
Yet To Come: 
Experiments in Reverse-Engineering and  
Conserving Performance

This is an exhibition about a performance which 
has not happened yet. Not unlike a conventio- 
nal display of performative works, it involves 
moving image, photographs, objects, scores 
and documentation as well as alternative means 
of keeping performances alive. 

The exhibition reverse-engineers performance, 
starting, anachronically, from what the event 
will have generated. Here, the performance event 
has not occurred, and yet its “material” has  
already arrived. The exhibition thus experimentally 
questions the perceived linearity of time – a 
past followed by a present and a future – dis-
rupting the ontology of causality and effect. 
Performance lingers in the intervals among these 
material forms, in the “future perfect” of  
potential scenarios, in the disruptive a priori 
of conservation.

Conservation is actively acting upon, rather 
than reacting to, an object in its care (pro-action 
as opposed to re-action). The inscription of 
conservation’s interventions, which commonly 
take place on a deteriorated work, is here  
prescriptive and creative. In such an arena, where 
“knots knot knots” and “thoughts think thoughts” 
(Donna Haraway), what answers are we finding  
to the questions that have not been posed yet?

The exhibition envisions experimental technol-
ogies of care. Just as inpainting is an aesthetic 
technology that employs one of a painting’s 
media, we propose to transpose certain mediat-
ic aspects of performance into the modes of  
its capture and documentation. A LEGO model, 
Polaroid photography, chance poetry and  
AI are implemented as free-hand visual, sculp-
tural and textual inscriptions of the event. A 
flipbook notates movement, being itself, and 
not entirely unlike film, a form of a moving  
image. Resembling a mix of camera obscura, 
archaic telescope and a theatre box, the  
tube peers into a deep vision of the event that 
will have taken place. 
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Trying to do more with less in these precarious 
times, the exhibition employs an economy of 
means by drawing on the surrounding environ-
ment. It finds, curates and performs existing 
things rather than creates them anew. Impor-
tantly, it proposes a radical rethinking of  
contemporary conservation, unlearning the ha- 
bitual directionality of “securing the past  
for the future” and overcoming the tyranny of 
short-term thinking. This is a deep-time conser- 
vation that establishes long-term relations 
and listens to the multidirectional ongoingness 
of things in the extended present.

The archival part of the exhibition invites the 
viewer to browse through the rich archive  
of the SNSF research project “Performance: 
Conservation, Materiality, Knowledge”:  
interviews, conversations, a questionnaire, 
and its website.

This exhibition is a part of the research festival 
“Conserving Performance, Performing Conser- 
vation” organized by Hanna B. Hölling, Andrej 
Mirčev, Joanna Leśnierowska, Charles Wrapner 
and Emilie Magnin within the research project 
“Performance: Conservation, Materiality, 
Knowledge” (SNSF 2020 – 2024).



Conceptual part

Video, Film: Film or video record the perfor-
mance-event through the lens of a particular tech-
nology, subject to its creator’s perspective. Over 
time, their status often shifts from document to 
artwork, “representing” the performance. This 
white noise film is a glitch in the transmission of 
the performance that will have been, pointing to 
the imperfections of time travel. 

Polaroid Photography: The performances of the 
1960s – 70s were sometimes captured on Polaroid, 
which allowed for instantaneous viewing, evalua-
tion and revision of the photographed scene. Un-
like traditional photography based on a film nega-
tive that offers a possibility for reproduction, 
Polaroids are unique visual artifacts, harkening 
back to the prefilmic technology of daguerreo-
types, and visually resounding the traces of a per-
formance-event.

Object: Relic, Prop, Leftover: A performance-event 
often implements or generates objects, which are 
preserved after its conclusion. Props refer to any 
objects deliberately used in a performance, while 
leftovers are incidental objects left behind. Tran-
scending this distinction, relics encompass ob-
jects which acquire special status, power, or 
agency after the event. Not all props and leftovers 
become relics, nor do all relics derive from perfor-
mance.

Documentation: A form of performance preserva-
tion, documentation records performance: its 
bodies, spaces, times and objects. Showcased are 
several contemporary formats of documenting 
performance-based artworks, such as performance 
specification, activation and identity reports and 
the artist questionnaire. They still need to be filled in.

Script, Score, Notation: Visual art performance and 
dance employs a variety of notations and scores 
which serve as “aide-memoire” for subsequent re-
enactments. These forms emerge either prior to or 
after the performance-event, with the intention to 
serve as a basis for future enactments. In their ca-
pacity for activation, scores are exemplary models 
of a performance yet to come. 

LEGO Model: The LEGO stage set is a form of cho-
reographic research that takes place before re-
hearsal. An experimental “bozzetto” that incorpo-
rates aleatoric procedures in creating variants of 
composition, this model invites viewer participa-
tion in the work that will have been, thereby revers-
ing the linearity of time.

Tube: Resembling an archaic telescope with a 
viewfinder that spectators can peer into, the tube 
performs in a situation that does not require phys-
ical presence. Evoking early modern devices such 
as the camera obscura, the tube traverses time by 
offering an interaction between various mediums 
and a deep vision of the event that will have taken 
place.

Chance Poetry Kit: Similar to haiku-type Fluxus 
Event scores, the words of this poetry kit can be 
arranged freely by the viewer to form a score for or 
from a performance event. Prescribed only by the 
presence of a set of notions, the kit affords an 
aleatory character not only to the work that will 
have been, but also to its very score.

Artificial Intelligence: This AI drafts potential sce-
narios of the “performance yet to come”. The visi-
tors are encouraged to create visual and textual 
performance scenarios, dramaturgy and storylines. 
The future has arrived. (The AI demonstration will 
take place during the curatorial walk-throughs.)

Archival part

Mind map: A mind map presents knowledge in 
motion. Having no beginning and no certain end, it 
is a “learning machine” that visually organizes in-
formation into a diagram structured around a cen-
tral idea. Opposing the slow linear-narrative meth-
od of traditional information media like books, 
films or lectures, this mind map writes both perfor-
mance and conservation as ever evolving, net-
worked paradigms in which creativity and scrutiny 
intersect. 

Interviews: 2020 – 2024, our team conducted dis-
cussions with leading scholars, curators and artists 
working in the field of performance and conservation. 
By offering these excerpts, this compilation con-
veys some of the most important epistemic experi-
ences generated and cumulated during the pro-
ject’s runtime.

Two Questions: In the interview series Two Ques-
tions, our research team asked two fundamental 
questions to a variety of experts who work with, in 
and on performance art and conservation: “Can 
performance be conserved?” and “What does it 
mean to conserve performance?” Edited following 
a dialectical method, this compilation of excerpts 
from Two Questions sheds light on the complex 
relationship between performance and expanded 
conservation.

Questionnaire: In advance of our third annual collo-
quium (May 16, 2023, at HKB and online), we gath-
ered responses from artists engaged in perfor-
mance, sharing their thoughts and feelings about 
conservation and the afterlives of performances.

Website: The project website serves as the ulti-
mate archive and source of information for the 
Performance: Conservation, Materiality, Knowl-
edge project. It features sections such as “Writ-
ings”, “Events”, and “Resources”, among others, 
accumulated throughout the project’s duration.

Books: The project resulted in two anthologies 
published by Routledge: “Performance: The Ethics 
and the Politics of Conservation and Care”, Vol. 1 
and 2. Published in 2023, the first volume is availa-
ble as a hardcover and a freely downloadable 
e-pub. The second volume will be published in the 
fall of 2024.


