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Introduction 

Hello, my name is Joshua Sofaer and I am an artist, writer and Research Fellow at ResCen, Centre for Research into Creation in the Performing Arts, an artist-driven research centre at Middlesex University in London. 

As an artist working on live events and performances, if I want to work with some of the major national museums and galleries, then it is often the education and events programmers rather than those responsible for the collection, who I will be working with. This has happened by default rather than by design but it has provided some interesting opportunities, so I thought I would talk about two specific projects which I have worked on recently. The first The Performance Pack I am only going to introduce briefly to give you an idea of what it was, and the second, Tate Scavengers which took place at Tate Modern this summer, I will cover in more detail, as a case study to consider how the different agendas of  myself as an artist and Tate’s Interpretation and Events department came together. 

So firstly then to The Performance Pack which was developed in conjunction with the Live Art Development Agency, Tate, and Arts Council England. 

One of the problems of working with performance is what to do after the event has taken place. I was approached by the Live Art Development Agency after Live Culture a four-day series of performance works by international practitioners at Tate Modern in March 2003 to think about how we might develop a legacy for the event. I conceived and developed the idea of The Performance Pack. 

The Performance Pack is a signed and numbered limited edition artwork. It is also an educational tool. Physically, it is a box. Inside the box are all the things you need to make ‘The Performance Pack Performance’, which is an entertaining performance lecture about performance, and especially the relationship between performance and fine art. We produced 175 of these (which turned out to be a very low estimate given the demand and we are currently looking at ways of reissuing the pack in another form).
The Performance Pack contains:

The Performance Pack Performance – Script 

The Performance Pack Performance – DVD

The Performance Pack Performance – Logbook

The Performance Pack Performance – Backdrop

The Performance Pack Performance – Credits List

4 x A5 ‘Artist’ cards

4 x A6 ‘Audience’ cards

4 x A6 ‘Form’ cards

4 x A6 ‘Content’ cards

4 x A6 ‘Location’ cards

4 x A6 ‘Duration’ cards

4 x A6 ‘Documentation’ cards

All the instructions are included in the script. The format is a lecture-presentation.

The Performance Pack Performance is divided into seven sections each of which deal with a different element in the creation and interpretation of performance based art practice. In each section, the key element is explored with reference to works of contemporary art shown on the DVD. At the end of each section the audience use the knowledge they have gained during the lecture to help the performer create a hypothetical performance piece, by voting for one of the cards presented to them. This hypothetical performance is called The Performance Pack Performance DIY Performance. Each section of the pack is illustrated by a series of four options depicted on cards. After they have seen and heard documentation of various artworks, the audience vote for the option they prefer. The performer then interprets  the results as a hypothetical performance at the end of The Performance Pack Performance. Although the idea is really very simple, it is quite awkward to explain (even for its creator) and I think that has something to do with the fact that it tries to embody what it also seeks to explore: and that is the relationship between fine art and performance.

These packs are held in art centres, libraries, Universities and by private individuals all around the world. They are ‘used’ by lecturers, performers and gallery officers to form their own presentations. I too have travelled around making Performance Pack Performances. It has recently been translated into French and will be shown in Belgium in it’s French version, for the first time next week. So as a legacy from the event ‘Live Culture’ to get people thinking about how performance operates in artworks, it has been a successful tool for gallery educationalists but also as an artistic strategy for my arts practice. 

For those of you that have opted to take the workshop I am going to be running tomorrow morning, The Performance Pack will form the basis for how we begin to think about interpretation projects. 

The second project that I would like to talk to you about (and in more depth) is Tate Scavengers which also has as one of its central concerns, the relationship between fine art and performance.

‘Manifesto’ for Art as Education

When Theodor Adorno wrote his famous essay on the ‘problem’ of museums in the late 1960s, ‘Valéry Proust Museum’, an essay which still feels pertinent today, he quotes Paul Valéry as saying: “Education defeats art”
. By this, Valéry is saying that if we explain what art is about, if we interpret it for others, we explain and interpret it away. Its mystery, and therefore its reason, is lost. 

While Valéry and Adorno’s notion of what constitutes ‘education’ may well be part of an ‘old school’ system, and certainly things have moved on, the point is still pertinent. How do you involve an audience or a gallery-goer in a vital engagement with the work without explaining it away. How do you create a gateway or a path to access what are often complex and specifically situated ideas, forms and concepts without the work merely becoming a document: a wall text, an index card, a catalogue entry. 

Well my approach, both with The Performance Pack and with Tate Scavengers has been to think art as education. To position myself as an artist ‘making strange’ rather than ‘making clear’. 

Introduction to Scavengers

Scavengers was initially developed with a Nightbird commission from the experimental events and Theatre Company Duckie in London. It was made for the ICA in a test version and was later made for Mousonturm in Frankfurt and the Warwick Arts Centre in collaboration with Coventry City Gallery as part of the Fierce Festival curated by Mark Ball. Most recently it was shown in an expanded version in the Turbine Hall at Tate Modern, curated and produced by Sophie Howarth, as Tate Scavengers.

What is Tate Scavengers?

Tate Scavengers ran over two days. The first day is the Scavenger Hunt itself where twenty-five teams of four people are issued with one-hundred clues for objects that they have to find or scavenge or blag that could take them anywhere around London. Some of the objects that they have to get are straight forward, and the clues simply list the item, some are cryptic clues that they have to decipher before they know what it is that they have to find and some are timed clues where they have to be at a certain place at a certain time. They bring the objects that they have collected back to the gallery and they are marked. Clue 1 is worth one point, clue 2 is worth two points and so on up to one hundred. A group of judges mark those objects and the team with the highest score wins £1000 cash. (This £1000 is raised through the £10 ticket entry per person). There is cabaret and prize-giving ceremony and then people go home, exhausted by the day’s endeavours. Over night we form an exhibition and that exhibition runs, like a performance, for just one day, and displays the objects that were collected on the hunt. 

Art or Theatre?

It’s not theatrical in the sense of it being theatre, but everything is slightly heightened. The judges that we employ are performers, when people come in the morning to be registered for the day’s hunt, we register them under ‘exam conditions’ so that they feel under a bit of pressure. We are dressed very smartly in official looking uniforms, they receive the clues in a sealed envelope that they are not allowed to open until a specific signal has been given, and they are sent off on their day quite formally, with the series of rules of engagement read out to them. When they come back again it’s quite serious. We have ten judges, all of them are performers and they are instructed to be firm but fair, so that you feel that you are encountering authority in some sense. So everything is slightly heightened. When the prize-giving happens everything becomes a bit hysterical and purposefully slightly vulgar (we are after all giving away £1000 cash in a briefcase). One of the things that I am interested in, in this piece is how money operates in the art market. Everything is staged to make people feel jubilant but also slightly uncomfortable. Underlying this enjoyable, exhausting event, the audience nevertheless feel a bit uneasy.

So I’d like to show you a short video of some of the Scavenger Hunt itself. It lasts 9 minutes and 30 seconds. 

[The Hunt (9.30)]

Who makes the work?

One of the things that I am interested in is who is making the work in the contemporary art scene. The artist?, the artisans?, the critics?, the curators?, the collectors?, or the public? Even 2-D artists are increasingly touching their work less and less. They have factories. Andy Warhol very openly acknowledged this form of making art in the 1960s (which itself picks up from the ‘workshop’ or school system which goes back at least to the pro-Renaissance). So artists make signature work, which can be identified as part of their oeuvre but nevertheless does not necessitate their ‘touch’.  In Scavengers, I am getting people to pay me, through the price of their ticket, to bring me the objects that I need to make the work. So it’s a cheeky take on artistic control in the Contemporary Art scene. 

When does rubbish become art?

The stuff that is exhibited in the exhibition, although hopefully provocative and at times beautiful, is, in fact, just rubbish. It is stuff that is thrown away. (Part of the challenge to participants is to consider what they can afford to ‘give up’ to the exhibition in order to try and win the money, but also, to say that they have exhibited in the Tate Modern.) By recontextualising this junk in the gallery, I hope to press the question: What makes something art? 

For me, as I mentioned earlier, it also becomes about the relationship between performance and visual art. Visual art in the gallery will normally accrue value and be sold on at a profit; performance exists only in the moment it is performed and disappears afterwards. Scavengers plays with this notion. The stuff that is in the gallery is the stuff that is left over from people scavenging the city. That performance of scavenging the city is one in which participants encounter that city, in this case London, through the eyes of an artist; to see rubbish as potentially the stuff from which art could be made. 

So I’d like to show you a short video of some of the exhibition. It lasts 3 minutes and 50 seconds.

[The Exhibition (3.50)]

What do participants learn?

What Scavengers allows, and in this instance Tate Scavengers with its focus on the Tate itself, is for a direct pedagogical element because we can point people to specific areas of the collection through the clues, that we might want them to investigate and learn more about. Some of the clues were sourced with a specific didactic agenda in mind, particularly the relationship between Henry Tate as a benefactor and the legacy of his initial gift to the nation. As a working model, Scavengers is adaptable to any different collection, exhibition or ‘agenda’ through the devising of specific clues. 

One thing that is perhaps also worth mentioning is that we tried to encourage participating groups to form their own identities. This not only activated healthy competition but also meant that we could encourage local contingencies to get involved. At Tate Scavengers we had, for example, a group from Southwark Cyclists, a group from the local brewery and also a journalists group (which was a slightly roundabout way of getting press coverage!). I do think that this went some way to encouraging a community cohesion. 

People on the hunt talked about it being a very filmic. That they encountered the city around them as if they were in a film. This was very exciting feedback for me because it underscored the idea that participants were experiencing the world with the eyes of an artist, rather than simply accessing the world through art appreciation. 

� Adorno, Theodor ‘Valéry Proust Museum’ in Prisms (MIT: Massachusetts, 1983) p.177
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