
The artist Dick Higgins asserted in 1966: ”Much of the best
work being produced today seems to fall between media.“1

As a matter of fact, it is very difficult to categorise works of
contemporary art, since many of them fall into the grey area
between different art forms. In particular, performance and
installation art have been closely linked from the very begin-
ning. Between the end of the 1950s and the mid-sixties, art-
works expanded into space and into time. Two-dimensional
works developed into assemblages, and assemblages devel-
oped into environments. At the same time, artists included
movement, predefined sequences and process in their
works. Duration in real time, a characteristic of theatre and
film, found its way in other art forms. Moreover, the audi-
ence was increasingly involved in the works.2 Consequently,
different performative elements started to play a growing
role in the visual arts. Well-known examples are the works
by Allan Kaprow, who began to include happenings in his en-
vironments at the end of the 1950s. He saw environments
and happenings as interrelated. Kaprow’s works are not the
only examples of boarder-crossing art. Kinetic works and
multimedia installations also have performative character-
istics.
Installations require particular care in the on-site staging.
Unlike traditional objects of sculpture (usually on pedestals)
they do not form a closed entity, which tends to demarcate
its own space. Even if installations are not necessarily room-

filling environments that can be entered, they interfere in
the space of the viewer and can stimulate different levels of
participation.3

In the following, I am going to show various examples of in-
stallations linked to performance. My focus will be on works
from the 1960s realised in the context of the international
ZERO movement and of its successive developments.

Installations of performance relics as artistic
documentation

Even though performances were originally conceived as
ephemeral works, in some cases, artists display props, parts
of the scene setting, costumes, remainders as well as pho-
tographic and video documentation of a performance to
keep the memory of it alive. It is not always clear, if such in-
stallations should be regarded as independent artworks or
as mere documentation of the original performance. The
boundaries between art and documentation seem to be fluid
in some circumstances.
This is the case of Straße weiß gestrichen (Street Painted
White) by Günther Uecker. The installation consists of a pho-
tograph and props: a tub with dried white paint, a nail, a
broom and a string (Fig. 1). This collection of objects refers
to an action that Uecker performed on the 5th of July 1961
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in front of Galerie Schmela in Düsseldorf.4 However, the
photograph by Peter Fischer that the artist has chosen for
this installation does not show much of Uecker’s action. It
is a close-up with motion blur on the legs of the performer.
The broom and the string that are part of the installation can
be recognised on the photo. However, the context of their
use remains obscure.
A TV-report on the event at the Galerie Schmela in 1961
gives a good idea of the action and of the function of the dif-
ferent props:5 Uecker used the broom and the tub with
colour to paint a white circle on the street (Fig. 2). The string
had been fixed to the ground by a nail and linked to the
broom, so that it could function as a compass. Without this
information, the action conducted by Uecker does not be-
come understandable in Street Painted White. What is the
function of this installation then?
Street Painted White is included in the catalogue of Uecker’s
bibliophilic works.6 This means that Uecker considers it as
a kind of artist’s book in which the collection of objects as-
sumes the role of a text. The installation functions as an il-
lustrated instruction manual; it seems to be an invitation to
the viewers to take the broom and paint white their own
way.7 However, there is no fresh paint in the tub, and the
viewers are not actually allowed to use the objects on dis-
play. The installation has a rather conceptual character. It
points out the act of painting in itself and inspires a reflec-
tion on the changed role of this traditional artistic medium;
the broom takes the place of a brush and the street super-
sedes the canvas. On a metaphoric level, the installation an-
imates the viewers to perform a transformation of their per-

sonal path, carrying out a mental purification process.
Since Uecker was very interested in Zen Buddhism in the
1960s, his performance may be interpreted in relation to
the Zen Buddhist concept of emptiness. On the displayed
photograph, the effect of the pictorial act is particularly vis-
ible; cobblestones on the street withdraw back into the all-
pervading white paint.
Uecker combines different media like photography and
props in an installation that refers both to painting and per-
formance, creating an association to even another medium,
the book. Street Painted White is intended to convey the
idea of the historical performance rather than describe it.
The artist signed the installation on the bottom side of the
tub, so that it seems to have the status of an artwork on its
own. However, Uecker also clearly referred to his action
from 1961. Street Painted White fulfils documentation and
divulgation purposes (like a book), but uses means of ex-
pression that overcome language (the traditionally preferred
tool of documentation) and its dualistic logic. It belongs to
a group of works by Uecker that have their origin in interven-
tions and performances of the artist.8 Among them, there
are other installations also composed by relics and photo or
video recordings, such as Lochrasen (Flämische Landschaft)
[Holey lawn (Flemish landscape)] from 1967 and Schwarz -
raum – Weissraum (Black room – White room) from 1972/
1975.9 They are consistent with Uecker’s concept of museum
as „storage of ideas“ from 1970.10 Accordingly, museums
should store and make accessible models, scores and pro -
jects that convey ideas, rather than collect traditional works.
They should create for example a happening archive.

Self-destructing machines

While in the example described above the artist has delib-
erately kept relics of his action, in other cases, nothing is
supposed to survive after the performance. Jean Tinguely,
for example, created machines that destroyed themselves
while performing. Tinguely’s first self-destructing machine
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1
Günther Uecker, Street painted white, 1961
Zinc tub with the rests of white paint,
broom, nail with string, photo by Peter 
Fischer reproduced on canvas

2
Günther Uecker painting a white 
circle in front of Galerie Schmela at
the event ZERO: Edition, Exposition, 
Demontration, Düsseldorf, 5 July 1961



was Homage to New York presented in the garden of the
Museum of Modern Art in New York on the 17th of March
1960 (Fig. 3). The machine was a big assemblage of differ-
ent pieces that Tinguely had found at junk markets and at
the dump. It was meant to destroy itself through a kind of
knock-on effect. However, it did not work according to plan,
and the performance became a process with its own dynam-
ics.11 Johan Wilhelm Klüver, the electrical engineer that had
supported Tinguely in the construction of his machine, re-
ports that few pieces of the work survived at the end of the
performance: „(…) the public descended on the remains for
souvenirs. (…) Later the structure was dragged down into a
pile of scrap that looked incredible. (…) The junk was the
next day carried back to the dump. Only a few momenta sur-
vived. (…) All the rest was memory and pictures.“12 Klüver
highlights the circularity of the construction and destruction
process: „The building parts of the machine came from the
chaos of the dump and were returned to the dump.“13 How-
ever, six relics have been conserved. For example, Homage
to New York (Klaxon) belongs to the collection of the Museum
Tinguely in Basel (Fig. 4). 

Another self-destructing work is Feuerschiff (Light Ship) by
Heinz Mack. It consists of a wooden construction with py-
rotechnics that floats on water. The construction is set on
fire and at a certain point it displays fireworks. Mack re-
alised Light Ship for the first time in 1968 for the film Tele-
Mack (Fig. 5) and repeated it in 1979 in Duisburg and
Stuttgart as well as in 2010 on occasion of the event Light
in Darkness organised by the ZERO foundation in Düssel-
dorf14 (Fig. 6). Mack had the structure built completely anew
each time. Photo and video recordings of the different per-
formances show that the constructions were not equal. Ac-
cording to present knowledge, there are no remains of
them.
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3
Three different video recordings of
Jean Tinguely's Homage to New York
(17 March 1960) displayed at the 
Museum Tinguely, Basel, 2013

4
Jean Tinguely's Klaxon (1960) dis-
played with photographs of Homage
to New York in the background, 
Museum Tinguely, Basel, 2017 

5
Heinz Mack, Light Ship, 1968

6
Heinz Mack, Light Ship, Düsseldorf, 18th of September 2010



At a first glance, such self-destructing machines could appear
as exceptional cases. However, they have similarities with
temporary festive architectures of the past. Baroque celebra-
tions ended often with fireworks, which burned the ephemeral
architectures made especially for the festivities.15 An early ex-
ample of a celebration with fireworks was the naumachia that
took place on the Rhine at Düsseldorf for the marriage of Jo-
hann Wilhelm I in 158516 (Fig. 7). Like many contemporary
performances, the festive spectacles of the past with tempo-
rary architectures that served as setting are known today only
through documentation. This shows that the conservation of
contemporary art should not be regarded as a field complete-
ly separated from the conservation of historical works.

Automated installations

A very good example of a work that falls between media is
The Proliferation of the Sun, which Otto Piene presented for
the first time at the Black Gate Theatre in New York in March
1967 (Fig. 8). In this work, performers operate Kodak Carousel
slide projectors following Piene’s instructions recorded on

audiotape. The projections show organic forms, which were
hand-painted by Piene with fluorescent colours on glass
slides.
The ZERO foundation presented this performance on the oc-
casion of the event Light in Darkness organised in Düssel-
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Franz Hogenberg, copper engraving, 1585 

8
Otto Piene, The Proliferation of the
Sun, Black Gate Theatre, New York,
March 1967



dorf in 2010. The work was a loan of the Kunsthalle Bre-
men. Piene was still alive at that time and supervised the
staging of the performance (Fig. 9).
However, The Proliferation of the Sun can also be presented
as an automated installation. In this case, timers instead of
performers operate the slide projectors. On the occasion
of the Piene exhibition in Museum Ostwall in Dortmund in
2008, for example, The Proliferation of the Sun was pre-
sented once with performers as a special event.17 However,
during the remaining days of the exhibition the projectors
functioned automatically.
In 2014 – shortly before the artist’s death – the installation
was presented in a digital version (without operators and
slide projectors) at Neue Nationalgalerie in Berlin (Fig.
10).18 The artist also supervised this installation. 
In 2015 – after Piene’s death – The Proliferation of the Sun
was performed again with analogue slide projections and
projectionists at the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam (Fig.
11). Günter Thorn supervised it.

At this point, the relationship between The Proliferation of
the Sun as a performance with projectionists and The Pro-
liferation of the Sun as an automated installation should be
analysed.
The Proliferation of the Sun has its roots in Piene’s Light
Ballet. Piene performed his first Light Ballet in 1959 using
a torch that he moved beyond a perforated screen. He let
light projections dance on walls and ceiling, involving the
whole space. While in theatre and cinema the attention of
the audience was focussed only on one direction (the stage
or the screen), Piene’s Light Ballet completely immersed
the viewer. In the subsequent time, Piene involved more
people in his performances. Each performer held a lamp
and contributed to „the overall rhythm of the projection.“19

In 1960, Piene constructed his first motorized light ma-
chines. A year later, he programmed a timer that auto -
matically activated and deactivated different devices ac-
cording to a fixed score. Regarding the difference between
the Light Ballet performed by people and its automatic ver-
sion, Piene stated in 1965: „The light ballet lost spontaneity
and gained steadiness when I mechanized it. Motors
caused the steady flow of unfurling and dimming, reappear-
ing and vanishing light forms.“20

The Proliferation of the Sun is a particular kind of Light Bal-
let that makes use of slide projections.21 In the version with
performers, the synchronisation is done by hand, so it is
not always precise. The performers operate the slide pro-
jectors according to Piene’s recorded instructions that dic-
tate in how many seconds they must press the button to
change slide. They are supposed to change slides simulta-
neously using a manual timer. However, the human factor
makes each performance unique, leaving scope for mistake
and chance. In comparison to the version with performers,
the automated version „gained steadiness“, since timers
automatically control the slide projectors. The digital ver-
sion from 2014 functioned even more smoothly.22 Besides,
the automatic version had the advantage that it could work
continuously for the whole duration of an exhibition. Piene
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10
Otto Piene, The Proliferation of the Sun,
Neue Nationalgalerie Berlin, 2014

11
Otto Piene, The Proliferation of the Sun,
Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 
3rd of July 2015

9
Otto Piene during a rehearsal of The 
Proliferation of the Sun at the ZERO 
foundation, Düsseldorf, 2010



stated about the Light Ballet: „I like the possibility that it
may last, without beginning and without end.“23

Unlike an installation of performance relics and documents,
the automatic version of The Proliferation of the Sun was
not conceived as surrogate of the performance, but as an
alternative presentation form of the work. In a text about
the Light Ballet written in 1967 for the Galerie Schmela in
Düsseldorf, Piene asserts: „There are two basic forms in
which it can be experienced. The first possibility is to
present it like a performance in connection with sound
and other sensations. A team of performers and operators
is employed to work projectors, lights, environmental de-
vices, sound equipments etc. […] The second form of the
Light Ballet is composed of programmed light sculptures
and automated projecting sculptures“24 (Fig. 12). The first
form had been presented for example at the Black Gate
Theatre in New York and in the Walker Art Center in Min-
neapolis in 1967 (Fig. 13). The second form of the Light Bal-
let – the „lasting automated installation“,25 as Piene calls it
– had been presented in particular in exhibitions of kinetic
art, light art and in ZERO exhibitions.
Both in the version with projectionists and in the automated
installation, it is the audience and not any performers (or
even less the artist) that are in the centre of the occur-

rence. The visitors can lie or sit on cushions on the floor or
freely move in the space and become part of the light envi-
ronment (Fig. 14).
In conclusion, I believe that both the performance with pro-
jectionists and the automated version of The Proliferation
of the Sun can be further staged in the future. The auto -
matic version is still a performance, even if it is conducted
by a technical system instead of human beings. This kind
of automated installation can also be defined as ”system
performance“, a term used by the artist Gary Hill referring
to his installation In Situ from 1986.26 Like in Piene’s instal-
lations, also in Hill’s work various devices are activated and
deactivated automatically following a preset sequence.27 In
this context, ”system performance“ does not mean the sys-
tem capabilities in successful accomplishing a task but an
action carried out by the system.
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12
Otto Piene, Light Ballet, typescript,
Düsseldorf, 22nd of June 1967

13
Otto Piene, Sketch for the performance
of The Proliferation of the Sun at the
Walker Art Center, Minneapolis, 
8th of April 1967

14
Otto Piene, The Proliferation of the Sun 
(Die Sonne kommt näher), Galerie Art 
Intermedia, Cologne, 12th of September 1967



Installations that require a performance of 
the public

As asserted by Anne-Marie Duguet, „the installation is de-
signed to be explored by visitors who, in so doing, not only
progressively build their own perception and awareness of
it, but also that of other visitors. The very existence of cer-
tain works (…) requires visitors to play a specific role – one
visitor effectively executes a performance for others.“28

An example is the so-called “TV-wall” realised for Cream-
cheese, a disco that was conceived by Günther Uecker to-
gether with other artists such as Ferdinand Kriwet, Heinz
Mack and the film maker Lutz Mommartz. The disco opened
in Düsseldorf in 1967. The TV-wall consisted of TV sets on
shelves and was located in the vestibule of the premise. Two
cameras transmitted live images from other spaces of the dis-
co to the TV sets in a closed circuit. The images showed the
patrons drinking, smoking, dancing etc. in a multimedia envi-
ronment (Fig. 15). Sometimes, Uecker operated one of the
cameras to catch details of the people dancing. In a certain
sense, the dancing people ‘performed’ for the audience that
watched the screens in the vestibule. Through the TV-wall, the
patrons of Creamcheese shared a collective experience.
In 1978, the Kunstmuseum Düsseldorf acquired the TV-wall
together with other artworks from Creamcheese. The museum
presentation of this closed circuit installation is very chal-
lenging. The restoration of the TV-wall cannot be confined
to a restoration of its technical components, but it needs to
take into consideration also its performative aspects. The
staging of this installation and in particular the exhibition
context and the positioning of the cameras should be
thought through to avoid that the TV sets show only images
of deserted rooms and quiet museum visitors.29

Installations can require different degrees of participation.
Therefore, their interactive potential needs to be analysed
prior to the elaboration of a conservation and presentation
strategy.30

Conclusions

Art installations can present different kinds of connections
to performance. The typologies described above, which are
not intended to be exhaustive and need further elaboration,
focus on installations of performance relics and documen-
tation, on open air installations that destroy themselves, and
on different kinds of time-based media art installations.
The analysed installation of relics and photograph of a per-
formance by Uecker does not match the documentation cri-
teria of museum professionals, who always try to be as clear
and objective as possible, but conveys the artistic idea in a
rather evocative way translating it into different media.
Uecker selected a photograph of his action that was not
quite comprehensible, although more explicit photographs
and a TV report were available. In other cases, artists may
also rework performance documentation to different de-
grees for artistic purposes. This applies, for example, to the
performance-based installation Glauben Sie nicht, dass ich
eine Amazone bin (Don’t Believe I’m an Amazon) by Ulrike
Rosenbach (1975), which combines performance relics with
photographs and a video. For this installation, the artist
used an edited video of a performance staged for the cam-
era instead of a raw recording of an actual performance con-
ducted before an audience.31 A result of a case study on
Don’t Believe I’m an Amazon was the following advice: „In
order to understand the work and develop conservation
strategies, it is useful to clarify whether the individual ele-
ments have a purely documentary or more of an artistic na-
ture.“32 The investigation of Street Painted White confirmed
the necessity of analysing the context and the purposes of
documentation used by artists for installations of relics,
photographs and/or video recordings referring to a per-
formance. However, it is also important to consider the lim-
its of documentation itself. Documentation is always partial
due to the perspective of the documentarian and the trans-
lation of the live performance into another medium. Even
video recordings realised for documentation purposes are
not completely objective. Although video recordings are of-
ten considered to faithfully render events, they actually are
medial constructions of reality.33 Therefore, artistic docu-
mentation is not necessarily unreliable but may convey as-
pects of a performance that cannot be captured by conven-
tional documentation.

Also in the case of self-destructing installations like Homage
to New York by Tinguely, relics are often displayed together
with video recordings and photographs of the performance.
These displays can help to understand how the self-destruc-
ting machine worked and give an idea of the atmosphere at
the event. However, remains are in a certain sense also ev-
idence of failure for this typology of works, since such instal-
lations are conceived to destroy themselves. Conservation
issues conflict with the function of the work. In some cases,
self-destroying performances may be staged anew, like in
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Dancing people and projections in
Creamcheese, Düsseldorf



the example of Light Ship by Mack. The repetition of a self-
destructing performance always implies a complete replica-
tion of the installation. In this respect, it should be noted
that even if a self-destructing machine were reconstructed
in exactly the same way again, it would not perform equally,
because the process of self-destruction is affected by many
variables that cannot be completely controlled.

Like in the case of self-destructing machines, also in the
case of automated installations the performance is con -
ducted by a system. In 1968, the artist and art historian Jack
Burnham stated that sculpture in the 20th century had de-
veloped from object to system and could manifest some
properties of biological life: „The object denotes sculpture
in its traditional physical form, whereas the system (an in-
teracting assembly of varying complexity) is the means by
which sculpture gradually departs from its object state and
assumes some measure of lifelike activity“.34 Burnham men-
tioned movement, „irritability“ and „eventual death“ among
the characteristics of life that can occur in a system.35 While
self-destructing machines ‘die’ when they perform, auto -
mated installations usually have a longer life span, even if
they can change considerably in the course of time, as The
Proliferation of the Sun by Piene shows.

Like for performances carried out by human actors, also for
performances conducted by a technical system the role of
spectators should not be underestimated, since the pres-
ence of an audience is always determinant for a perfor -
mance. As asserted by Erika Fischer-Lichte, „The co-pres-
ence of actors and spectators enables and constitutes per-
formance. For a performance to occur, actors and specta-
tors must assemble to interact in a specific place for a cer-
tain period of time.“36 With regard to media art installations,
a performance is an event that occurs when the installation
is taking effect on an audience.37 In certain cases, installa-
tions also require active participation of the public. At all
events, the conditions that influence the visitors’ experience
play a central role for works that fall between performance
and installation art.

Dr. Tiziana Caianiello
Universitätsstraße 49
50931 Köln
caianiello@gmx.de
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