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Enduring	Liveness	
An	Imaginary	Retrospective	of	Tino	Sehgal’s	Constructed	Situations	
	
	
	
The	key	functions	of	a	museum	are	collecting,	preserving	and	
presenting,	and	informing	the	public	about	culture	and	art.	Performance	
art	has	been	notoriously	difficult	for	museums	to	handle.	Despite	the	
‘easy’	presentation,	the	non-materiality	of	the	artform	challenges	a	
museum’s	conventional	methods	and	practices.	Artist	Tino	Sehgal	added	
to	these	problems	by	insisting	that	his	performances,	or	better	his	
‘constructed	situations’,	absolutely	cannot	be	documented	in	any	way	
or	form.	While	several	books	and	some	catalogues	have	been	written	
about	his	work,	none	of	them	include	images	of	actual	performances.		
	

Resisting	documentation	has	a	long	history	in	performance	art.	For	example,	performance	artist	
Peggy	Phelan	is	much	cited	for	her	critique	on	documenting	live	performances.	While	Phelan	
emphasizes	that	one	should	never	document	live	performances,	as	it	defies	the	essence	of	the	
artform	and	is	also	a	poor	substitute	for	the	real	event,	Sehgal’s	resistance	to	documentation	is	
focused	on	the	institutional.	As	a	political	and	social	comment	on	the	museum,	Sehgal	decided	
not	to	play	by	the	rules	of	the	museum	game	and	instead	proposed	his	own	rule	set.	However,	
instead	of	breaking	with	the	system	completely	by	rejecting	the	institutional	altogether,	which	
would	be	affirmative	and	not	necessarily	very	interesting,	Sehgal	manages	to	turn	the	tables	and	
tries	to	slowly	change	conventions	from	within.	Some	of	the	traditional	museum’s	
infrastructures,	such	as	fixed	opening	hours	and	selling	his	works	in	editions,	are	followed.	In	
doing	this,	his	constructed	situations	function	similarly	to	other	material	objects,	except	for	the	
ban	on	any	form	of	(official)	documentation.1	This	also	means	that	there	are	no	written	
instructions	that	can	be	executed	or	any	other	props	or	documents	that	can	be	(re)sold,	as	was	
the	case	with	many	earlier	performance	artists	or	conceptual	artworks.		
	
For	each	performance	Sehgal	sets	up	the	initial	parameters	and	subsequent	steps	unfold	in	collaboration	
with	the	other	players:	the	space,	the	light,	the	guards,	the	visitors,	and	in	some	cases	the	weather.	As	he	
observes,	“there	is	a	heightened	framing	of	the	social	exchange	but	in	the	act	it	can	be	messy”.1	At	the	
same	time,	similar	to	Phelan	and	other	live	performance	artists/choreographers	like	her,	Sehgal	is	wary	
about	people’s	impulse	to	mimic	visual	documentation	without	comprehending	the	principles	of	a	
performance.	While	documentation	for	the	purpose	of	re-performance	or	re-interpretation	may	well	
hinder	the	initial	intentions	of	the	maker,	documentation	can	also	become	part	of	the	act.		



	

	

Now	that	documentation	has	become	ubiquitous	and	circulates	through	multiple	layers	of	hardware,	
software	and	code	into	different	cultural	and	social	corners,	its	function	has	changed	and	it	can	transform	
into	something	other	than	merely	a	representation	of	a	specific	moment.	As	soon	as	a	photograph	is	
uploaded	online	it	endures	in	the	flows	of	users’	online	feeds	–	propelled	by	its	metadata	and	various	
algorithms	the	image	multiplies	across	all	kinds	of	users,	times	and	contexts.	In	this	sense	the	
performance	and	its	documentation	start	to	overlap	as	the	documentation	generates	new	kinds	of	
movement	and	turns	into	a	process	of	re-performance	rather	than	a	representation	of	a	past	event.	As	
artist	Amelia	Ulman	says	of	her	performance	on	Instagram	and	Facebook	“when	the	audience	look	at	the	
image	and	react	[…]	that	is	the	moment	when	the	performance	really	happens”	(Wood	2017,	76-7).	
Seeing	documentation	as	capturing	an	event	fails	to	recognize	the	transformative	potential	of	
documentation	as	event.	In	other	words,	being	informed	and	regulated	by	invisible	systems	and	
algorithms,	from	its	creation	to	its	dispersal,	documentation	is	not	merely	a	means	to	mediate	something	
but	becomes	co-constitutive	of	the	event.	Enduring	liveness	begins	once	a	button	is	pressed	despite	the	
watchful	eye	of	a	guard.	
	
While	I	sympathize	with	Sehgal’s	aims	and	ideas,	I’m	also	intrigued	by	the	numerous	ways	in	which	documentation	
has	developed	and	expanded	over	the	last	two	decades	with	more	and	more	photos	and	videos	appearing	online.	In	
this	catalogue	three	perspectives	are	presented	that	open	up	the	potential	of	documentation	as	a	method	to	
generate	new	articulations	and	ways	of	understanding,	thinking	and	performing.	Countering	the	“no	photos	
allowed”	from	the	museums’	press	releases,	with	the	documentation	used	by	online	news	outlets	and	that	created	
by	visitors,	the	experience	of	being	present	at	the	performance	can	no	longer	be	considered	as	a	fixed	or	even	final	
perspective.	Instead	the	constructed	situations	continue	to	act	through	viewing,	capturing	and	circulation.	
Navigating	the	various	documents	that	are	created	idiosyncratically	according	to	access	(having	a	camera	and	an	
Internet	connection)	or	choice	(being	willing	or	courageous	enough	to	take	a	photo	and	challenge	the	rules),	the	
Imaginary	Retrospective	of	Tino	Sehgal	adds	to	what	theatre	and	performance	scholar	Sarah	Bay-Cheng	beautifully	
describes	as	“a	multivalent	experience	that	is	shaped	and	constructed	by	the	individual	experiences,	choices,	and	
negotiations	of	all	parties	within	a	connected	network	of	information,	sensations,	and	varying	access	points”	(2012,	
36).	At	the	same	time,	it	might	open	up	a	desire	for	new	performance	to	emerge.	
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Footnotes	
1.	Sehgal	acknowledged	the	impossibility	of	preventing	people	from	taking	pictures	a	few	years	ago;	nevertheless	
the	“hype”	around	“no	photos	allowed”	continues	to	thrive.	(Collins	2012;	Durrant	2013).	Moreover,	his	ambiguous	
ban,	allowing	some	and	not	others	to	take	images,	further	enforces	the	distinction	between	audience/amateur	and	
high	art/professional	practice.	
2.	Quote	from	personal	notes	taken	during	a	workshop	by	Tino	Sehgal	at	Sonic	Acts	Festival,	Amsterdam	2012.	
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“No	photos	allowed”	[the	museum]	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	

“No	traces”	[the	press]	



	

	

The	Kiss		



	

	

 Holland	Cotter,	“In	the	Naked	Museum:	Talking,	Thinking,	Encountering”,	The	New	York	Times,	31	Jan	2010.	
credit:	A	photo	taken	on	an	iPhone	shows	“The	Kiss,”	part	of	Tino	Sehgal’s	show	of	ephemeral	art	at	the	
Guggenheim	Museum	//	“The	Kiss,”	performed	by	two	dancers	at	the	Guggenheim	and	photographed	on	an	
iPhone	
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/02/01/arts/design/01tino.html	



	

	

J.	Solovyeva,	“Go	See	–	New	York:	Tino	Sehgal	at	the	Guggenheim	Museum	through	March	10”,	Art	
Observed,	5	March	2010.	
credit:	A	photo	taken	with	a	mobile	phone,	although	picture-taking	was	prohibited	during	the	exhibition	
via	NY	Times	
http://artobserved.com/2010/03/go-see-new-york-tino-sehgal-at-the-guggenheim-museum-through-	



	

	

Kenny	Schachter,	“The	Value	of	Nothing:	the	Selling	of	Sehgal”,	Art	Market	Monitor,	31	July	2012.	
credit:	
https://www.artmarketmonitor.com/2012/07/31/the-value-of-nothing-the-selling-of-sehgal/	



	

	

Jane	Cavalier,	“Plunging	into	the	Darkness	with	Tino	Sehgal”,	Hyperallergic,	3	August	2015.	
credit:	photo	by	@gert_pauly/Instagram	
https://hyperallergic.com/227047/plunging-into-the-darkness-with-tino-sehgal/	



	

	

Arnon	Grunberg,	“In	de	zachte	handen	van	Tino	Sehgal”,	NRC	Handelsblad,	29	October	2015.	
credit:	Visitors’	photos	from	performances	by	Tino	Sehgal	
https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2015/10/29/in-de-zachte-handen-van-tino-sehgal-1550970-a362223	



	

	

Dorian	Batycka,	“Encounters	In_Situ”,	Contemporary	Cruising,	November	2015.	
credit:	Tino	Sehgal,	Kiss,	Kiasma,	Helsinki	2015	
http://www.contemporarycruising.com/?s=Tino+Sehgal	



	

	

Rutger	Pontzen,	“Deze	kunstenaar	maakt	een	museumbezoek	onvergetelijk”,	de	Volkskrant,	18	
December	2015.	
credit:	Seghal	in	het	Stedelijk:	een	opzet	die	zijn	gelijke	niet	kent.	Foto	Studio	V	
https://www.volkskrant.nl/cultuur-media/deze-kunstenaar-maakt-een-museumbezoek-	
onvergetelijk~b0806d2d/	



	

	

Italian	Newspaper,	eleonora_desantis,	20	March	2018	
credit:	disegno	di	Diego	Perrone	inspirato	all	“opera	Kiss”	di	Tino	Sehgal	(2003)	
https://www.instagram.com/p/Bgib7J1lNgM/	



	

	

This	is	So	Contemporary		



	

	

Annet	Midgette,	“You	Can’t	Hold	It,	But	You	Can	Own	It”,	The	New	York	Times,	25	November	2007.	
credit:	Tino	Sehgal,	second	from	left,	rehearsing	“This	Is	So	Contemporary”	for	the	Venice	Biennale	in	
2005.	Jason	Schmidt.	
https://www.nytimes.com/2007/11/25/arts/design/25midg.html	



	

	

Kelly	Huang,	“This	is	so	contemporary!”,	art21	magazine,	28	October	2009.	
credit:	Tino	Sehgal	rehearsing	with	interpreters.		
http://magazine.art21.org/2009/10/28/this-is-so-contemporary/#.W32SEn5BrSc	



	

	

Ben	Davis,	“Photos	for	Tino”,	artnet	Magazine,	11	July	2010.	
credit:	Photo	of	Tino	Sehgal’s	This	is	So	Contemporary	at	the	Venice	Biennale	2005,	from	
www.kopenhagen.dk	
http://www.artnet.com/magazineus/reviews/davis/tino-sehgal1-7-10_detail.asp?picnum=10	



	

	

Sammy	Preston,	“Tino	Sehgal,	So	Contemporary.	Performance	art	as	you	may	not	have	experienced	it	
before,	Tino	Sehgal	arrives	at	AGNSW”,	BROADSHEET	Sydney,	10	February	2014.	
credit:		
https://www.broadsheet.com.au/sydney/art-and-design/tino-sehgal-so-contemporary	



	

	

“Tino	Sehgal,	This	is	So	Contemporary”,	El	Semanario,	4	March	2016.	
credit:		
https://elsemanario.com/colaboradores/136281/136281/attachment/tino-sehgal-this-is-so-
contemporary/	



	

	

Debra	Levine,	“Fascinating:	Tino	Sehgal	mid-August	@	LACMA”,	arts	meme,	2	August	2017.	
credit:		
https://artsmeme.com/2017/08/02/fascinating-tino-sehgal-mid-august-lacma/	



	

	

Lineke	Hulshof,	“Het	Stedelijk	zou	het	Rijks	van	de	toekomst	moeten	zijn”,	mister	motley,	12	December	
2017.	
credit:	Tino	Sehgal	–	Stedelijk	Museum.		
http://www.mistermotley.nl/art-everyday-life/het-stedelijk-zou-het-rijks-van-de-toekomst-moeten-zijn	



	

	

This	is	Propaganda	



	

	



	

	

“Voyeurism”	[the	visitor]	



	

	

The	Kiss	



	

	

Lucilee,	“Biennale	d’Art	Contemporain	de	Lyon	2007”,	qu’est-ce	que	l’art	(aujourd’hui)?,	18	June	2007.	
credit:		
http://lucileee.blog.lemonde.fr/2007/06/18/biennale-dart-contemporain-de-lyon-2007/	



	

	



	

	



	

	

Arnon	Grunberg,	“The	Market”,	personal	blog,	19	January	2010.	
credit:		
https://www.arnongrunberg.com/blog/1301-the-market	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	

“Art	Review:	Tino	Sehgal	at	the	Guggenheim”,	Brooklyn	Imebecile,	2	March	2010.	
credit:		
https://brooklynimbecile.wordpress.com/2010/03/02/art-review-tino-seghal-at-the-guggenheim/	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	

Brian	Pegel,	“Getting	paid	to	get	other	people	to	strip:	The	art	school	way	to	work	your	way	through	
college	(Is	This	Art?)”,	Things	THEY	Don’t	Want	You	To	Know,	14	July	2011.	
credit:		
http://tboe.blogspot.com/2011/07/getting-paid-to-get-other-people-to.html	



	

	

Isabelle	Riendeau,	“Tino	Sehgal	réinvente	les	règles	du	jeu	/	Tino	Sehgal	Reinvents	the	Rules	of	the	
Game”, Espace Art actuel, (98), 2011:20-2.  
credit:		
https://www.erudit.org/fr/revues/espace/2011-n98-espace1824843/65526ac.pdf	



	

	

“Tino	Sehgal”,	cargocollective,	2012.	
credit:	©	Images	courtesy	of	Guggenheim	NYC	/	Tino	Sehgal	
http://cargocollective.com/achronology/Tino-Sehgal	



	

	

Jennifer	Kabat,	“Tino	Sehgal	at	The	Guggenheim”,	The	WEEKLINGS,	11	December	2012.	
credit:	Tino	Sehgal	Guggenheim	by	Bionicgrrl	
https://theweeklings.com/asherlock/2013/02/17/is-he-for-real-the-blurry-boundaries-of-contemporary-
performance/tino-sehgal-guggenheim-by-bionicgrrl/	



	

	



	

	

Thierry	Somers,	“Tino	Sehgal	at	Stedelijk	Museum”,	200%	The	lengths	to	which	artists	go,	29	April	2014	
credit:	
https://200-percent.com/tino-seghal-at-stedelijk-museum-412/	



	

	

Klaas	Mulder,	“De	Kus	/	The	Kiss”,	Afdeling	Kunst	&	Cultuur	(II),	1	May	2015	
credit:	
https://klaasamulderdotcom1.wordpress.com/2015/05/01/de-kus-the-kiss/	



	

	

Lou	Estran,	True	Art,	5	May	2015	
credit:	
http://m.trueart.com/news/34421.html		



	

	



	

	

Olli	Laasanen,	“Tino	Sehgal’s	Kiss	in	Kiasma”,	Pulse	of	Change	–	Muutoksen	syke,	25	August	2015.	
credit:	©	Olli	Laasanen	Photography	olli@laasanen.net	
https://ollilaasanen.wordpress.com/2015/08/25/tino-sehgals-kiss-in-kiasma/	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	



	

	

This	is	So	Contemporary	



	

	



	

	

#Horst	und	Edeltraut	(Johanna	Pauen	and	Cosima	Bucarelli),	“Welcome	Back	Tino	Sehgal”,	personal	
homepage	23	July	2012.	
credit:		
http://www.horstundedeltraut.com/oh-this-is-so-contemporary-welcome-back-tino-sehgal/	



	

	

ingridacme,	“Oh	this	is	so	contemporary!	Welcome	back	Tino	Sehgal”,	T.A.M.,	23	July	2012.	
credit:		
https://the-art-markets.com/2012/07/23/welcome-back-tino-sehgal/	



	

	

Hans	Kuiper,	“Venice	Biennial	afterview	and	interview”,	personal	homepage,	26	May	2013.	
credit:		
https://hanskuiper.blogspot.com/2013/05/venice-biennial-afterview-and-interview.html	



	

	

Thierry	Somers,	“Tino	Sehgal	at	Stedelijk	Museum”,	200%	The	lengths	to	which	artists	go,	29	April	2014	
credit:	
https://200-percent.com/tino-seghal-at-stedelijk-museum-412/	



	

	

Lou	Estran,	True	Art,	5	May	2015	
credit:	
http://m.trueart.com/news/34421.html		



	

	

Klaas	Mulder,	“a	year	at	the	stedelijk:	tino	sehgal”,	Afdeling	Kunst	&	Cultuur	(II),	1	May	2015	
credit:	
https://klaasamulderdotcom1.wordpress.com/2015/05/01/de-kus-the-kiss/	



	

	



	

	



	

	

This	is	Propaganda		



	

	



	

	

Kees	Koomen,	“Performance”,	chmkoome’s	blog,	27	November	2015	
credit:	This	is	Propaganda,	Tino	Sehgal	–	2002		
https://chmkoome.wordpress.com/2015/11/27/performance/	



	

	



	

	

	


