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stuart brisley 
 
the nausea was enormous – a conversation with saskia schabon published in monopol magazine, 23 june 2010 
 
stuart brisley’s radical, socially critical work has played a pivotal role in the development of installation and 
performance art. the englishman who was born in 1933 has frequently challenged the limits of his body - for 
example during documenta vi in kassel where he lived for two weeks in a hole in the ground. he now has his 
first solo-show in germany for 20 years. 
 
ss 
mr brisley - performance art was at its height in the 60s and 70s. today there is a revival of this art form. why 
is that? 
 
sb 
i have absolutely no idea really. what this revival really means today is a good question. what is it based on? 
earlier work, earlier performances? the events, performances and happenings of the 60s and 70s and early 80s 
became an international movement. what is happening today is not at that level. if there is a revival today then 
it is an art market phenomenon - something essentially different. 
 
ss 
more than half a million people visited marina abramovic’s retrospective earlier this year in new york’s moma. 
dancers and actors performed one of her most important performances. what do you think of this ‘re-
enactment’? 
 
sb 
a difficult notion - very contradictory.  even in the theatre, where they aim to perform plays that conform to 
the wishes of the author there are unplanned changes. one evening it works the next one it does not. there is 
a qualitatively fundamental difference between a first performance and repeats. i only once did a re-enactment 
but not really - it is basically impossible. take for example my work ‘survival in alien circumstances’ that i did 
at documenta vi in kassel. i dug a hole in the ground for two weeks and then lived in that hole for another 
two weeks. when digging i came across human bones which completely changed the meaning of the work. 
suddenly it had become a work about german history. 
 
ss 
how do you mean? 
 
sb 
in the beginning i was interested in the idea of living underground. the idea came after working with miners 
for about 18 months to do something different form making art. i talked with a lot of people who visited 
documenta and asked them whether they knew what was going on here? most thought it was a mass grave. no 
one would have answered that way had i done the same work in england because of a different history and a 
different collective memory. that was very interesting to experience. but how can you repeat something like 
that? if i were to dig a second hole in kassel, one would probably find something completely different. 
 
ss 
you do all your performances yourself. many of your fellow artists dont but instead use actors. 
 
sb 
that can work. but i dont find that very interesting. i dont hold a particular view for or against that 
approach. performance art is a broad church. i have always considered performance art as an alternative take 
on the visual arts. performance art breaks the rigidity of the visual arts yet is based on its traditions. 
performance art tries to dissolve the fixed boundaries between individual media. 
 
ss 
in your performance ’10 days’ you handed your food out to people who came to watch but starved yourself. 
how do you rate this interaction with the public? 
 
sb 
let me illustrate this with this little story. it was in the sixties. one of my gallerists loved fox hunting. one day 
after christmas on a hunt with his horse, he tried to jump a fence. the horse fell, fell on top of him and he 
died and i no longer had a gallerist.  the question that arose in me was not how do i find a new gallerist but 
how can i engage with the public without such an intermediary. 
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ss 
how do people react to you during a performance? 
 
they often experience it as a provocation. the royal court theatre in london which at the time had an avant-
garde reputation organised a festival in 1969 called ‘come together’. the idea was to show what they regarded 
as experimental work. i had been invited as well. before it started - the curtain was still drawn and people 
were in their seats - they played ‘god save the queen’ and out of respect people got up. the curtain went up and 
people sat down. we played ‘god save the queen’ again and the people got up again.  we played it again but 
people were getting a bit uneasy. and again but then people expressed anger and some just sat down. we played 
it again and some of us stood on our heads - as an aside i favour a republic - and it all ended in chaos. later 
people accused me of damaging the theatre’s reputation. i wanted to expose the lack of true democracy in our 
society. the queen is still above politics, she is the only one who can appoint or dissolve parliament. that is not 
democratic. there are some fundamental questions that need to be addressed. 
 
ss 
you believe that it is possible to understand these spectacular events when they are shown as photographic 
documents? 
 
sb 
i dont really consider them as documents but more as interpretations of my work. there are a number of 
variations of the same moment. it is open to discussion whether or not these interpretations are art. in the 
beginning i never had the performance filmed or photographed but left it all to memory. but we all know that 
you cannot rely on your recollection of particular events. despite that i believe that something has happened 
between artist and viewer when a particular performance is remembered. people may remember different things 
but in any case there is some kind of experience that is shared. our bodies reconstitute themselves every seven 
years - so maybe our memories and souls change as well. 
 
ss 
is it because of that that you put your own health at risk during a performance? to prolong the memory with 
the intrusiveness of what you show?  
 
sb 
well - it was never really dangerous. it just looked like that. in 1972 i did some work in the goethe institut in 
london. i had a show in a gallery nearby that was linked to the institute. there for my performance ‘and for 
today...nothing’ i soiled the bathroom - a clean space that was supposed to be kept clean - completely. the basin 
was filled with excrement, the bath was filled with black water. the light had been switched off and the 
window blacked out. i was dressed all in black and all you could see was my head above the water and the 
slight disturbance of the water caused by my breathing. i was in there for two and a half hours. the nausea it 
evoked in the viewers was enormous. half the people could not watch whilst others were fascinated. seen from 
afar it looked as if the bath was filled with intestines which in reality were only latex copies. it was the 
illusion that made everything look so gross and disgusting. 
 
 
stuart brisley: measurement and division, galerie exile, berlin, until july 10th. at 19 hours on june 26th there will 
be a discussion between brisley and andrew wilson, curator, tate, london. 
 
 
 


