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cheers - bon appetit 
 
he lived in a hole in the ground, refused food and rejects the monarchy: stuart brisley, england’s most radical 
performance artist shows his work in berlin. 
 
when stuart brisley, shovel in hand turned up in the summer of 1977 in manfred schneckenburg’s office he had 
no idea of the shock that was waiting for him. at the time schneckenburger was the director of dokumenta vi 
and he had invited the british performance artist to participate in this world famous exhibition. stuart brisley 
arrived shovel in hand. “i remember that it had been agreed that in kassel i would dig a hole and would live in 
it during the exhibition”. when he left the office and walked into the karlasaue park in kassel he could not 
believe his eyes. outside he found an enormous machine with which the artist walter de maria would not only 
dig a hole but would dig one kilometer deep in order to bury copper staves. the monumental scale on which 
the american artist was going to work made brisley’s planned project look a bit miserable. the brit dug a bit 
further on in the meadow and is today, 30 years later still a bit annoyed by it all. typically american. to arrive 
with a lot of money and take over the whole show. it’s not the first time that something like that happened. it 
is not hard to believe that the words ‘money’ and ‘american’ easily provoke stuart brisley but despite this he 
quite likes the u.s. it was there in the 60’s, in heady new york that he got to know the performance art of jim 
dine as well as pop-art. there he also became familiar with marx and never made much of an issue of his leftist 
tendencies. unusually for a brit, even at 77 he is still glowingly anti-monarchy. he spent the year before his 
dokumenta as artist-in-residence in the northern english town of peterlee where he gave farm workers a 
cassette recorder and asked them to interview each other about their lives. it is impossible to improve on this 
working-class romanticism. had ken loach been an artist then his art would have looked like this.  
 
leaving that aside stuart brisley was and is england’s most important performance artist. he experiments with 
paint, dirt, household waste, decaying food and other  disgusting things. the former slade art school 
professor is today seen as the leading light for the generation of young british artist because of his 
determined insistence to be different. he became a professor in 1968 after a sit-in when the students protested 
against the existing educational regime of the british art schools. it was the first time that a professor at the 
slade was nominated by the students.  
 
in his own country brisley is both famous and infamous, in germany on the other hand he is hardly known. it 
is a nice coincidence that he is now showing in two venues in berlin. the first opens in galerie exile on the 
alexandrinenstrasse in kreuzberg until the 10th of july, the second until the middle of august in a group show 
called ‘radical london’ in the neue gesellschaft für bildende kunst (ngbk). brisley has exhibited previously in 
berlin in 1973 as part of the daad artist exchange program. at the time his was a performance piece called ‘ten 
days’ during which for ten days he refused to eat and tempted his audience with his food. the meals were 
served on a long table tells brisley. some of its was eaten, some of its just simply withered. at the time he 
wanted to protest against western excess.  
 
in the exile show you will see some elegant photos of brisley’s food refusal art. these vintage prints - the 
photos from the 70’s are poetically slightly bleached - show the mountain of food on the table. meat cutlets 
and sausages were hanging on pieces of string. “i found the sausages aesthetically very interesting. they just 
hung correctly” remembers brisley. after eight days he began to hallucinate but on the ninth day his hunger 
had gone. at the end of the performance he crawled naked through the remnants of food over the table. 
“i repeated the performance later once more in london with a butler who served the food” recounts brisley. 
word had spread and the action had suddenly become very chic. people rang to ask whether they could book a 
seat at the table. impossible. in london though, everything was eaten. at christmas even two tramps turned up 
who ate the whole thing. a super-eight film shows the two men eating, afterwards they demanded a whisky. the 
artist remembers that when he told them that it had only been about the food, they just left. ‘ten days’ neatly 
shows the social dimension of brisley’s work although that was originally not intended. “my primary interest 
was in the body and the question of how much it can endure. and i wanted with my actions to reach a point 
where things cease to be banal, where i no longer have things fully under control.” in london brisley once 
had himself locked up in a room for 17 days where he tried to do nothing. people could watch him through a 
hole in the wall. “at some point out of sheer boredom i became paranoid. i imagined that someone would try to 
shoot me with a gun.” 
 
the ngbk show in berlin shows images from 1972 of another extreme experience of the englishman in ‘and for 
today...nothing’ brisley laid in a bath tub for two hours a day over two weeks. on a nearby tray he built a 
tower of stinking waste and shit. after a few days flies buzzed around, laid eggs in the tower of excrement and 
maggots appeared. this extreme action reminds one of later damien hirst installations except for the fact that 
this time the artist did not use a cow’s head but held his own head ...very close. 
 
translated from the german ‘prost – mahzeit!’ review by tim ackermann in the welt am sonntag, 26-27 june 2010  

 


