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Abstract 

The ephemeral nature of live performance art poses significant challenges to its 

documentation, archiving, and curation, leaving critical gaps in its representation within art 

history and institutional collections. These challenges are further complicated as performance 

art circulates across transnational contexts, raising essential questions about how performance 

archives can capture the essence of live works while fostering meaningful audience 

engagement. This thesis explores how performance art archives can transition from static 

repositories to dynamic, participatory spaces, enabling intercultural dialogue.  

 

This interdisciplinary and transnational study draws on gallery, library, archive and museum 

(GLAM) studies, visual arts, as well as theatre and performance studies, to explore 

innovative archival and curatorial practices to address the inherent ephemerality of 

performance art. The inquiry employs autoethnography, participatory action research, and 

practice-based research methodologies to document contemporary performance artwork 

presented at the 11th UPON International Live Art Festival in Chengdu, China. The creative 

component of the research inquiry involved presenting a selection of these works to 

audiences in New Zealand as part of the exhibition Flow: Chinese Performance Art 

Documentation and Exhibition.  

 

The thesis argues that audience participatory curatorial strategies and collaborative 

documentation practices can transform traditional archives into performative, living entities 

that engage audiences as active participants. By integrating audience experiences, these 

archives generate new, embodied knowledge, fostering intercultural exchange and expanding 

the scope of traditional documentation. The concept of the transnational performative archive 

is advanced as a curatorial strategy that shifts conventional approaches to archiving by 

emphasising the significant role of audience engagement in the construction of cross-border 

collaborative performance art archives. Unlike traditional archives which are often seen as 

static repositories of the past, the transnational performative archive is a dynamic process that 

evolves through intercultural interactions, reinterpretation, and audience engagement. This 

study contributes to the field by advancing the framework of the transnational performative 

archive, promoting how interdisciplinary and audience participatory strategies can enhance 

the representation and understanding of performance art across cultures. 

 













https://aaa.org.hk/en/collections/search/archive/lv-peng-archive--1989-china-avantgarde-exhibition--beijing/object/chinaavant-garde-exhibition-invitation
https://aaa.org.hk/en/collections/search/archive/lv-peng-archive--1989-china-avantgarde-exhibition--beijing/object/chinaavant-garde-exhibition-invitation
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Research Methodology 

This research project was divided into three distinct stages as shown in Figure 7. The first 

stage involved participating in the 11th UPON International Live Festival in Chengdu, China, 

where I documented performance art through various media, including video, photography, 

audience oral memories and written descriptions. The research methods used in this stage 

included participant observation and autoethnography, which aimed to capture the dynamic 

nature of performance while developing a theoretical framework for the documentation of 

performing arts and facilitating a process of participatory archiving. The second stage 

involved documenting audience experiences of live performance art works during the 11th 

UPON International Live Festival, using participatory action research (PAR), 

autoethnography, and multimodal discourse analysis. This stage explored an innovative 

approach to documenting performance art, focusing on the role of audiences in creating 

knowledge and challenging the traditional documentation paradigm. In the third stage, it 

involved the practice-based research, autoethnography, and PAR to explore the audience 

engagement with the performance art archive in the exhibition. The practice-based research 

focused on curating the archive into an interactive exhibition that gave audiences the 

opportunity to participate in the narrative of a performance art archive. The autoethnography 

allowed me to reflect on my experiences as a curator, while PAR involved observing and 

analysing how audiences who engaged with the exhibition could activate the performance art 

archive.  

 

In summary, this thesis employs a multifaceted methodology including autoethnography, 

PAR, practice-based research and participant observation. Autoethnography provides a 

reflective and personal perspective, integrating my role as research, curator and participant.  

PAR engages audiences in the creation of documentation, encouraging the production of 

shared knowledge. Participant observation enriches the study by documenting performance 

art at the festival, contributing to the development of a dynamic and inclusive performance 

art archive. Practice-based research provides the practical guidelines for the transnational 

archival exhibition, transforming the audiences into active contributors through the 

engagement with the archive. Together, these methods form a comprehensive approach to 

understanding performance art documentation, while promoting more participatory and 

inclusive archival practices. The next section outlines in more detail the different stages and 

methods used in my research inquiry. 



 

40 
 

Figure 7 

Research Methodology Flow Chart 

 
Note. This flow chart illustrates the three stages of the research process. 

 

Stage one: Traces Unveiled 

The first stage of my research involved traveling to Chengdu, China, to participate in the 11th 

UPON International Live Festival. My primary objective was to document the performance 

art presented at the festival through various methods, including video, audio, photography, 

audience oral memories, written descriptions, etc. This stage aimed to narrate the 

understanding of performance art documentation and to develop and explore new ways for 

creating a broader and more accessible performance art archive. Participant observation 

played a key role in this stage enabling me to immerse myself in the festival and observe 

performances, audience interactions, and the overall atmosphere firsthand. Participant 

observation is a qualitative research method where the researcher not only observes the 

members of a group or community but also participates in their activities. This method has 

long been a cornerstone of anthropological research and is now widely used by researchers in 

various disciplines. As Musante (2015) explains, participant observation involves the 
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discusses how the exhibition invites the audience to become active participants in shaping the 

ongoing narrative of performance art history. Through a comprehensive analysis of 

performance art documentation within the exhibition, including works by Xu Meiyu, Li Joy, 

Shi Mengxia, Zhang Yiy and Sun Zhenyu, the study delves into the nuanced dynamics of 

audience reception, engagement levels, and interpretation potential of archival materials. 

Additionally, it showcases the potential of interdisciplinary research bridging performance art 

with galleries, libraries, archives, and museums (GLAM) and curation research, emphasising 

the role of the exhibition as research in generating new knowledge about performance art 

archives. By challenging traditional notions of archival displays and embracing non-linear 

narratives, this chapter argues that Flow exemplifies a paradigm shift in curatorial practice 

that might pave the way for future interdisciplinary and transnational research in the field of 

performance art archives.  
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Figure 10  

He Yunchang. One Metre of Democracy, 2010 

 
Note. Image courtesy of the artist and White Rabbit Collection, Sydney. Retrieved from: 

https://explore.dangrove.org/objects/1031 
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https://www.phaidon.com/agenda/art/articles/2013/october/27/the-extreme-performance-art-of-he-yunchang/
https://www.phaidon.com/agenda/art/articles/2013/october/27/the-extreme-performance-art-of-he-yunchang/




https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/rongrong-1994-no-20-zhang-huan-12-square-metres-p82598
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/rongrong-1994-no-20-zhang-huan-12-square-metres-p82598
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Figure 14 
 
Ma Liuming. Fen Ma Liuming, 1993 

 

Note. On paper, Print. Photograph, gelatin silver print on paper. Copyright reserved. Image 

courtesy of Tate. Retrieved from: https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/liuming-fen-ma-

liuming-p81261. 

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/liuming-fen-ma-liuming-p81261
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/liuming-fen-ma-liuming-p81261








https://www.moma.org/audio/playlist/243/3118












https://www.zirartmag.com/2021/06/02/art-and-activism-the-subversive-actions-by-petr-pavlensky/
https://www.zirartmag.com/2021/06/02/art-and-activism-the-subversive-actions-by-petr-pavlensky/


https://www.zirartmag.com/2021/06/02/art-and-activism-the-subversive-actions-by-petr-pavlensky/
https://www.zirartmag.com/2021/06/02/art-and-activism-the-subversive-actions-by-petr-pavlensky/
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on freedom of speech. The fifteen-minute mark, where the utterances seem to spin out of 

control, and the subsequent emergence of uncomfortable sensations such as nausea and 

vomiting after twenty minutes, highlight the psychological and physical toll of living under 

such restrictive political conditions. 

 

Figure 19 
 
Zhou Bin. Sensitive Word, 2010 

 

Note. © Zhou Bin. Image courtesy of the artist. 

 

In the broader context of early Chinese performance art, artists often employed the body as a 

canvas and medium, incorporating elements such as nudity, violence, and self-harm. 

However, due to the ideological constraints of the authorities, the use of the body in such 
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past performances but also as a resource for future analyses and interpretations. Furthermore, 

the role of curation in shaping and preserving the narrative of performance art documentation 

is being challenged such as how museums and galleries could present these ephemeral 

artworks within broader artistic and cultural contexts.  
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exclude, and how to organise them. This process encapsulates the intentions and motivations 

of the practitioners or institutions responsible for creating and managing the archive. This 

perspective is crucial to my research on performance art and the audience engagement in the 

documentation in Chapter Three, and curation in Chapter Four, where I explore how such 

archival practices influence the understanding and preservation of performance art history. 

The following section will begin by examining how the relationship between performance art 

and its documentation has been analysed through the lens of the ontological and 

phenomenological aspect. 

 

In Debate: Ontological VS Phenomenological   

This section explores the intricate relationship between performance art and the 

documentation of performance art, aiming to unravel the ontological and phenomenological 

debates surrounding the existence of performance art. It also draws on several iconic case 

studies, including those by Yves Klein, Chris Burden and Vito Acconci, as they are 

frequently discussed in the literature due to their status as pioneering work. The purpose of 

this study is not to take a definitive stance between ontology and phenomenology. Instead, it 

aims to underscore the close correlation between archival records and live performance art by 

analysing these two theoretical perspectives. Additionally, it seeks to highlight the 

significance of archival documentation in the research practices of performance art.  

 

According to Grau et al. (2012), performance documentation encompasses all materials 

utilised or generated throughout a performance, spanning those employed in preparation, 

media utilised during the actual performance, and all resulting recordings. Historically, 

performance theory maintained a resistance to the documentation of performances, 

contrasting it with the value placed on the immediacy of presence and actively discouraging 

any form of recording (Phelan, 1993). However, a notable shift occurred in the 1990s, 

marked by an embrace of a phenomenological approach to documentation. This new 

perspective acknowledged that documents could serve as a means of performance and 

knowledge production. The primary objective of documentation is to furnish evidence of the 

actual occurrence of an event, creating a link to the live moment and ensuring accessibility 

for future audiences and researchers.  
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Figure 23 
 
Xu Meiyu. Pair Painting Practice, 2023 

 

Note. Images courtesy of the artist and UPON Performance Art Archive.  

 

In the archives I collected from the 11th UPON International Live Art Festival, it is evident 

that some photographs do not objectively document the performance artworks. Instead, it 

appears that the photographers integrated their own aesthetic and compositional 

considerations into their shots. In Figure 23, the photographer captured the artists and 

participants gripping pens yet overlooked the presence of other spectators at the scene. While 

it is an aesthetically pleasing photograph, it must be acknowledged that without additional 
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will analyse the use of text in performance art works and its potential as documentation 

through case studies. 

 

Text 

On October 23, 2023, Zhang Yiy presented her artwork 1 Hour Closer (Figure 27) in the 

experimental theatre at A4 Art Museum, Chengdu, China. Prior to commencing the 

performance, she distributed a written text to each audience member (Figure 25, 26), and this 

text has been preserved as a documentation later on. 
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Figure 25 
 
Zhang Yiy & Sun Zhenyu. Artist Leaflet of 1 Hour Closer (Chinese) 

 

Note. Images courtesy of the artist and UPON Performance Art Archive.  
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Figure 26 
 
Zhang Yiy & Sun Zhenyu. Artist Leaflet of 1 Hour Closer (English) 

 

Note. Images courtesy of the artist and UPON Performance Art Archive.  
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Figure 30 
 
Wang Xiyue. Anataman 2023 

Note. Images courtesy of the artist and UPON Performance Art Archive.  

Figure 31 
 
Wang Xiyue. Anataman 2023 

Note. Images courtesy of the artist and UPON Performance Art Archive.  
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Figure 34 
 
Xu Meiyu. Pair Painting Practice, 2023 

Note. Images courtesy of the artist and UPON Performance Art Archive.  

 

Figure 35 
 
Xu Meiyu. Pair Painting Practice, 2023 

Note. Images courtesy of the artist and UPON Performance Art Archive.  
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Pairing Painting Practice by artist Xu Meiyu offers a unique exploration of collaboration and 

resistance within the realm of art. By inviting an audience member to join her in a painting 

exercise, Xu Meiyu transforms the act of creation into a shared experience, challenging 

traditional notions of authorship and individual expression. The unconventional grip on the 

pen underscores the performative aspect of the interaction, emphasising the physicality and 

intimacy of the collaborative process. Throughout the 10-minute duration, participants 

engage in a silent dialogue characterised by subtle power dynamics and mutual cooperation. 

The physical act of painting becomes a metaphor for broader themes of negotiation and 

compromise, as both individuals navigate their respective roles in the creative endeavour. 

The tension between cooperation and resistance is palpable, revealing the complexities 

inherent in collaborative artmaking. 

 

Figure 36 
 
Xu Meiyu. Pair Painting Practice Performance Art Documentation 

Note. Images courtesy of the artist and UPON Performance Art Archive.  

 

Upon completion, the resulting paintings (Figure 36) serve as tangible artifacts of the 

performance, capturing the energy and emotion imbued within the collaborative process. 
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Re-Enactment  

On October 19th, 2023, New Zealand performance artist Sam Trubridge embarked on the 

reenactment of his work Night Walk (Figure 38, 39), in a new location, in the fields outside 

the Chengdu Nongyuan Art District, continuing his exploration of nomadic states and 

landscape interactions. Sam wrapped himself in a giant black plastic bag, and with the 

assistance of staff, he used an air pump to inflate the bag until it was fully filled. Then he 

began to move within this sphere. For Sam, this was a unique experiment, as he had never 

before implemented a piece in a field, which was scattered with some garbage, corn stalks, 

weeds, and animal faeces. 

 

Figure 38 
 
Sam Trubridge. Night Walk, 2023 

 

Note. Images courtesy of the artist and UPON Performance Art Archive.  
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Figure 40 
Katja Schenker. Dress, 2023 

 

Note. Images courtesy of the artist and UPON Performance Art Archive.  

 

Figure 41 
 
Katja Schenker. Dress,2023 
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Figure 48 
 
Mao Zhu. Diary, 2023 

 
Note. Images courtesy of the artist and UPON Performance Art Archive.  

 

 

 

 

 






















































































































































































































