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Series and Relics. On the Presence of Remainders in 

Performance’s Museum 

Susanne Foellmer 

 

Along with the recently observed shifts in the performing arts towards re-

enactment or creating remainders via exhibiting and documenting, one can assert a 

turn from performance art’s formerly appraised (critical) ephemeral presence to 

archiving and reproducing the (own) artistic work. The change of set-ups, for instance 

from stages or performance spaces to museums or galleries, often plays a crucial role 

in these processes of conversion. For example, the nails of Chris Burden’s seminal 

performance Trans-Fixed (1974) were already meticulously displayed in the set-up of 

the artist’s Retrospective at Newport Harbor Museum in 1988, convened by Paul 

Schimmel.1 In the case of choreographer Boris Charmatz, his approach transforms the 

notion of a choreographic centre into that of a “dancing museum” by using the idea of 

the museum as a counter-narrative to the occasionally hegemonic scopes of 

choreography.2 The example of Chris Burden – displaying remnants of his bygone 

performances way ahead of the discourse on remains3 – especially triggers questions 

as to what extent performance art always already referred to the seemingly more 

‘durable’ display of artifacts and art works that it supposedly opposed in the first 

																																																								
1 However, we could say that especially performance artists like Marina Abramovič, the already 

mentioned Chris Burden or ORLAN actually used the gallery space from the beginning, but 

transforming its use as a locus of quiet contemplation of artworks into an environment that follows the 

temporal structure we know from the apparatus of theatre. 

2 Charmatz, Manifesto, 45. 

3 Cf. Schneider, Performing Remains, 2011. 



place. To inscribe oneself in art history seems to demand considering further modes 

of (re-)presentation that admittedly should try to include the ‘eventful’ characteristics 

of singular performances, for example by Marina Abramovič. She responded to this 

challenge in her “performance retrospective” The Artist is Present, ‘exhibited’ at the 

MoMA New York (2010). 

I will thus concentrate on what remains in what is allegedly transitory. 

Remnants, so the basic assumption, appear in a double state. First, they conceive of a 

temporal figure that emerges as traces of performances that point to delimitations in 

aesthetic setups of experience such as museums, thus rendering the status of the 

bygone event and its artifact in an unstable temporal relation between then, now and 

prospective appearances. That said, they secondly already indicate a repetition in the 

sense of aesthetic procedures: as methods of remaining within the performances 

themselves, i.e., by using serial practices. The series MesuRage des institutions (1964-

1983/2012) by French performance artist ORLAN will serve as an example in this 

double sense, thus indicating that the questions of remaining were already relevant in 

the heyday of performance art. 

 

Corporeal Measures – Turbid Relics 

May 2004, Centre national de la photographie in Paris: I am visiting a solo 

exhibition presenting the work of ORLAN,4 performance artist, visual artist, 

dancer....5 Distributed across eleven rooms, one can study the artist’s early works such 

as the documentation Baiser de l’artiste (The Kiss of the Artist, 1977), where she 

																																																								
4 ORLAN. Méthodes de l’artiste, 1964-2004, exhibition at the Centre national de la photographie, Paris, 

31.3.-28.6.2004. 

5 Thompson, Orlan, 248. 



positioned herself at the Grand Palais in Lyon animating passersby to “buy” a kiss,6 or 

her photographed self-representations as Sainte Orlan (1980), as well as the artistic 

interventions involving her own body that made her famous: the Opérations 

chirurgicale-performances […] dites Omniprésence (1990-93) in which she 

underwent a series of plastic surgeries transforming her face according to beauty 

ideals drawn from art history7. 

I find one room particularly striking, though it does not seem to be very 

spectacular on first glance. Via various media, it displays the performance series 

MesuRage des institutions that ORLAN enacted from 1964-1983. Repeatedly 

performed in various institutional contexts by literally measuring the size of museums 

for instance, using the length of her body as a device and marking it with chalk on the 

floor, ORLAN then erased the chalk marks by wiping the floor, and preserving the 

suds – consisting of dirt, liquid and her own sweat. Those remnants then later 

appeared as bottled artifacts in exhibitions. This is how she herself describes the 

action: 

 

“I slip on a dress made of sheets, always the same one. I measure the site with 

my body, laying on the floor and tracing a line of chalk behind my head. With one or 

two witnesses, I calculate the quantity of the ORLAN-body contained in the site – I 

write the official report – I gather water – I remove my dress and wash it in public – I 

take samples of the dirty water – the samples will then be labelled, numbered, and 

																																																								
6 Thompson, Orlan, 55. 

7 Busca, Les Visages d’Orlan, 12. 



sealed with wax – I present in galleries those samples, the official reports and the 

photos and videos that concretize the work.”8 

ORLAN’s work is widely considered feminist art, among other attributions.9 

She uses her female body as a means of alternatively proportioning space; 

traditionally, the male one was used as a measure of all things in reference to 

Leonardo da Vinci.10 As there is already a large body of work attributing this relation, 

I will concentrate on the question of remainders. This is because what strikes me most 

as I am wandering through the room, rather casually gazing at the photo 

documentation that reveals almost on the spot what this artistic intervention is about, 

and dwelling for some time in front of the video taken from one of the actions… what 

really hits me is a rather shabby and trivial looking glass jar that contains an 

indefinable brownish liquid substance: the leftovers of the marking and washing 

action, as I learn when consulting the little sign placed at its side. 

I am contemplating this residue of a bygone performance event, wondering at 

first what it could ‘tell’ me, as this hermeneutic attitude ‘befalls’ me as a start: How 

could I refer to the event ‘as such’ by means of this blurry liquid something, which 

resembles some deteriorated liquefied food in a preserving glass that someone has 

forgotten in a cellar. Obviously, the thing is nothing without its context, namely the 

meticulous performance documentation via video, photos, reports – or so it seems. 

The worn-out apron that ORLAN used every time is also on display, neatly pressed 

between two layers of glass. But because this artifact looks rather like a costume or 

other dead objects typically employed when trying to represent for instance bygone 

																																																								
8 ORLAN, “Action ORLAN-Body”, 18. 

9 Cf. Wilson, “L’histoire d’O”, 10. 

10 Ince, Orlan, 35; Petitgas, “ORLAN”, 58. 



theatre productions in a museum, it leaves me rather unaffected. I constantly return to 

the other leftover object, the reliquary of the ORLAN-street-water-encounter. Does it 

emanate a certain aura, fascinating me because, in its blurriness, it precisely depicts 

the unavailability of the artwork itself, if we agree with Benjamin?  

I am also struck by how much effort is placed on the diligent act of retracing 

ORLAN’s work, soon realizing that it is she who places so much emphasis on being 

distributed as widely as possible as an artist. Accordingly, ORLAN argues that she – 

as an artwork – cannot be represented, because one deals always already with images 

of herself that are then put on display. Inadequate as this situation appears, she adopts 

a strategy of massive distribution, „omnipresence“, that is, by “circulat[ing] around 

those possible images, extract[ing] and unravel[ing] them”.11 

In contrast to other performance artists of her time, or so it seems, ORLAN is 

already interested in an artistic distribution that gives her a certain position in art 

history, a discourse that she is constantly referring to, for instance in her photographic 

self-portraits Le Drapé – Le Baroque (1978-86).12 Given the seriality of many of her 

works, here the MesuRages, and her obvious ‘will to distribution’, creating 

derivatives of her own body being present(ed) in glass jars in this case, I would like to 

focus on three aspects: Seriality and repetition as modi of remaining constituted 

through the performances itself; the concept of relics prominent in the documentation 

of MesuRage; as well as the question of documentation in the mode of the 

iconification of the artist connected to it. 

 

 

																																																								
11 ORLAN, “This is my Body”, 38 

12 Petitgas,  “ORLAN”, 51–56. 



Series of ORLANs 

Each version of the MesuRage follows a precise scheme: before ORLAN 

starts the action, she announces on a board the title of the action, place, date, start and 

end time as well as the present witnesses.13 She puts on an apron, lies down, marks 

the space her body takes with chalk above her head, then moves further, lying down 

and marking again. After the measurement is done, the witnesses help counting the 

length consisting of ORLAN’s body as a measure and confirm it by signature.14 Each 

performance follows the same scheme, which has been labeled as ritualistic.15 

However, I would see this ritual form as being more bureaucratic than transgressive, 

as ORLAN then scrupulously converts the data on the board into reports that are on 

display afterwards, presented in exhibitions16, and ‘decorated’ with a photo of 

ORLAN washing the cloth with which she cleaned the space from the marks, and a 

phial with the washing suds placed alongside17. However, because she always wears 

the same apron18 and uses an easel for the board as a “cult […] of art”19, the series 

also moves within ritualistic concepts akin to religious forms. The matter-of-factness 

of gathering data and accurately documenting the whole performance series thus 

mingles with derivatives from religious rituals – I will later come back to this point. 

Howard Caygill refers to Leibniz when suggesting that ORLAN’s work can be 

																																																								
13 Thompson, Orlan, 36. 

14 Thompson, Orlan, 36, 4. 

15 Caygill, “Carnival in ORLAN”, 52. 

16 Thompson, Orlan, 37. 

17 Thompson, Orlan, 37. 

18 ORLAN in Thompson, Orlan, 17. 

19 ORLAN, “This is my Body”, 40. 



regarded as serial. Instead of claiming individuality, Leibniz focuses on the series as 

an ontological stance, promoting concepts of “temporal flux” over notions of the 

closure of an individual thing.20 Accordingly, Caygill positions ORLAN’s work in the 

baroque realm (an iconography that she is also dealing with), claiming that 

 

“her work moves between a nomadic dissolution of essence into series and the 

staging of a playful interference between them that produces strange and transgressive 

objects, all alongside a monadic attempt to establish a definitive synthesis capable of 

arresting the decay of the temporal series into an eternal, re-iterated present.”21 

 

As striking as the ‘will to documentation’22 and accumulation of data is, one 

has to reflect on what the mentioned “present” precisely means when it comes to the 

‘durability’ of ORLAN the artist. As mentioned earlier, the artist claims a certain 

unrepresentability of herself, thus creating multiple derivatives that refer more to the 

absent artist than that they create an infinite present. Or, to be more precise: what is at 

hand in terms of a ‘there-ness’ is the data produced by ORLAN that are constantly 

redistributed, not only in museums but also in interviews, texts or reflections like this 

one. Thus, other than pursuing an eternal presence of the artist named ORLAN, one 

could say that the constant repetition of her meticulously enacted performance 

																																																								
20 Caygill, “Carnival in ORLAN”, 49. 

21 Caygill, “Carnival in ORLAN”, 50. 

22 I am alluding here to André Lepecki’s concept of the “will to archive” that he describes for instance 

within dance re-enactments, which he conceptualizes as embodied archival operations. This “acts” are 

not only characterized by a mere redoing of past events but by their transformation and actualization of 

that which has been. Lepecki, “The Body as Archive “, 34–38, 45.   



procedures, and creating leftovers such as the jars with suds and other by-products, 

actually point to the fact that the artist is always already absent, or rather: present in 

another format than that of the ‘live’ event.     

However, though it was formerly a critical response to the male dominated 

institution of art, “rescaling it to include herself”23, ORLAN’s work series today 

seems to legitimize institutions in that realm – which then again require the artist’s 

repeated presence-on-location. In 2012, ORLAN practically re-enacted the MesuRage 

at the Museum voor Hedendaagse Kunst (M HKA) in Antwerp on the occasion of the 

institution’s 25th anniversary. The procedure was the same as described, with two 

small differences: She wore a new apron (as the other one was obviously already 

serving as a relic that should not be scuffed further) and the witnesses were well 

known, being themselves already representatives of their field, among them Marina 

Abramovič and Jan Fabre. Being now an internationally critically acclaimed artist and 

assembling prominent personae of the art world to testify her action, one could thus 

claim a reversal of the action’s initial impulse: It is no longer a protest against the 

establishment anymore. Instead, the performance is actually invited by the institution 

itself that thus legitimizes its status as a venue presenting a state-of-the art 

intervention ‘blessed’ by ORLAN. 

That aside, ORLAN even stepped further into the accumulation of data by 

wearing a “BODYMEDIA armband” that gave a precise account of the artist’s 

internal physical data, like her heart rate during the action, or the calories burned.24 

																																																								
23 O’Bryan, Carnal Art, 6. 

24 Dewachter, ORLAN, 27. 



Again, this data found its way into the catalogue documenting the event,25 and with it 

into the whole MesuRage series from its start in the 1960s. 

Beholders thus not only get ‘possession’ of the external ORLAN via sweat, 

dirt and other liquids, but are tempted to get hold of her internal processes when 

performing – the series of actions now being transformed into series of numbers, 

dismembering the artist into scientifically reaped data. It is obvious that ORLAN’s 

endeavors – other than claiming the present body as being the only transmitter of 

performance art – aim at advanced means of artistic (re-)distribution. They are doing 

so in a time when performance deals primarily with singular events, taking into 

account the non-representability of the persona ORLAN and thus addressing 

processes of image and artefact production. Hence, the status of the production and 

display of her relics comes to the fore. This also provides further space for reflecting 

on the idea of a present absence of the artist.  

 

ORLAN in bits and pieces 

Coming back to the glass jar that initially attracted my attention as a relic in 

the aftermath of ORLAN’s performance series, it is worth taking a brief look at the 

use and meaning of relics in religious contexts. Generally, relics are ascribed with the 

energy and thus a particular power of the person who passed away, usually a saint, 

and thus meant to have been equipped with a certain ability to heal or to bring calm 

by the virtues they achieved during their lifetimes.26 This does not only apply to 

whole bodies, but also – and this is where relics come into play – to fragments of 

them or even objects known to be touched by the saint when still being alive, or even 

																																																								
25 Dewachter, ORLAN, 32–33, 46. 

26 Pick, Mysteries of the World, 101. 



when dead.27 One of the most famous examples is certainly the Shroud of Turin, 

ostensibly showing the faded face of Christ on the cloth.28 One could say that in this 

regard ORLAN’s apron serves as a relic, having even been repeatedly touched, or 

rather worked through by the artist during her performance series. The ‘fragments’ in 

the liquids, however, are more blurred when it comes to the idea that the person who 

passed away leaves something behind of his or her bygone power that is said to be 

sustained even after death. However, on another occasion, ORLAN left ‘more’ of 

herself: flesh and fat taken from her Opérations chirurgicale-performances […] dites 

Omniprésence mentioned earlier, also displayed in exhibitions of her work.29  

Kate Ince depicts the religious context as an important feature in ORLAN’s 

work from early on, for instance in her photographic ‘re-enactments’ of Christian 

imagery, focusing on baroque Madonna portraits30 or playing with drapery. 

According to Ince, the use of multiple media of distribution such as photography and 

video addresses the idea of “literally achiev[ing] transcendence through technology 

rather than any conventional spiritual means”.31 ORLAN herself declares that the 

influence of religious motives on her work actually stems from a sensed violation of 

female bodies represented in paintings of saints and virgins. Adopting them with a 

critical, feminist view, “the religious vocabulary […] became my visual 

vocabulary”32. 

																																																								
27 Pick, Mysteries of the World, 102. 

28 Nickell, Looking for a Miracle, 74. 

29 ORLAN, “This is my Body”, 46. 

30 Ince, Orlan, 14–20. 

31 Ince, Orlan, 20. 

32 ORLAN, “This is my Body”, 35-36. 



Within this framework, I am now specifically interested in the relation 

between imagery and relics in this almost sacral context, especially as a certain idea 

of transcendence actually does not spring to my mind when seeing the glass jar with 

the brownish, rather squirmy looking decomposed substance. However, the design of 

the room tells another story. Though it looks like a typical space in a museum at first 

glance – in this (re-)presentation of documents of past performances –, the presence 

of the relics as well as the description on the exhibition’s leaflet presents another 

picture. The leaflet describes each room (of which there are eleven, each dealing with 

different stages of ORLAN’s artistic œuvre), announcing room 4 as being “consacrée 

aux ‘MesuRages’”.33 The French notion “consacrée” reflects the notion of dedication, 

but also of sanctification, as a church would be consecrated in order to serve the 

purpose of divine service. Thus, it is interesting to observe that the pursuit of 

distributing ORLAN via relics and pictures depicting a religious imagery even 

influences the language with which the curators describe what is on display. This is 

further mirrored by another of ORLAN’s projects in which she created a “chapel” for 

Sainte ORLAN (1980), an installation resembling the ecclesiastic architecture of an 

altar space, assembling images from former performances such as the Baiser de 

l’artiste as well as multiple reproduced photo prints of her baroque image series34. 

These overt attempts at a massive circulation of the artist’s image not only serve the 

purpose to be, at least medially, “omnipresent”, but have obviously already had an 

impact on the curatorial framing of her work. Even more so, as already mentioned, 

her ‘retrieved’ body serves to now legitimize a museum institution in being part of the 

communion of the arts years after the MesuRage series was meant to be completed. 

																																																								
33 Leaflet, Orlan, 2. 

34 ORLAN, “This is my Body”, 36. 



Coming back to the documents and artifacts of MesuRage on display in the 

exhibition in 2004, the room itself, though “consecrated”, is rather sober looking, as 

depicted already, with the jars sticking out in an awkward manner, creating an 

unstable atmosphere that I am not able to grasp. Are those remnants just liquid 

memories of a past event, or are they re-valorized in their essence as vestiges, placed 

in this sacred place by the curators? And then: Is each jar recharged (again) 

auratically as an archeological find, purposefully provided by the artist herself? But 

what would this jar emanate other than decomposition and thus not being fit for 

purpose if I wanted to get a glimpse or an idea of what the performance was like? 

Looking again at the function of relics in the religious realm, it is important 

that one cannot simply claim that, for example, a piece of a bone or some sample of 

hair is a relic of a worshipped saint.  Proof is necessary in order to authenticate the 

relic in question. Joe Nickell gives the example of the bones of St. Briocus of Great 

Britain which had been transferred to the church of Angers whereupon “they [the 

bones] jumped for joy”, thus proving to actually having been associated with the 

saint.35 Another example is that of the hand of St. William of Oulx, whose mortal 

remains obviously refused to be buried: The hand was constantly “pushing itself 

through the coffin”, and was thus named the “Angelic Hand”.36 Which means of 

authentication would now verify the glass jars in the exhibition as being ‘real’ 

samples, a conglomerate of one part of the bygone performance series ORLAN 

conducted?   

Here, the relationship between relics, images and documents plays an 

important role. In his seminal study on the history of images in the Middle Ages, 

																																																								
35 Nickell, Looking for a Miracle, 75. 

36 Nickell, Looking for a Miracle, 75. 



Hans Belting explores the close relationship between image and relics, among others. 

Studying the function of icons in the Russian Orthodox Church, especially in the city 

of what was then Constantinople, he asserts a close, even symbiotic relation between 

the two expressions of religious belief. On the one hand, it was believed the icons 

themselves served as relics, by way of being an effigy and thus a “tangible proof” of 

the pictured person.37 On the other hand, they were often found in close proximity to 

relics as such: “Images assumed the appearance of relics and in turn gained power 

from their coexistence with relics.”38 And furthermore: “The image, with the bodily 

appearance of a sculpture, was an agent of religious experience as it represented the 

reality of the presence of the holy in the world, on terms similar to those of the relics. 

Images and relics explained each other.”39 

In the same way, the room in the Centre national de la photographie (re-) 

presenting the MesuRages could be said to serve as the interplay between image and 

relic, usually being placed in a church. Tracing back to my memories of visiting the 

exhibition, I remember that it was actually the jars that caught my attention first. 

Occupied with my PhD thesis on the concept of unfinished bodies in dance at that 

time, which had actually brought me to the museum, I initially found myself rather 

situated in the academic mode of meticulously gathering information, which almost 

immediately led me to referencing the surrounding documents: Images, videos and 

descriptions were there to unravel what this liquid something was supposed to denote. 

In this respect, one could conceive of a circle of authentication that leads from the jars 

to the documents, giving account of happenings in the past, thus assigning the jars to 

																																																								
37 Belting, Likeness and Presence, 195. 

38 Belting, Likeness and Presence, 301. 

39 Belting, Likeness and Presence, 302. 



their context and at least making us believe that the liquids were a part of it: because 

who can prove that they really belonged to what was said they were? The 

authentication process merely takes place in the motion of referencing references 

reassuring the beholder what the thing he looks at is meant to be. However, anybody 

could have filled his/her dirty dish water into the container, claiming it to be a 

remnant of an intervention series called MesuRage. As the jars do not “jump for joy” 

or perform other miraculous moves, it thus needs the confirmation of the artist that 

this is ‘real’ – ORLAN explains the procedure in one of her notifications on the series 

that served as an announcement and was displayed on the aforementioned reports that 

were also on display during the action itself40. 

However, my knowledge of the composition of the leftover substance does not 

lead me very far. Even though I now know how it came into existence, it leaves 

questions open as to what the liquids actually represent. Not being distinguishable as 

a relic by means of anatomical resemblance or because it is a fragment left from a 

former ‘whole’, the jars both refer to the action and simultaneously neglect to 

represent action in terms of creating a proximity to the body that fulfilled the task. 

Instead, they seem to emanate a certain hidden, though unsavoury, energy. Belting 

describes the status of icons as ‘containers’ for the energy of the person they 

represent. It is said of the so-called Berytus icon that it was painted by Nicodemus 

who is purported to have been present at the crucifixion himself. The icon thus claims 

the “status of an original” and serves as an “authorized memento” of Christ,41 but by 

way of the genealogic history of the image and not by serving as an incarnation of the 

person itself. 

																																																								
40 ORLAN, “Action ORLAN-Body”, 18. 

41 Belting, Likeness and Presence, 305. 



Thinking back to ORLAN’s articulated impossibility of self-representation, 

the glass jars seem to give an almost literal account of this aporia. However, one 

could ask why the jars are necessary if the images themselves already give a vivid 

example of the artist being visually represented and thus not present – even if 

displayed on life-sized cardboards, ‘guarding’ the entrance to a “hall of relics” as part 

of an early exhibition of MesuRage at the Internationaal Cultureel Centrum (ICC) 

Antwerp in 198042 – and then again conceiving of a certain ‘there-ness’ in an iconic 

sense according to Belting, who explores the function of pictorial copies especially 

“in bodylike sculptures [that] made the saint physically present”43. One possible lead 

– if one refers to the idea of icon and relic as an energetic ‘tin’ – is the physical labour 

ORLAN invested in the action. If the previously mentioned internal body data give an 

account of the exertion of energy during the performance, the liquid in the jars seem 

to conserve the energy of labour in a rather blurry state, liquid, which consists of the 

‘derivatives’ of the strain of cleaning, that is: sweat, dirt and water. However, this 

residual energy does not come for free. The beholders’ labour of referencing the 

surrounding documents in the exhibition space is required in order to decipher the 

status of the jars. 

Another perspective refers to the rather profane idea of recycling, thus also 

countering the “religious gravity” relics usually imply.44 In the context of her surgical 

																																																								
42 Dewachter, ORLAN, 54-57. 

43 Belting, Likeness and Presence, 299. 

44 Caygill,  “Carnival in ORLAN”, 79. Caygill refers to the Operation performances and the “playful” 

character of ORLAN’s self-display of her leftover flesh as relics in connection to texts, that she also 

recites during the operations themselves: “The religious gravity of reliquary art is overturned in the 

artistic use of the fleshy detritus of the operations, as in the Large Reliquaries: My Flesh, the Text and 



operation series, ORLAN adopts an almost thrifty attitude by seeing to it that nothing 

is wasted, not even the superfluous flesh taken from her body. Serving as relics of 

“Sainte ORLAN”, they are rather profanely introduced in their existence as holy 

proof: “The idea behind this series is to produce as many relics as possible […] until 

the body and the flesh that were recovered from the surgeries are totally recycled into 

relics, until I have no more skin to encrust into relics.”45 

In order to not waste anything, the leftovers from her performance series thus 

serve as testimonials to account for the event actually having taken place. Also, her 

idea of “producing” relics actually profanes the idea of the relic as a unique 

conservatory device of saintly energy, incidentally alluding to the fact that relics were 

sometimes so highly sought after that it is said that the ubiquity of relics of the “True 

Cross”, for example, could have been “enough to build a ship”46. ORLAN’s relics do 

not claim an exclusive status as a saintly object, or even as a unique art work. Instead, 

they refer to the idea of the reproduction of an artwork that garners its material from 

the artist herself, who then again – and in that respect referring to female body art of 

the 1970s47 – places an end to reproduction by the finiteness of her bodily ‘source’ 

material. In a radical pursuit – and then in a complete U-turn away from the prospects 

																																																								
the Languages which frames the Christian obsession with the bodily traces of sanctity with, among 

others, Hebrew and Arabic text.” (Caygill 2010, 79) 

45 ORLAN, “This is my Body”, 46–47. 

46 Pick, Mysteries of the World, 76. 

47 Cf. Wilson for a contextualization of ORLAN’s work into the realm of body art, for instance Gina 

Pane (Wilson 1996, 9–10). 



of feminist performance art – this would also contribute to the idea of an obsolete 

body, being only present in the mode of data resources.48 

 

Conclusion: Absent there-ness 

ORLAN’s procedures of recirculating her images and leftovers could be said 

to actually hold true to structural and distributive modes of ecclesiastical votive 

images that usually consist of the picture of a saint including an inscription, i.e. 

denoting the name and domain of the person, or a phrase that, for example, expresses 

gratitude for the miracles performed by the saint. In that respect, reproduced printed 

images of saints contain a certain aura in terms of the idea of particular impacting 

forces that emanate when ‘using’ the picture for prayer. The same now could be said 

of the omnipresent circulation of ORLAN’s images, for example those picturing her 

as Sainte ORLAN, thus actually representing the non-representability of the artist 

herself, and in this necessary absence, again, presenting her working methods of 

seriality, reproduction, imagery as such and the re-utilization of waste. Here, the glass 

jars are particularly interesting, as they actually (re-)present a transformation of 

(work) energy into an artefact, that itself exudes a certain unstable force when placed 

in the context of an exhibition. Those relics are not able to give an account in terms of 

precisely retracing what happened, but rather ‘refigure’ a certain energy of the work 

force applied when washing up the floor – and thus quite profanely serve a waste-to-

energy principle, sustaining the energy of bygone events. 

																																																								
48 Cf. Wolf-Dieter Ernst, who claims that performers like ORLAN or Stelarc do not deal with the idea 

of pain or endurance in their performances but rather adopt a playful mode of what a body can do. In 

that respect, their work is always already embedded in a larger network of interfaces between body and 

machinery, or body and language/discourse (Ernst 2003, 164–165, 31–53). 



Hence, one could conceive of the glass jars in the mode of a ‘polluted aura’ 

that is only unveiled in the beholders’ continuous (counter-)referencing between 

images, videos, documents and the blurry jars that first trouble efforts of retracing, 

and then reveal themselves as a kind of energetic preserve.49 Other than the 

Benjaminian articulation of aura as the “appearance of a distance, however close the 

thing that calls it forth” in terms of the object actually getting hold of its beholder,50 

ORLAN’s suds present themselves in a mode of representative friction, being 

unavailable as such, to follow Benjamin, but then releasing the energy inherent in the 

performance through the constant labour of re-referencing.  

As a result, the liquid relics are actually presenting rather than re-presenting 

presence by way of an explicit absence of the bygone event, but preserve its energy as 

a profane tin containing the used substance as a liquefied sample of artistic work and 

energy. In that respect, one could even depict those relics as an advanced “self-

portraiture” of the artists, to cite Paul Virilio in dialogue with ORLAN51. He refers to 

the facial collages ORLAN performs, not only in the operation performances but also 

in projects such as her pictorial series of Self-Hybridizations (1998-2005), asserting 

that her portrait methods go “beyond everyday resemblance” and thus foster a 

																																																								
49 It would be worth to further pursue the relation between the work of art as an ‘energetic preserve’ in 

the way Aby Warburg depicts it – i.e. a painting or a sculpture serving as a symbolic carrier of 

memorial traces of past events and emotions, “as an ‘organ of social memory’” – (cf. Gombrich 1970, 

241-243) and the way ORLAN’s glass jars function as such a ‘device’ by rather accounting of a diffuse 

(emotional) energy as they do not convey a visual reference of what has happened.  

50 Benjamin, The Arcades Project, 447. 

51 ORLAN and Virilio, Interview, 191. 



particular artistic mode of “pictorial transfiguration”52. The jars as leftovers of the 

MesuRages push this concept even further by only referring to a certain performed 

energy that no longer claims representation but refers to an impossible ‘there-ness’ – 

though excessively using traces and ‘evidence’ of the artist’s work as described. Or as 

ORLAN puts it: “Working on my representation is better than nothing, but it does not 

represent me.”53 

Thus, the displayed glass jars not only present the used energy it took to clean 

the space, but also refer ambivalently to both the energy it needs to undo the idea of 

visual representation – and to push boundaries of representation as such – and at the 

same time to painstakingly try to document and preserve as much of the work as 

possible. The responsibility of trying to trace the presence of the artist is then 

transferred to the beholders. As literal work, as a laborious venture, it is they 

themselves who now administrate the work of referencing in the mode of 

performance, especially in the sense of effort and activity that does not lead to a 

satisfying end. The artistic set-up of the exhibition always already refrains from 

providing access to representing ORLAN ‘as such’. 

Already inherent in the series of MesuRage, for instance in the format of the 

reports, I would thus conclude that ORLAN’s performance actually does not end. 

Being exhibited within various derivatives in the ‘aftermath’ of the events, it shifts the 

work of performance and the aporia of representation to the beholders in the museum 

who continue to detect and redistribute what is already absent – and there again. 

																																																								
52 ORLAN and Virilio, Interview, 191. 

53 ORLAN and Virilio, Interview, 192. 
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