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Introduction 

The difference between the live performance and its documentation is far from 
being akin to that between life and death. And yet, analogies between the lives (and 
afterlives) of performance artworks and the pathos of human life populate relevant 
literature on performance art, its documentation, museumification—or, perhaps, 
mummification, if we pay some attention to recent criticisms1 

—and conservation. 
From the art historian and theorist Hal Foster, who calls performances acquired 
and displayed in the museum zombie artworks,2 to several conservation projects 
aiming to bring performance artworks to life (of which I have participated in a 
few),3 it is warranted to say that this analogy has gained its own life. There is a 
reason for that: this analogy has proven itself useful in Western literature on per
formance art and its many instantiations. The analogy pushes for the recognition 
of performance artworks by what they do, therefore asserting their materiality in 
the museum as both displayable and collectable cultural and artistic manifesta
tions. This was particularly useful for conservation, where various analogies 
between the profession and medicine have been used in the field since at least the 
1990s, and seeing performances as breaths of life we ought to maintain and pro
mote changed the focus from objects to action. This analogy also brought a new 
wealth of vocabulary that allowed for the visualization of the expectations for 
performance artworks entering collections, from being alive,4 to becoming 
zombies, having afterlives,5 or becoming remains,6 relics,7 remainders,8 or 
traces,9 to name a few formulations. In this chapter, however, I argue that 
we need to move beyond discourses around life and death and towards an 
understanding of the collective and vital materiality of performance art 
within the politics of the commons. By politics of the commons, I mean an 
effort to bring humans and nonhumans together in sharing knowledge and 
resources in an anti-capitalist promotion of solidarity and relationality.10 In 
this sense, I will be exploring the limits of the live in performance art and 
its conservation in relation to the place the performance artworks occupy in 
the ecologies of its care. 

Suppose knowledges are as situated as bodies, as proposed by feminist scholar 
Donna Haraway in 1988.11 In that case, mine is brought here by intra-actions, as  
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the feminist scholar Karen Barad puts it,12 of my research in museums and aca
demia, as both someone engaged in and committed to the practice of research as 
a project of resistance to late capitalism and the research of practice as the site of 
that resistance. I come from various “zones of presence,” as the philosopher 
Gilles Deleuze calls them,13 namely, conservation, performance studies and new 
materialisms. These fields have many points of contact and gaps, tension and 
conflicts, which, of course, bring up ambiguities and challenges that sometimes 
prove hard to untangle. In exploring some modes, possibilities and limitations of 
liveness in performance—and, in this sense, of preserving such condition—I will  
be thinking with new materialisms,14 in general, and vital materialism and vital
ity,15 in particular. More than exploring this topic through this lens, I will argue 
that vitality—at least the one at the root of vital materialisms—more than being 
a project that operates in the materiality of the performance “object,” is a project 
that operates in the political, and, precisely, within the politics of difference 
within the commons. 

The chapter is divided into four sections. The first section will focus on the 
challenge of liveness and its configuration in the conservation of performance art. 
The second section will address how liveness is configured in memory institutions 
such as museums,16 while also exploring the ways in which liveness is understood 
in conservation and the gaps that emerge in centring liveness as a conservation 
aim. The third section will introduce vitalism as an alternative to the idea of 
liveness. The fourth section will think with vitalist materialism to reconfigure 
liveness and what is conserved—that is, performance art—and conservation as 
practice, and even as a political project of difference and visibility within the 
ecologies of commons that co-constitute practices of conservation. 

The issue of liveness 

Debates around the liveness of performance art were at the forefront of the 
discussion on performance art and documentation at the end of the twentieth 
century.17 Positions from the performance studies scholar Peggy Phelan’s pro
vocation that performance art becomes itself through its disappearance,18 to 
performance studies scholar Philip Auslander’s perspective on the inseparability 
of the live and the mediatized,19 to the interplay between the text and the body, 
or the archive and the repertoire, as performance studies scholar Diana Taylor 
puts it,20 framed the large body of literature that emerged within the field of 
performance studies and associated disciplines between the end of the century 
and the turn of the millennium.21 

With few exceptions, discussions around performance and its documentation 
mainly focused on politics of representation: if and in which circumstances 
performance could be represented. Phelan’s extensively repeated claim that 
performance “cannot be saved, recorded, documented, or otherwise participate 
in the circulation of representations of representations” is typically juxtaposed 
with perspectives that have a more conciliatory relationship with documenta
tion and mediatization.22 Those include ones developed by Auslander,23 who 
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sees performance and its documentation inhabiting contiguous spaces, or what 
Deleuze would call “zones of indiscernibility”24 or the perspective of the art 
historian Amelia Jones, who calls our attention to the fragmentary nature of 
both documentation and the performance even itself, as distinct and, yet, 
unprivileged knowledge-making practices, tools and sources.25 These perspec
tives have both a philosophical and historical drag, which explains each 
author’s approach to issues of disappearance or recursiveness within the over-
arching discussion on performance and its representation.26 In this chapter, 
however, I hope to join the scholars and practitioners who move the debate 
beyond representation,27 and accept that the materiality of performance exists 
in a continuum, made of various, concurrent and, sometimes, contradicting 
material manifestations. This is even more relevant given the multiple modes of 
live that now exist and the ones that keep emerging in our hyper-mediatized 
society.28 As suggested by Jones,29 if the event is confirmed by the viewer (or 
witness) in the moment of its actual (or simulated) performance, what separates 
the memory of witnessing the live event from the embodied experience of 
learning it through documentation, or that of activating the event through re
enactment practices? If a performance, or any artwork for that matter, is 
always materialized partially and “recursively disseminated” over time,30 and 
witnessed through mediation devices, either physical or not, what indeed sepa
rates the event from the different ways in which it manifests? 

The main discrepancy between live event and representational forms of such an 
event is in the possibility of enacting substantial differences between instantiations. 
While the encounter between a human and a photograph always produces material 
change,31 differences formed at the meeting point between audiences and perfor
mance documentation is less clear than the one produced in processes of activation 
also known as re-enactments.32 Re-enactments, to use the words of performance 
studies scholar Rebecca Schneider, allow us to engage in the process of return, not  
necessarily to go back to how things were, but to take another turn. In this reflec
tion, Schneider discusses, too, how re-enactments engage with the idea of liveness, 
calling them “acts of survival”: 

Entering, or re-enacting, an event or a set of acts (acts of art or acts of war) 
from a critical direction, a different temporal angle, may be (…) an act of 
survival, of keeping alive as passing on (in multiple senses of the phrase “to 
pass”). This keeping alive is not a liveness considered always in advance of 
death nor in some way after death, as Abramović might prefer in wanting 
to monumentalize her work to commemorate her as dead in advance, 
sealing her, in this way, into the archive. Rather, it is more a constant (re) 
turn of, to, from, and between states in animation – an inter-(in)animation 
(to quote Moten, to quote Donne again). For “survival” (…) may be a 
critical mode of remaining, as well as a mode of remaining critical: passing 
on, staying alive, in order to pass on the past as past, not, indeed, as (only) 
present. Never (only) present.33 
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This approach to liveness is echoed by performance studies André Lepecki and 
gender and performance theorist Louis van den Hengel, who recognize in 
these “acts of survival” the agency for rehearsing the potential history of 
performance artworks.34 Calling them “chronopolitical operations,” Lepecki 
suggests that re-enactments materialize not  only  the traces  of  what  was but  
also the possibilities of what could have been.35 The potential to create and 
sustain significant material change in artworks and their potential futures 
might justify the use of re-enactment to maintain or create liveness within 
museums. The next section will discuss the context of liveness in the museum 
and how it has been materially configured in the  last  fifteen to twenty years. 

Living in the Museum? 

The first performance artwork to enter a museum collection as a live action 
was Good Feelings, Good Times (2003) by the Slovakian artist Roman Ondák 
(b. 1966), which was acquired by Tate London in 2005. Since then, the pace of 
live acquisitions has accelerated, with more than fifty artworks now being part of 
collections all over the world, according to a list compiled by the web platform 
Monoskop.36 Collecting and incorporating performance artworks into art muse
ums is no mean feat. At least for public collections, such as the Tate, collecting a 
work means to hold it and conserve it in perpetuity. At least three trends can be 
observed in relation to the growing appetite for live action from the turn of the 
millennium until now: the nostalgia towards artistic practices created in the 1960s 
that emerged in the 1990s, the advent of the “experience economy,” and the growth 
in number of delegated performances.37 

Museums and collections began to show an interest in performance during the 
mid-1990s. Around this same time, and even with different terminology from what 
we see today, there was a clear growth in discussions and narratives in relevant 
literature around how and when to conserve performance. The art historian Jes
sica Chalmers posits that this turn to performance came through a form of nos
talgia, and specifically, a process of longing for and reappraisal of the 
performances created in the 1960s.38 This act of return, to borrow the expres
sion by Schneider,39 led to a further “process of historicization” of those works. 
The historicization of these works came with its fair share of challenges and 
possibilities: if, on the one hand, it led to the canonization of these works into 
what is called Art History, on the other hand, it also proposed that their ori
ginal stance against commodification was characteristically part of perfor
mance art as a genre. Still, as the relationship between institutions and 
performance art was consolidated, so was the historical and “generational” 
legacy of these works.40 Museums started to commission various re-enactments 
of past performances,41 which, in some ways, either kick-started or condoned 
the acquisition of performance artworks. The growing trend that led museums 
to acquire these works led to recent structural changes both in museums and 
how they are organized,42 and in philosophical considerations about the object 
of performance and its ontologies.43 These moves towards an increased 
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presence of performance artworks in museums are linked to what has been 
called the experience economy. 

The term experience economy was coined by two economists, B. Joseph Pine II 
and James H. Gilmore, to recognize experiences and events as commodities. 
Within this framework, experiences delivered over a certain duration and to a 
specific audience in a time- and space-bounded context are part of what is 
exchanged between people and/or institutions.44 From the description alone, one 
can see a lot of resemblance between these commodities as defined by Pine and 
Gilmore and performance artworks that now populate museum spaces and col
lections. Indeed, the importance of the experience economy in how museums are 
and have been rehearsing the collecting and curatorial goals of the institution is 
unmistakable.45 The specific ways in which the experience economy tailors what 
we see in the museum are also impacted by forms of artistic practice that facilitate 
such experiences and one of them is the rise of delegated performances in museum 
collections.46 As will become clear in the next paragraphs, this has also impacted 
our care strategies, specifically in the case of conservation practice. 

Until recently,47 performance artworks collected by museum collections as live 
actions were what Claire Bishop has called “delegated performances,” meaning 
that they were created to be interpreted by people other than the artist. This 
trend, as Bishop explains, became prominent in the 1990s, with artists hiring non
professionals (or professionals from other fields) to “undertake the job of being 
present and performing at a particular time and a particular place on behalf of 
the artist, and following his or her instructions.”48 This is the case, for example, 
with Roman Ondák’s Measuring the Universe (2007), where a museum staff 
member measures the heights of visitors against a gallery wall, mapping out the 
cloud of sizes and their variations for a specific context and within a particular 
time. This action can be undertaken without the artist’s presence without jeo
pardizing what is usually called the “authenticity” of the artwork as it is com
monly recognized.49 That, of course, does not mean that such works are easy to 
conserve, to collect, or to interpret—it would be quite a stretch to say that about 
the choreographic works of Simone Forti or the works of Tino Sehgal, the latter 
of which, by the artist’s own specification, cannot be directly documented and 
rely on oral communication. This implies, however, that they are not dependent 
on a specific person to be or become live. Some of those artworks can also be 
exhibited as documentation, with documentation acting as a proxy of the live 
performance, which is collected with various display modes. Their display is not 
only independent from specific people, but it can also go ahead without the pro
position of being live as in activated as a live performance. As the large majority 
of works collected by art collections were framed around these characteristics, so 
were their conservation needs. This, however, does not mean that conservation 
does not change the artwork as it enters a museum collection, but that con
servation strategies are particularly tailored to the challenges prompted by col
lecting delegated performances. 

The question of how and what to conserve when we are talking about per
formance art is as contemporary as practices of collecting.50 The premise of 
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liveness brought opportunities to the conservation of delegated performances, 
particularly when the aim of keeping them live could be achieved by producing 
those performances in-house. The understanding of liveness as a conservation 
goal allowed for mapping the gaps in current processes.51 The work of devel
oping strategies tailored to the exceptional needs of performance art was, 
however, built on years of expertise developed in conservation of time-based 
media art.52 Moreover, the expansion of practice was facilitated by theoretical 
discussions promoted in various conservation contexts, from the care of objects 
from Indigenous Cultures to the conservation of contemporary art.53 

In collecting those works, the collecting institutions often also own the means 
for their production, from props to instructions or other forms of knowledge and 
information.54 However, the challenges to liveness come with artworks that, in 
themselves, propose complex forms of life of the artwork beyond the artist or the 
museum. Some delegated performances still rely on the artist to be activated, 
with others changing profusely in each activation, reframing, at each encounter, 
the expectations of what the artwork was and could be,55 and a small set of them 
also being specifically attached to means that cannot be reproduced or instan
tiated within the museum. Non-delegated performance artworks, in turn, intrin
sically depend on the presence of the artist or a specific person. In those cases, the 
means of production are not necessarily owned by the artist, a gallery, or a col
lection, but are, instead, diffracted,56 distributed.57 One could argue that all 
forms of artistic practice exhibit such a complex net of human and nonhuman 
relations. However, as frequently happens with contemporary art, some artworks 
demonstrate such a relational nature in ways that are hard to ignore. That is the 
case, for example, of Destierro (Displacement), an artwork created by the Cuban-
born artist Tania Bruguera (b. 1968) in 1998. 

Destierro refers to a religious tradition from the Kongo peoples of the modern 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, called Nkisi Nkonde.58 The Nkisi Nkonde is 
a wooden  figure constructed, or, in the words used by Tania Bruguera, “loaded 
or activated” with mnemonic devices, whether traces, relics, or body parts of a 
deceased individual, and metal nails that represent wishes that have been asked 
and granted or, again using Bruguera’s words,  “complied with.”59 The Nkisi 
Nkondi tradition is built on the idea of reciprocity: indeed, if someone is to ask 
something from Nkisi Nkondi, they must promise something in return. If a wish 
is granted but the promise is not kept, the spirit of the Nkisi Nkonde retaliates. 
This work by Bruguera brings together the religious nature of this tradition— 
which, according to the artist, is understood by the audiences in Cuba—and the 
idea of reciprocity between the people and power structures. The artist used the 
concept around the creation of Nkisi Nkondi objects to produce a wearable Nkisi 
Nkonde. She walked dressed as a Nkisi Nkonde during a performance that took 
place in Havana in 1998, on Fidel Castro’s birthday, echoing the promises that 
were made and not kept, asking for restitution, accountability, and justice. This 
work changes every time it is performed, having incorporated pencils in 2003 and 
bullets in 2005, and bringing new meanings in each interaction. As mentioned by 
gender and performance studies scholar José Esteban Muñoz, for 
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those who believe in the revolution’s infallible glory, Castro almost func
tions as a Nkisi Nkonde, a symbolic figure in which the populace invests its 
hopes and desires. For those who denounce the leader, he is the fetish, the 
juju, the ultimate Other, also potentially represented in the performance. 
Again, Bruguera’s performance explicates the ways in which the Cuban 
people, arguably inside and out of the island, participate in an economy of 
projection, investing desire and guilt in outside objects rather than under
standing the potential transformation available through a politics of 
introjection.60 

By introjection, Esteban Muñoz is here referring to the act of hammering a nail 
and, figuratively, to the process of implanting desire into the object itself—both 
as a holder of wishes and promises and as a reckoning. This stance demon
strates some of the ways in which the means of production for artworks like 
Destierro cannot be owned by collecting institutions. The permeation of desire 
into the people that are part of the performance and of that specific situated 
practice, on the one hand, distributes the affective ownership of the artwork 
while, on the other hand, diffracting the possibilities for enacting change with 
Destierro. Another aspect that is brought by this work is its association with 
the political context in which it emerges. This work could be considered poli
tically charged, also called activist, or, to use Bruguera’s term, political-timing 
specific. Bruguera uses this term to denote the interstitial space between art and 
political resistance, which, according to the artist, can only occur at the very 
specific time between a political or social crisis and its resolution by main
stream power structures.61 

For Bruguera, with creating (and collecting) these forms of artistic practice 
comes the responsibility to generate difference under the auspices of the parti
cular political moment from which the artwork originated. In her words, form 
and content “are interdependent, linked to the specificity of a political moment. 
Any political change requires a re-evaluation of the form used to produce poli
tical art.”62 This also poses an obstacle to a collecting and conservation frame
work centered on liveness: it is not that the museum itself cannot create 
difference—as, indeed, happens frequently with forms of performance art that 
are continually iterated—but the parameters of difference, or how much differ
ence is allowed while retaining the artwork’s identity, will hardly be the same 
for the museum and the manifold of stakeholders that are part of actions of 
political-timing specific performance artworks such as Destierro. 63 The gen
erative potential of artworks such as Destierro is as complex as are its affects. 
The possibilities for creating difference are, therefore, as expansive as the 
boundaries that constrain it. This is an artwork that demands that we look at 
conservation in terms of social responsibility and response-ability to understand 
how conservation can contribute to safeguarding the artwork while enacting 
social change through and with the artwork.64 

Again, going back to the issue of liveness in performance, the goal of con
servation at least for performance artworks needs to go beyond understanding 
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what is needed for the artworks to remain live—or activated as performances in 
gallery spaces—or to find alternative ways for them to exist and act in muse
ums, galleries and the other public spaces, and to reconfigure its actions to 
promote and realize their potential as vital matter. In light of issues such as 
climate change, the rising recognition of social inequalities, which are pervasive 
and systemic, institutions’ (slow) reckoning with their colonial past and present, 
and the continued burgeoning of neoliberalism in the arts and humanities, 
conservation’s apparent political neutrality, which, in fact, many conservators 
already recognize as being inexistent and impossible,65 needs to be seriously 
rethought. A politically-committed conservation framework—i.e. one that 
focuses on resource and knowledge sharing—focused on generative vitality 
instead of sustaining life, as I will argue, could allow us to reconsider both 
conservation and performance artworks now and in the future. 

Vitality 

Vitality is a fundamental concept in feminist new materialisms. Within a 
materialist philosophical tradition, the term is used by philosophers such as 
Gilles Deleuze through Henry Bergson in Bergsonism, 66 Elizabeth Grosz,67 Jane 
Bennett68 and Rosi Braidotti.69 It is also important to recognize the legacy of 
the philosopher Baruch Spinoza70 and Indigenous knowledge in a discussion 
focused on nonhuman agency and relationality for the philosophical field of 
new materialisms.71 Vitality or vitalism is a notion that recognizes the growing 
complexity of life and its potential for sustaining and creating difference.72 In 
other words, vitalism distinguishes the intraconnectedness of beings in their 
visible and invisible complexity and understands what they could become and 
what they could have been. As the philosopher Scott Lash puts it, “the notion 
of life has always favoured an idea of becoming over one of being, of movement 
over stasis, of action over structure, of flow and flux.”73 

In “Vitalism Now – A Problematic,” the philosopher Monica Greco traces 
back the history of the definitions of vitalism.74 This concept was adopted by 
various philosophers and scholars working within the field of moral philosophy 
and metaphysics, being discredited early on due to its spiritual undertones.75 

One of the first pioneers of vitalism (at least in England) was Anne Conway in 
the seventeenth century, for whom the vitalist understanding of the life of 
things was one of the ways of recognizing the Christian God’s agency in the 
making of the World.76 The domain of the discussion on vitalism shifted to 
philosophy of medicine and biology, to bioethics and to ideas of humanness and 
human becoming in the twentieth century, through the reflections of authors 
such as Henri Bergson, Georges Canguilhem, Gilles Deleuze, Michel Foucault 
or Antonio Negri, to name a few.77 

Vitalism was reframed in the twenty-first century, not only in the life sci
ences, but also in the social and human sciences. One of the main reasons for 
this reframing of vitalism within the social and human sciences (and feminist 
epistemologies in particular) has to do with the object of analysis that was 
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proposed within vitalism. In her analysis of vitalism now, Greco proposes a shift 
from considering vitalism as an onto-epistemological problem to one concerning 
an ethical and political problem.78 The framing of life as an ontological and epis
temological (and not necessarily political or ethical) problem comes with its own 
set of criticisms. For one, vitalism as an approach typically conceives processes of 
becoming as being inseparable from all matter,79 which is in opposition to under
standings of becoming as a purely ontological measure within disciplines such as 
biology or medicine. If humans, animals, insects, microbiomes and plants engage 
in processes of becoming throughout their life, this life is also characterized by 
pathos, or the end of life and, by association, that process of becoming. As stated 
by Greco, who develops this analysis through the work of the bioethicist and phi
losopher of science Thomas Osborne,80 

A vitalism premised on the recognition of this pathic dimension would 
characterize life not simply as affirmatively “vital” but as permanently 
engaged in a relationship with the possibility of its negation – death, dis
ease, sub-normativity, error.81 

This premise of vitalism, however, as proposed by Greco, does not need to be 
constricted by disciplinary domains. Indeed, even when considering vitalism 
outside the biological domain, it is possible to extend its scope to the under
standing of life as a vibrant, vital relationality that exists across organic and 
inorganic matter.82 Indeed, in proposing vitality and life as a complex relational 
endeavor, and a diverse body of self-organizing matter—one that relates oxygen 
atoms with the pulsing breath of biological life, or, in turn, one that relates 
human behavior with nature, leading to changes in the percentage of the set of 
atoms in the atmosphere—it is possible to acknowledge the inherent intra-
actions between ways of being and becoming in the world at any given 
moment.83 Vitality, in this sense, resists binaries like life and death, and 
expands the idea of life beyond the human. Moreover, in centering relationality, 
vitalism proposes a range of life and becoming beyond the normativity defined 
by traditional conceptions of what is human—that of a Western, white, middle-
to upper-class, cisgender, heterosexual, able-bodied, English-speaking, male 
human—and living—that of organic, biological, matter.84 In other words, vit
alism allows us to reflect that the life of some humans has been granted more 
value than the life of other humans, while also promoting a wider under
standing of the state of living beyond common assumptions between what is 
animated and what is not. Some of such vitality can escape the most observant 
researcher or equipment, as the networks of complexity generate, in themselves, 
multi-dimensional activities that are hard to understand and harder to describe 
from a single perspective or situated practice.85 To the agency and generative 
activity of non-living things—such as artworks—Jane Bennett calls “thing
power,” as an acknowledgement “toward the strange ability of ordinary, man-
made items to exceed their status as objects and to manifest traces of indepen
dence or aliveness, constituting the outside of our own experience.”86 In this 



Vitality and the conservation of performance 79 

sense, vitalism clarifies how life and knowledge constitute each other,87 and 
how humans and nonhumans coexist through their beings, possible becomings, 
and, therefore, alternative realities and narratives. 

Vitalism brings up various questions and possibilities for artworks, museums, 
conservators and audiences, among the many agents that participate in the vital 
becoming of the World. First, in considering artworks—such as Destierro – active 
matter, 88 we need to assume that their vital becoming depends on (1) their own 
(albeit limited) agency, (2) the situatedness of knowledge-making activities and (3) 
their capacity of becoming different. I have elsewhere explored nonhuman agency 
of time-based media and performance artworks, the situatedness of knowledge in 
the conservation of performance art, and the possibilities of difference.89 Here, 
however, I am concerned with the ethical impacts of the shift from an idea of 
liveness to one of vitality in the conservation of performance. How does con
servation practice—one that looks at liveness in the context of display and within 
the economy of experience—participate in expanding or restricting the agency of 
artworks, and how does such involvement respond to the aims of conservation 
in the sphere of vitality? Looking at the other side, that of procedures and 
practices and man-made things with power, I ask how—in making that com
plexity and entanglement visible—one can start questioning the ways in which 
they are inherently co-constituted. 

Towards difference in collective imagination 

The previous sections have highlighted how current models of conservation of 
performance art in museums assume that the museum is to own the means of their 
production. We have seen how that model is optimistic, if not unsustainable. 
Vitalism refuses or, at least, diffracts the ownership of the means of production 
of performance artworks—from creation to the actual materialization of each 
manifestation. If the power of things as self-organizing matter, in itself, escapes 
institutional control, what to say about the agential network that defines and 
promotes difference in artworks and their potential futures? This last section 
will look at how vitalist materialism reconfigures the expectations around 
ownership and material stability of performance artworks. 

At its core, as proposed by Greco,90 vitalism is as much about an onto-
epistemological discussion about the world as it is about a politico-ethical 
project that recognizes the intradependencies of knowledge and being. Indeed, 
vitalism makes visible the ecologies of the commons that constitute the world 
as we know it and, in its process, identifies inherent forms of difference and 
differing in those constitutions. Evidently, the ecologies of commons are 
changing as much as everything else, including those of performance artworks 
such as the ones I am discussing in this chapter. The artwork Time, by David  
Lamelas, had a very different set-up in 1970, when it was first instantiated, 
than the one that it has now, with its last iteration integrating a live video 
feed transmitted online.91 The artwork Destierro had a very different ecology 
of practice when it was first instantiated on the streets of Havana in 
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comparison to now, when it has been written about and its props exhibited in 
many venues. We can see how Destierro mobilizes more members of society in 
ways that are not exactly uncommon when we think about symbolic interactions 
between people and artworks, but can be somewhat different from what we are 
accustomed to. The people that followed Bruguera in the 1998 performance in 
Destierro are people who engage with this moment in time, this elusive and yet 
tactile materiality, this practice that is so specific to a certain community and to a 
certain affectivity, in ways that are hard or even impossible to recreate in a 
museum environment. Could Destierro continue to grow and acquire these mean
ings and affects within a museum collection? How could conservation attend to the 
emotional needs of a live, performative and consequential metaphor? 

A vitalist turn to collectivity asserts that two of the main convictions 
surrounding the conservation of performance might not always be right. 
First of all, conserving performances is more about recognizing and fostering 
intra-dependency instead of promoting their independence by trying to own 
the means of their production. And the calls for yielding control in collecting and 
conservation processes are not only an ethical imperative, but are, indeed, an 
inevitability as one cannot control what is not theirs. I am arguing here for a dis
tributed ethics of conservation as one that serves a collective imagination and 
promotes the operation of performance through its difference and differing prac
tices. In this sense, in the realization of conservation as a collective practice, the 
museum would work as a node of a network that is ever-expanding. This, ulti
mately, would have to lead to a revision of current ownership models, that are 
based on the museum owning the title of the work as well as its means of pro
duction—not only of artworks but of the knowledge needed to foster their vitality, 
and the one produced by their own vibrant matter.92 And, in constructing care as a 
collective responsibility and vitality as an ethical imperative, it would be possible 
to start to reconfigure the institution as a co-owned, diffractive, rhizomatic space 
that it could be, effectively changing the optics of conservation to a politics of care 
with the artworks and their existence within the commons. 

A politics of  care  with artworks and their ecologies of practice promotes not 
only a vitalist understanding of artworks as self-organizing matter, but also con
servation as a care activity in, for, and of the world. Only in caring with, and not 
for or about, 93 artworks and their human and nonhuman ecosystem can we start 
mobilizing collectively (and intra-dependently) to effectively foster the change we 
want to see in our institutions. Caring with artworks and each (human and non
human) other could imply, among other things, building capacity to bring people 
from different backgrounds and lived experiences to develop novel models for 
decision-making, while also seriously engaging with openness and transparency in 
collecting, management and conservation processes; intentionally engaging in 
reciprocal exchanges that are not only meaningful for the museums, but that are 
also crucial to maintain the vital forces of the ecologies of practice that grow with 
the performances that are acquired by museums; accepting that uncertainty is 
inevitable, and that ambiguity is at the core of the (undefined) nature of many 
performance artworks; recognizing the conservation labor and its distributive 
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nature, what Nancy Fraser calls misrecognition and resource maldistribution;94 

promoting possibilities for difference, and making of the institution what Haraway 
calls “a shared feminist ‘homespace,’ where minds, bodies and feelings are wel
come and embodied knowledge(s) can be progressed.”95 This last approach, I 
argue, is essential to at least try to develop a sustainable distribution of knowledge 
about the work. 

As I have argued elsewhere,96 these aspects combined engage in a process that 
the feminist and new materialist scholar Rosi Braidotti called “affirmative 
ethics.” Affirmative ethics is a process that allows us to identify negative pat
terns through what Braidotti calls “radical relationality.” This radical relation
ality is seen first by understanding those negative patterns as part of an 
amalgamation of processes, structures and agents, and affirming their relational 
nature through an intrinsic commitment to change. However, this change is 
rooted in accountability—or what one can be accountable for—changing the 
realm of possibility by promoting collaboration, compassion and radical acts of 
solidarity and recognition. As stated by Braidotti, 

affirmative ethics consists not in denying negativity, but in reworking it out
side the dialectical oppositions; (…) it is not about the avoidance of pain, but 
rather a different way of reworking it; (…) [It] aspires to an adequate 
understanding of the conditions of our relational dependency on the nega
tive, (…) in the active transformation of the negative in something else. 
Ethics is not just the application of moral protocols, norms and values, but 
rather the force that contributes to conditions of affirmative becoming.97 

In general, affirmative ethics allows us to think about what could have been and 
to understand what we need to change to make it happen. It demands vulner
ability and openness to a compassionate critique. To use Braidotti’s words once 
again, vulnerability “as the power of exposure is defined as an ethical and 
political means to come to terms with—rather than disavow—the untenable, 
painful and unacceptable aspects and disasters of posthuman times.”98 This, of 
course, demands a vulnerability that can be hard to champion in institutions, 
but perhaps that is indeed the pathos that comes with accepting and fostering 
the ambivalence of the mission of conserving performance as a project of 
vitalist, affirmative, politically-committed and ethical care of performance 
artworks. 
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