of knowledge dominant
in conservation, such as those ascribed a level of objectivity, often generated
as a result of scientific analysis and technical investigation. It is, therefore, not
overly surprising that these conservation methods, which have been concerned
with tangible, object-based artifacts, have frequently overlooked the intangible
elements of heritage preservation. These include the transfer of memory, exper-
tise, techniques, and knowledge, which are vital for sustaining various forms
of non-object-based practices, including less object-centered forms of contem-
porary art. In fact, Western institutions in the realm of art and culture have
historically downplayed or even suppressed practices like orality, direct physi-
cal transmission, and ritual inheritance, all of which play a fundamental role
in ensuring the longevity of object-less and body-based forms of expression.®

One should not be blinded by this status quo, however: a shift is currently
taking place in conservation scholarship towards the incorporation of alter-
native and non-Western forms of knowledge conveyance.®" Also, under the
veil of object-oriented methodologies and their seemingly ‘safe’ attachment
to science, both conservation science and object-based conservation boast a
wealth of narrative knowledge that has been expressed in what I term ‘con-
servation narratives.” In conservation practice, in narrated documentation—
in the objects’ descriptions and narrations of treatments—conservators tell
stories about works and the people that make and mend them.®? Fantasy
and recollection play just as important roles in these stories as the desire
to stay truthful to the artist or their work. As in Paul Ricoeur’s narrative
theory, which mediates between phenomenological time and cosmic time to
reconcile them through language,® the narrative mode of conservation ena-
bles conservators and cultural stakeholders to grasp the divergence between
acts of salvage and the progress of entropy and decay. Conservation narra-
tives tell stories that mediate between these otherwise irreconcilable poles by
allowing us to better understand the sense of doing conservation.

The meaningful emplotment is manifest not only in conservation’s docu-
mentation, however. Oral narrative, the artwork’s biography, and the genre
of artists’ interviews mediate—and thus make more graspable—various con-
stituencies and temporalities of the works, their worlds, and associated actors.
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More recently, and rightfully decentering one-man genealogies submitting to
a narrow model of artistic genius, conservators have begun listening to sto-
ries told by artists’ assistants, technicians, and a broader ecology of cultural
workers invested in artworks over their lifespan. Often, this knowledge is
related to techniques and methods—to “how the artists would do it”—and
is challenging to articulate because it resides within the realm of the implicit
and non-verbal. Finally, we tell stories about conservation itself, creating its
identity as an ongoing epistemic body of expertise and experience.

Coda: A retrospective in Bordeaux

My research for this essay found its conclusion in the last moments of my
conversation with Jung, which focused on her retrospective that was about to
open in Bordeaux.®* In this large-scale project, and yet intimate and contained
as with all Jung’s projects, she invited twelve local small shop owners from dif-
ferent neighborhoods of Bordeaux, from a hairstylist to an Indian food seller,
with no links to the visual arts whatsoever, to listen to the story of one of her
works, and retell it to those who would ask. The series was initially conceived
as a form of delegated labor: Jung wished to retrieve twelve human “carriers”
of her works’ stories so that they would relate them to the shop owners, only
later to personally transmit them due to financial constraints. A compilation of
twelve cards with the shop names and addresses featured on a poster served
as the only material evidence of her retrospective taking place at Frac MECA.

When Jung speaks of the retrospective, I feel confirmed: not only is the
idea of storytelling as cultural conservation viscerally present in Jung’s artis-
tic project, but the artist turns it into the very medium of her retrospective. In
an extreme form of openness to change and chance Jung entrusts her work’s
stories to strangers with the intention for them to pass it on. In an intercon-
nected, interdependent, and ecological manner, the work—which consists in
an activation of twelve of her historical works—spans across individual and
collective minds and is told by word of mouth.

Submitting to a story, we willingly open ourselves to the potential of
deception. In doing so, we acknowledge the likelihood that not every nar-
rative is grounded in truth and that some may indeed be products of pure
fiction. What if the store owners embellish the work and present their version
of the tale in a manner distinct from the account given by Jung? Would such
a divergence lessen the artwork’ appreciation? What if it is all a construct
of imagination—an ongoing performance of the work in the people’s minds,
memories, and recollections, in the shops and the streets of Bordeaux, the
entire tapestry? Regardless, I feel compelled to listen.
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