The Pursuit of Art

The Pursuit of Art
Travels, Encounters and Revelations
MARTIN GAYFORD

With 54 illustrations

To Josephine, my companion on so many journeys

C O N T E NTS
INTRODUCTION

6

BEING THERE

1 A Long Drive to Infinity: Brancusi’s Endless Column
2 In the Land of the Dancing Lord
3 An Audience with Marina Abramović
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1 A Long Drive to Infinity:
Brancusi’s Endless Column

‘Everything is slow in Romania’, our driver Pavel said resignedly, and as
it turned out he was not exaggerating. He was taking my wife, Josephine,
and me on a trip of about 150 miles from Sibiu to see the sculptures by
Constantin Brancusi at Târgu Jiu. There was, it was explained to us, a
longer route, which might be quicker, and a shorter one that was likely
to take more time. But neither, Pavel warned, would be exactly rapid.
And so it turned out. Going the faster way, we set off a little after
9 a.m. and arrived at about 2 p.m., stiffer, wearier and more comprehending of the reasons why so few people ever actually visit this fabled
masterpiece of modernism.
Our mad excursion was propelled by my urge to see certain works
of art for real. Over the years this impulse had taken us on quite a few
Quixotic expeditions. There had been an interminable journey to the
very toe of Italy, for example, undertaken to stand in front of the Riace
warriors in Reggio Calabria. There are, many would agree, no finer
works of ancient Greek sculpture in existence. But, as Josephine mentioned at the time, not everybody would spend days going to a town
that was hundreds of miles from any other place we wanted to be, with
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little else to recommend it, simply to admire two bronze statues of
rather aggressive-looking naked men.
In comparison, our current jaunt seemed no more than a detour.
We were already on holiday in Sibiu, a beautiful old town full of
Ruritanian charm. Brancusi’s masterpieces did not look all that far
away, at least according to the map. This opportunity to view the
Endless Column in particular seemed too good to miss, partly because
it had the lure of the rare and inaccessible. Although this is among the
most celebrated works of 20th-century art, almost nobody – in the
London art world at least – has actually seen it. My inquiries suggested
that an intrepid Tate curator had made it there once, but that was over
a decade ago.
Maps, however, can be deceptive. As we eventually realized, nobody
in their right mind would make the excursion we were making, which
involved navigating a mountain pass through the Carpathians on a
road partly collapsed into a river torrent. Ideally, anyone wanting to go
to Târgu Jiu should start from somewhere else. But nowhere is all that
close. The Romanian capital Bucharest is five hours’ drive away, in a
different direction.
Furthermore, I was misled into false confidence by the fast progress we made right at the start. In the morning sunlight, we sped west
from Sibiu down a motorway. This, however, turned out to be the one
stretch of good road we encountered all day, and it was quite short.
While we were on it, speeding along, Pavel asked if would like to stop
at the castle of Deva to admire the view.
This seemed an excellent suggestion, especially as we were making
such good time. So we did that, and then I made a mistake. Seeing that
we were almost going to drive right past Corvin Castle at Hunedoara,
I proposed we should pause briefly and look at that too. Josephine was
doubtful, and when he heard of this new diversion, Pavel – a large,
relaxed and normally equable young man – instantly became gloomy.
Then he turned into a maze of backstreets, abundantly supplied with
traffic lights, level crossings and other impediments. Finally, we
stopped outside a spectacular, though heavily restored, medieval building. There was obviously not enough time to visit it properly. But in
order not to lose face, we got out and looked at it briefly over the moat.
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Constantin Brancusi, Endless Column, 1938, Târgu Jiu
Constantin Brancusi, Endless Column, 1938, Târgu Jiu
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Then we went back to the car park where Pavel was eating a sandwich
and looking at his watch. The sun had gone in and we were now considerably behind schedule.
From that point, it got really slow. We were stuck behind lorries;
the pass through the mountains seemed interminable. Morale in the
car plunged. Josephine, who had pencilled in a stop at a place famed
for making ceramics after we saw the Brancusi, speculated at intervals
that there would probably no longer be time for this. Pavel observed
that there was still a good way to go. Lunchtime came and went.
We descended from the foothills of the mountains and began to
approach the town across the plain. Târgu Jiu turned out to be very
well provided with outskirts. Anyone thinking of making a visit should
be warned that – modern art aside – its attractions are limited. Our
guidebook mentioned that there were ‘grim coal and lignite mines’
in the environs, plus the ‘gross modernization’ the place had suffered
in the era of the Communist dictator Nicolae Ceauşescu. There was,
indeed, a lot of concrete to be seen. I embarrassed myself at one point
by mis-identifying a distant factory chimney as Brancusi’s chef d’oeuvre,
but neither Pavel nor Josephine seemed surprised at my mistake.
Eventually, slightly unexpectedly, we arrived. Simultaneously, the
weather improved and everybody’s spirits rose. There was the Endless
Column, sprouting out of a small park, gleaming softly in the sunshine,
its surface a soft gold. Josephine and I got out to take a closer look;
Pavel, who had mused earlier on that it was strange he had never seen
this famous monument of Romanian art, elected to appreciate it from
the car.
As Josephine and I walked towards it, she remarked that, after all, it
had been well worth the journey. Then, when we got within a few feet
of the base, a uniformed man with a walrus moustache emerged out of
the bushes, waving his arms. Approaching too closely, as it turned out,
was forbidden, but that did not really matter. We were there, so near
that we could feel as well as see it, and that was the justification for this
entire Odyssey, and now we had finally got here, it did not seem a mad
thing to have embarked on at all.
Like much abstract art, the column is hard to describe; indeed,
it is easier to say what it is not like. It does not resemble the factory

chimney I had mistaken it for, nor a tower or a pillar. The Endless
Column is lighter, thinner: more like a thread or a chain. It consists of
seventeen and a half repeated elements made of iron, rhomboid and
chunky, suggestive of a crystal or a massive bead. They stretch up and
up into the sky, the most important being the one at the top – the half
– because it suggests the meaning of the whole.
This is a sculpture of infinity. It is thus a highly paradoxical thing:
a solid three-dimensional representation of time. That is one reason
why, like a lot of good art, it is hard to photograph. The result is a
picture of a long, thin object sticking up in the air. But the crucial point
when you are standing near it is the way it just soars up and up above
you. In fact, it is a little short of 100 feet high, but its delicacy makes
it seem much more than that. In grandiloquent moments Brancusi
described it as a ‘stairway to heaven’.
Originally, the column and the other Brancusi works at Târgu Jiu
were commissioned by the Women’s League of Gorj – the surrounding
region – to honour the fallen of the First World War, in which hundreds of thousands of Romanians died fighting Austro-Hungary and
Germany. In 1916, many had fallen defending Târgu Jiu, and these
were to be commemorated by the new sculptural ensemble.
This was home territory to Brancusi. He was born in 1876, in
Hobitza, a little village in the foothills of the Carpathians not far away.
His parents were peasants, and the youthful artist showed a talent
for woodwork, a popular craft of which you see spectacular examples
in Romanian villages. In the folk-art museum at Cluj we had seen
wine jars, oil presses and animal traps that looked like bric-a-brac
from Brancusi’s studio. Looking at these, you realize why he had not
needed the ethnographical collections of Paris, which had amazed and
instructed Picasso. In Montparnasse these gnarled, timeworn objects
would have looked like ‘primitivism’, but to Brancusi they were simply
the implements he had grown up with.
Astonishing height is also, we had discovered, a Romanian thing.
The wooden steeples of the 17th- and 18th-century churches in the
northern region of Maramureş, near the Ukrainian border, shoot precipitously skywards, needle-sharp, covered with pine shingles like
dragons’ scales.
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In his youth Brancusi moved from a rural world essentially
unchanged since the Middle Ages to the international avant-garde, but
managed to retain a sense of his beginnings. It was a long journey. As a
boy he ran away from home and worked in a grocer’s and a bar before
his talent was spotted and he made his way first to a school of crafts,
then to art school in Bucharest and finally – allegedly on foot – to the
Paris of Picasso and Matisse. As a sculptor, he was the only true rival to
those giants of the early 20th century.
Doubtless Brancusi had strong feelings for this area around Târgu
Jiu – his homeland – and its people. Nonetheless, it is pushing the facts
to claim (as Wikipedia does) that the column symbolized ‘the infinite
sacrifice of the Romanian soldiers’. In reality, the sculpture had developed in Brancusi’s mind over many years: it was something he was
driven to make. He carved his first column from an oak tree in 1918;
it stood over 20-feet high in the garden of the American photographer
Edward Steichen. Others followed, but the one at Târgu Jiu is by far the
highest, though not too high. Intriguingly, Brancusi made plans for an
even taller column, but he went no further. Seventeen and a half beads
was just the right number, apparently, to suggest infinity.
It certainly worked. As we stood beside it, the column appeared
to be heading for outer space. In the end, Josephine made a short film
of it on her phone, scanning upwards, which conveyed the experience
better. I sent it to a sculptor friend, Antony Gormley, and he replied a
minute or two later with one-word: ‘Wow!’
That is a reasonable response. This is obviously an artistic wonder
of the world, a magical thing. It is also a perfect demonstration of my
firm belief: that when it comes to works of art there is often no substitute for being there, right in front of it. With the Endless Column,
its whole point is its verticality, its height relative to yours – and also
the way it does not merely stretch upwards, as that factory chimney
would, but somehow creates a sort of force field around itself, popping
out from its surroundings, just seeming to hang there: as if suspended.
Years earlier, the British sculptor Philip King had explained to
me how that worked, with the insight of someone who spent his life
making abstract forms. ‘The individual beads are also just the right
height and shape so you don’t read the column as narrowing towards

the top, which you would expect to.’ ‘So’, King had gone on, ‘it remains
an abstract line in space, almost a shaft of light, with a strange antiperspective, and anti-mass.’
I looked up his words before we set out for Romania, and what
he said was true, although Philip admitted he had never actually seen
the Endless Column, which was a point against my being-there theory.
But even so, as I stood next to it, it seemed to me that understanding
something at a distance and experiencing it physically in front of you
are different things.
Actually, in a way, when you are next to it, you understand it even
less, while simultaneously experiencing it more strongly. Every time
the sun goes behind a cloud or you shift position the whole thing alters.
Unlike an earthbound cube, sphere or block, it is just too vertical and
lofty to get your head around. And that is part of the point.
To Philip, the Endless Column was ‘the most spiritual and ethereal
of modern sculptures’. He was right and we are lucky it has survived. It
did so largely because it is so sturdily constructed. Under the postwar
Communist regime the Column was ordered to be demolished, as an
example of ‘bourgeois decadence’. Obediently, in the 1950s, the mayor
of the town tried to have it pulled down by a sturdy Russian tractor
(or, according to other accounts, a tank). Fortunately – and amazingly – this did not succeed. This attempted vandalism failed because,
although the column stretches towards the sky, Brancusi also carefully
anchored his masterpiece in the earth. He had a shaft of steel embedded deep in the ground, and welded each of the cast-iron beads to that.
However, despite all Brancusi’s precautions, by the 1990s the
Endless Column was in a bad state. It was tilting at an angle and so
cracked that rain was seeping inside. As a result, the central steel spine
was corroded and there were forty gallons of rusty water inside. There
followed a long and controversial restoration in which the original
steel core was replaced by a new one of stainless steel.
After we had spent time taking in the Endless Column from various
angles – far away, and as close as the man with the walrus moustache
would allow us to venture – we went on to see the rest of Brancusi’s
ensemble. His idea was that the spectator should walk the mile or so
between the column and the other works through a park, with the
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Carpathian Mountains in the background. But over the decades, grassland and fields had developed into busy city streets. Time was pressing, so we fell in with Pavel’s suggestion that we should drive there
rather than walk. He dropped us on the wrong side of a main road in
the centre of town, and, having a limited appetite for modernist sculpture, went off to eat a pizza. After dodging an endless stream of speeding motorists, almost as close packed as the iron beads on Brancusi’s
column, we entered the wooded park where two more Brancusi works
– The Gate of the Kiss and The Table of Silence – are sited.
The former, a limestone arch made up of highly abstracted versions of embracing figures, is a masterpiece only slightly less striking
than the Endless Column: a sort of modernist Arc de Triomphe, but
with imagery of love, not war. In Romanian villages we had seen magnificent wooden gates standing in front of houses, which were more
than a little like The Gate of the Kiss, but again, as with the column,
Brancusi had taken a traditional form and made it radically new. Here
was another argument for being there: the journey had shown us how
Romanian Brancusi had been, as well as how modern.
We decided to return from Târgu Jiu by the slower road, which
turned out to be slightly faster, although, as our long-suffering driver
noted, it took us along the most dangerous highway in the country: a
narrow, snaking route infested with Kamikaze over-takers. En route we
managed to stop at the pottery town after all, where there were bowls
and jars on sale that Brancusi would probably have recognized, and
approved. When we arrived back at Sibiu, eleven hours after we had set
out, Pavel asked us to wait in the car for a moment. We suspected that
after this epic drive, he was, justifiably, going to give us an increased
bill. Actually, he had gone to fetch a present – an ornamental model of
the picturesque old buildings of Sibiu – but really we should have given
one to him.

2 In the Land of the Dancing Lord

At the temple of Annamalaiyar at Tiruvannamalai we ventured down
a stairway. It led from a pillared hall into a dark crypt. There, in the
flickering light of flames was a garlanded statue of the god Nandi, the
young bull who serves as gate-keeper to the Lord Shiva. Along with a
succession of fellow visitors, we received a mark of fragrant ash – or
tilaka – on our foreheads, and a blessing from a bare-chested priest. He
offered us daily prayers for twenty years on our behalf for an on-thespot donation of £50 or so, a bargain offer we politely declined.
Outside there were bustling crowds of pilgrims filling what
amounts to a sacred city; the Annamalaiyar temple covers ten hectares.
We looked in vain for the temple elephant – apparently off duty at that
time in the late afternoon – but there were musicians in robes performing on the giant reed instrument known as the nadeswaram. Scattered
around the precincts were numerous sadhus, or wandering holy men,
living like medieval friars by begging, and often splendidly bearded and
whiskered and clad in orange and saffron robes. Altogether, wandering
around this temple was not much like a visit to an art gallery.
*
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windows, we saw cows wandering casually in and out of the traffic –
and this on major roads around a city with a population approximately
as large as London’s.
Cows, of course, are sacred animals to Hindus, honoured and
revered. They threaded their way as of right between speeding lorries,
bicycles, mopeds – the last often bearing sari-clad passengers nonchalantly balanced at the rear as they veered from right to left – and a multitude of other road users. Our driver, Rudi, sped along, weaving with
infallible accuracy through other vehicles, some of which were heading
straight towards us at speed on the wrong side of the carriageway.
In Tamil Nadu, the 21st century coexists with ways of life carrying
on as they have for millennia.
Annamalaiyar Temple, Tiruvannamalai, Tamil Nadu

We had come to Tamil Nadu, the state that occupies the southeastern tip of the Indian sub-continent, to see sculpture – and we certainly did that. The temple at Tiruvannamalai was inhabited by almost
as many carved figures as living worshippers. On the four gopurams,
or entrance towers, they swarmed so densely as almost to obscure the
architecture; the eastern gopuram at Tiruvannamalai is over 200 feet
high, with eleven storeys of statuary arranged in ascending ranks up
to the top. Within the pillared halls, it was the same: each column
covered with reliefs representing sacred stories and deities.
People who love art and the visual world – the late painter Howard
Hodgkin being an example – often become addicted to India. It is not
hard to see why: the place seems inexhaustible, artistically speaking.
But walking round the temple at Tiruvannamalai did not feel like an
exercise in art appreciation. It was more like a journey in time. This,
surely, was what much of world, including Europe, was like before the
idea of art was invented: packed with figures made by people not to be
admired but to be worshipped.
Josephine and I had flown to Chennai. Our first experience of
India was a taxi ride to our hotel through the outskirts of the city just
after dawn. This was enough to alert us to the fact that we were in
a place where the rules of life were changed. Looking out of the car

*
This was a very different context in which to contemplate a sculpture
of the gods Shiva, Vishnu or Parvati from – say – the galleries of the
V&A. For that matter, it was most unlike the home of the critic David
Sylvester in Notting Hill, where nearly twenty years ago I had spent a
morning thinking about ancient Hindu sculpture.
I’d gone to record an interview, but hardly had we settled down
to discuss his opinions about art than the doorbell rang. Outside were
two porters carrying a 10th-century Indian sculpture, a male figure,
which was very beautiful though lacking its head. David was considering buying it, and it had been brought here to audition, as it were, for
a place in his collection.
The rest of the morning was spent finding an ideal position for it
amid his possessions. David issued instructions – ‘Two inches to the
left, half an inch higher’ – and the two men from the gallery patiently
obeyed. For me it was a fascinating lesson in how much the exact
placement of a work could alter its effect.
Such matters were crucial according to the Modernist theory of
significant form, propounded by the critic Clive Bell, whereby the
expressive essence of art was held to consist of shape, volume, colour
and line. Meaning was often ignored. Quentin Bell, son of Clive and
the painter Vanessa Bell, was steeped in Bloomsbury doctrine when
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he was young. He once told me of a lecture by Roger Fry, another
Bloomsbury guru, on some pictures in the National Gallery. At one
point, Fry gestured at the agonized body of the crucified Christ with
the words, ‘This important mass!’ – which was ridiculous. On the
other hand, Roger Fry, David Sylvester and – for that matter – I all
cared greatly about mass and the other elements of art.
David, in his way, led a life as governed by devotion as the sadhus
in the temple at Tiruvannamalai, but his existence was dominated by
art. Most of his house had been transformed into a private museum.
Only the kitchen was a relatively conventional domestic zone, but even
that contained an ancient Egyptian vessel carved from the hardest of
stone (‘First Dynasty?’ I hazarded when I saw this; ‘Pre-dynastic!’ he
corrected sharply).
Jewish in origin and – I would guess – agnostic in belief, David
took a strictly aesthetic, not to say professional, interest in the Indian
sculpture. He repeatedly remarked how wonderful it was to see a
museum-quality object such as this in a private house, though eventually he did not buy it (perhaps the price tag of £100,000 proved
too much). Nonetheless, he confessed that were he to live in Italy, he
suspected that in a year or two he would convert to Catholicism, such
was the power of painting and sculpture.
There lies a paradox for a dedicated lover of art such as David or
me: we devote a great deal of time and energy in the pursuit of art,
diligently visiting museums, galleries, churches, mosques, temples and
ruins where it is to be found. But of course much of what we look
at was made for completely different reasons by pious Buddhists,
Christians, Hindus and Moslems.
The interests of the people who first carved and paid for David’s
headless sculpture were quite unlike his – or mine as I travelled
around Tamil Nadu in pursuit of sculpture. They were devout believers, we were not – and yet, perhaps the art did have an effect. David
was doubtless exaggerating when he claimed that eighteen months
or so of contemplating the paintings of Giotto, Titian and Caravaggio
would convert him to the doctrines of the Incarnation and the Trinity,
but maybe by looking you absorb something of the feelings and
attitudes of the original maker.
*
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Nageswaraswamy Temple, Kumbakonam, Tamil Nadu

I certainly felt that I was receiving some kind of message when I looked
at the stone carvings on the outer wall of the Nageswaraswamy Temple
in Kumbakonam. We went there towards the end of a busy day during
which we had seen many other things, and for the first time Rudi –
normally jovial and helpful – was a little sulky. I said I’d like to go to
this place. Josephine was reluctant, because she was in the middle of
bird watching from the balcony of our hotel room.
Rudi was against the proposal for another reason: it wasn’t on his
usual circuit. He’d been driving people around Southern India for
decades, and was thoroughly familiar with most sites we visited, but
this time he was hesitant. ‘What’s this place like?’ I asked. ‘It is another
temple’, he answered dismissively. But I had read in the Rough Guide
to India that here in the niches around the sanctum wall were to be
found ‘a series of exquisite stone figures, regarded as the finest surviving pieces of ancient sculpture in South India’. And so it turned out.
Hidden away at the back of this small building, apparently
deserted, were a series of carvings each as subtle, supple and sensuous as the one that Sylvester had enthused over in Notting Hill. They
were all ‘museum quality’, as he put it, and better preserved than that
headless torso. An odd aspect of them was that, with the exception
of a trio of gods on the end wall, nobody seemed to know who they
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represented: possibly donors or contemporary princes and princesses,
it was rather vaguely suggested by Wikipedia. Whoever they were,
these almost naked women and men had a combination of presence
and poise. Looking at them made me want to discover more about the
culture from which they had come.
This was the time-machine aspect of art; its ability to communicate across the decades or millennia, in this case over twelve hundred
years. These statues convey a sense of grace and dignity through a way
of standing, an air of seriousness and certain gestures of the hands,
or mudras, which in Buddhism, Hinduism and Classical Indian dance
have precise uses, at once both spiritual and physical. Some are
believed, in yoga exercises, to affect breathing, which in turn promotes
meditation – so it involves body and soul simultaneously. Other positions of hand and fingers express states such as enlightenment.
Of all this I had only the haziest understanding, nonetheless the
experience of seeing these statues in the quiet temple courtyard was
a strong one – far more so than seeing them on a plinth in a museum
or in a Victorian house in Notting Hill would have been. However,
though tracking down Indian art in its proper habitat was always
enlightening, the catch was, we discovered, that it was sometimes difficult to see it there, just as an animal in the wild is much harder to spot
than one in a zoo.
*
The great vimana – or pyramid-shaped tower over the inner sanctum –
of the Brihadishvara Temple at Thanjavur, 216 feet tall, is visible from
far away, rising from the flat lands of the Kaveri River delta much as
Ely Cathedral soars above the Fens near my home in Cambridge. The
difference is that, when you walk into one of the great shrines of Tamil
Nadu, you enter a place resembling the great church at Ely as it must
have been five hundred years ago, before the Reformation. That is, they
are crammed with bustling pilgrims, indigent holy men, the sounds of
sacred music and the odour of incense.
Inside, the sanctum, according to the Michelin guide, contains
‘stunning’ 1,000-year-old paintings, although it warned that a torch

Brihadishvara Temple, Thanjavur, Tamil Nadu
Brihadishvara Temple, Thanjavur, Tamil Nadu
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was required to see them. However, amid the darkness, music, scents,
reverent worshippers and priests, we lacked the nerve to start shining
a light on the walls. Even if we had, the necessary conditions for a calm
contemplation of these murals were just not there. We didn’t even try.
There is a paradox here: the purpose of a great number of the things
we call ‘works of art’ was and is religious. But when we encounter them
in the circumstances for which they were made our reaction – or at
least mine – is to feel awkward, a bit embarrassed at being there under
false pretences. This is, perhaps, the mirror image of the bewilderment
felt by a true believer at finding a sacred image in a museum, lined up
with pictures of landscapes and kitchen tables.
*
Art appreciation of the ancient sculptures of gods, still often preserved
in the inner sanctums of temples, can be yet harder. The supreme
achievements of the Chola dynasty, which ruled this part of Southern
India around the time of the Norman Conquest of England, were
not carvings in stone, nor even their mighty temples, but figures cast
in bronze.
This was a period of intense spiritual revival, during which many
Hindu saints preached and composed religious poetry. One of the
most prevalent rituals was a procession in which images of the gods
were paraded through the streets – a custom that continues to this day.
Lined up behind one temple at Kumbakonam we had seen the chariots
in which the deities still ride: huge wooden vehicles covered with carvings and roofed with brightly coloured awnings.
For this purpose bronze statuettes were more practically convenient than stone, and they were made in quantity. The ruler Rajaraja I
and his family donated no fewer than sixty to his grand Brihadishvara
Temple at Thanjavur. It is believed that not only do these represent
the gods, but also that – after the correct rituals – the gods themselves
inhabit them. In a sense, they are Shiva or Vishnu.
In his book Nine Lives: In Search of the Sacred in Modern India
(2009), William Dalrymple talked to a sculptor in bronze who still
made such figures for sacred use in the same way and following the

Shiva as Lord of Dance (Nataraja), c. 11th century

same patterns that have been used since the time of Rajaraja. This
man described how, even though he had made them himself, when he
saw the statuettes again on a temple chariot he felt he was in the presence of divinity.
Once they are taken out of the temple, and put in a museum, for
this pious artist-craftsman, the bronzes lose their divinity. That is a
very different experience from any that Josephine or I, or any outsider,
could possibly have. For us, the idols, still tucked away, robed and
anointed in temple sanctums, were impossible to see.
The opposite was true of the museum at Thanjavur, sited in part
of the palace of the former Maratha rulers, which houses the world’s
greatest array of Chola bronzes: case after case of them, room after
room. Some are a little worn from hundreds of years of ritual bathing,
but a millennium after they were made, many look almost new. We
lingered there for an hour or more, looking at figures of Shiva, seated
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apparently at ease with his consort Uma (or Parvati), the elephantheaded Ganesh, Vishnu, Krishna and others in the Hindu pantheon.
There was a further divergence, however, between the bronze caster’s feelings and ours. He regarded the figures as most charged with
force when the ceremony of chiselling open their eyes had just been
completed, and the god had recently taken up occupation. The god
might remain there for centuries, but eventually – he believed – the
divine presence faded away.
For us, not seeing with the eyes of faith, it was the opposite. The
earliest of the bronzes were the most powerful. Although they continued to be made in very similar ways, as rules for the modelling of every
detail of their appearance were laid down, as time went on the vitality
and visual energy somehow slowly ebbed from the forms.
The most celebrated of all Chola creations presents Shiva as
Nataraja, the Lord of Dance, creating and destroying the cosmos in
a cyclical, rhythmic ecstasy – one leg raised and all four arms held
above his head. In one hand he holds a flame, denoting destruction,
in another a drum whose sound stands for creation. Around Shiva is
a circle of flames; his matted dreadlocks fly out in a fan shape like a
peacock’s tail, and there, if you peer closely, you can see the mighty
river Ganges, nestling in the form of a water nymph. In the museum
at Thanjavur there is a whole gallery of Natarajas, each subtly different
and essentially the same.
Although it looks very different from Brancusi’s Endless Column,
the Nataraja is also a three-dimensional image of time, the universe
surrounding the god in a ring of eternity, perpetually created and
destroyed. It represents an idea – that movement and rhythmic energy
are fundamental to the universe – echoed by modern physics. When, in
1915, Auguste Rodin saw a photograph of a bronze Nataraja, he wrote
that it was the ‘perfect expression of rhythmic movement in the world’.
Eventually, we left the museum and went back to the heat of the
street, where Rudi was waiting to drive us away through the town. Like
all Indian communities we saw, it was pulsing with activity – pedestrians, scooters, vans, porters with barrows, pantechnicons, buses and
even occasionally a god on a chariot with a small precession – a mêlée
that was not so much rhythmic as chaotic, but probably also eternal.

3 An Audience with Marina Abramović

Tracking down the performance artist Marina Abramović was far from
easy; in its way it was almost as challenging as visiting the Endless
Column. I was in Venice covering the Biennale, and a newspaper had
commissioned me to talk to her while I was there – but finding her was
another matter. She was staying at the top of a huge Venetian palazzo,
tucked away in a maze of back-alleys, the address of which was far
from easy to locate. To complicate the search, she had switched off her
mobile phone.
For a while I wandered about, disorientated, in this Venetian labyrinth. Then, just as I was about to give up, she finally answered her
phone; and it turned out I was standing in the courtyard of the very
Renaissance mansion in which she was staying. A minute later she
emerged, beaming, ‘You are genius to find this place!’
Abramović herself had been on a longer and more complicated
journey to her present position, which she sometimes described as
‘grandmother of performance art’. She had been born in 1946, sixtythree years before we met, in Belgrade, the capital of what was then
Communist Yugoslavia. From there she moved to Western Europe in
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1975 and rapidly became the best-known star of a new international
movement: performance art.
Almost everything she did involved her own body, often in the
most exposed and excruciatingly uncomfortable circumstances. In the
cause of art, she had cut her flesh with knives; suffered near-fatal suffocation; starved for twelve days while living entirely in public in a New
York gallery; whipped herself; and lain naked on ice.
The list of torments went on and on. Over the years, though her
medium was ephemeral, her prestige had grown and grown. The year
after I met her, her work was the subject of the first ever retrospective
of performance art. At the Museum of Modern Art, New York, teams
of younger artists re-enacted her earlier pieces, hour after hour, day
after day, for three months.
It was hard to connect all these startling and dramatic images with
the friendly woman who led me up the stairs of the palazzo: a talkative
person who seemed anything but austere – indeed, cheerily well balanced – and looked remarkably youthful for her years.
‘I do these difficult things’, she told me after we settled down on
the piano nobile over cups of tea, ‘but I’m in pretty OK shape. I train, I
don’t smoke, I don’t drink – not on principle but because I hate alcohol,
it gives me a headache. Performance makes me happy.’
I must admit that at first I found it hard to comprehend a frame of
mind in which one would freeze and lacerate one’s own body, but draw
the line at, say, a glass of Prosecco. But, then, I had also to admit that
performance art was a mysterious form to me.
All my life, the kinds of art I have responded to most naturally are
static and traditional, painting and sculpture; they last for centuries,
not hours and minutes, and are made of materials much more enduring than human flesh. The more I listened to Abramović, however, the
more I began to understand. For her, it seemed, performance involved
altered consciousness, almost entering a state of trance. ‘If I cut myself
chopping garlic in the kitchen, I cry.’
‘In private life’, she went on, ‘you feel fragile, you are working from
“low-self” – or an everyday state of mind. But when you are doing a
performance you can use the energy of the public, which is enormous,
to push your limits much further and do whatever you want.’
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33

Photograph of Marina Abramović by Paola + Murray, 2015

As Abramović described it, performance art sounded somewhere
between therapy and a spiritual exercise. She felt it had a direct power
to move viewers that much contemporary art had lost. ‘If you are completely open, vulnerable and exposed – Wow! it’s incredibly touching’,
Abramović told me. ‘When I was doing my piece House in New York,
where I go for twelve days without eating, 1,200 people came to look
at me and cry. They would come again and again.’
Her objective was not suffering but liberation. ‘It is extremely
painful to sit for hours without moving; but if you carry on, then you
come to a point where you are ready to lose consciousness, and the
pain completely disappears’, she clicked her fingers: ‘nothing. Then
you understand that it is possible to take it away, it’s in the mind. The
pain is like a door and there is amazing freedom on the other side.’
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In 1977, Abramović and her then partner, Ulay, sat, silent and
almost motionless, in a gallery in Bologna for seventeen hours. They
were looking in opposite directions, but connected by a bridge of hair.
Hers, extended into a ponytail, was linked with his. It was a metaphor – for togetherness, and separation – and an extraordinary feat
of endurance. For the final hour, spectators were allowed in to watch.
A black-and-white film survives of this work, which was entitled
Relation in Time. Sometimes, even less of a record survives. These days
performance is undergoing a revival, like other aspects of seventies
life. The tricky point though, Abramović agreed, is how to preserve
such a transitory form. ‘It has to be live, if not all that remains are bad
photographs in books and very boring videos, because in the old days
the camera was bad, the sound was bad, bad everything. Nobody looks
at that. So if young artists can re-perform my old pieces, who cares if
it’s “mine”? Let it happen.’
It struck me that there was a link between what Abramović did and
religious rituals and ordeals in many cultures, including the mortifications of Christian saints. She at once agreed. ‘I was always fascinated
by Athos, the Greek holy mountain where only men are allowed to
go. I always thought I would have to dress up in some way with a false
moustache to see it. There were monks living in holes in the cliffs, with
crosses sewn on their chests, eating hardly anything.’
In fact, she had a direct family connection to this kind of faith. Her
maternal grandfather had been a patriarch of the Orthodox Church,
who was declared a saint. His body was embalmed, and displayed in St
Sava’s church, Belgrade.
Some of the things Abramović does in performance – such as
remaining motionless for lengthy periods and fasting – recall the austerities of Orthodox hermits such St Simeon Stylites, who lived on a
pillar in the Syrian Desert. Most saints, though, would have drawn the
line at her piece called Role Exchange from 1975. In this she changed
places for four hours with an Amsterdam prostitute.
‘When I look back at my early work,’ Abramović mused, ‘it was a
strange mixture – a very strong asceticism and on the other hand a
sort of heroism.’ Slavic culture, she explained, is like that: ‘It’s all about
legends, passions, love and hate; very much to do with contradictions.’
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Ulay and Marina Abramović, Relation in Time, 1977.
Performance, 17 Hours, Studio G7, Bologna, Italy

Her parents were not religious hermits or ascetics but warriors,
who fought with the partisans against the Nazi forces in the Second
World War. Each of her parents had saved the other’s life during the
war, but their backgrounds were very different. Her father, who came
from a poor background, left the family when she was 8. Abramović
remembered he would barbeque pigs in the bathroom, while her
mother went to see the Bolshoi ballet. ‘It didn’t work at all. I spent
most of the time when I was small with my grandmother on my
mother’s side; she was really religious. There was always a big conflict
between her and my communist mother, which continued with me
and my mother later on.’
‘So’, she summed up, ‘my grandfather was a saint and my mother
and father were heroes, which makes me’, here she paused and laughed,
‘…a complete puzzle.’
Abramović was evidently an unusual child. ‘My first attempt to
become holy’, she told me, ‘was when I was staying with my grand-
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mother. There was a marble holy water stoup at church and I climbed
on a chair and tried to drink it all. The only effect was that I got diarrhoea, because it was really dirty.’
‘From the beginning I had the idea of being an artist. What was
strange about me was that I was never interested in playing with toys,
as other children would do, or with bears and puppets. The only thing I
was really interested in was covering myself with a sheet, then sticking
my feet and hands out and making shadows against the light.’
She had her first painting exhibition as a teenager, and by the late
sixties she was a student at the Academy of Fine Arts in Belgrade, producing paintings of the sky. Then one day she saw a flight of military
planes zoom past, and thought that their vapour trails made a wonderful aerial drawing. ‘I went to the air base and asked if I could borrow
fifteen of their planes to draw with. They phoned up my father and
said, “Your daughter’s insane.”’
‘That was the moment of revelation. I couldn’t paint any more. It
was a tremendous shock: Why should I do something two-dimensional
when I can work with all sorts of elements? My first performances
were all to do with sound. But then the body was part of the process,
because it produced the sound.’
Her body produced noises, moreover, in alarming ways, hard for
the squeamish to watch. Rhythm 10, from 1973, for example, involved
her playing a Russian game with knives. Very rapidly, she jabbed a knife
between the splayed fingers of her hand, making an irregular tattoo of
drumbeats, interspersed with gasps of pain. Each time she cut herself,
she’d then pick up another blade from the twenty spread out before her.
Other performances were positively life threatening. At the climax
of Rhythm 5 in 1974, she leapt into the centre of a large star, emblem of
Communism, which was drenched in petroleum and in flames. Once
there, she lost consciousness because the fire had sucked the oxygen
from the air. Fortunately, a doctor in the audience noticed what had
happened and she was rescued.
Not surprisingly, in Belgrade in the late Tito era, this kind of behaviour raised some eyebrows. ‘Doing performances in Yugoslavia then
was like the first woman walking on the moon. It was not easy and
very contradictory because I was extremely shy.’ As a young woman,

Abramović went on, she was so self-conscious that if someone was
walking down the street behind her, she had to stop and look in a shop
until they had passed. ‘When I started doing work with the body it was
so unbelievably satisfying for me that I could not do anything else. It
was really great, because it gave me so much strength.’
But why such frequent self-torture? ‘Working with your body, you
have to confront your fears: fear of pain, fear of mortality, these are
themes of art that have always been there in different forms. If you
work with the body you have to deal with them: what does the cut body
look like, how far can you push the body’s limits?’
While Abramović was doing these extraordinary things in public,
she was still – rather amazingly – subject to firm family discipline at
home. Her mother had imposed partisan-style order in the household,
so after performing extreme acts in the name of art, Abramović would
have to rush home to bed. ‘Every day I would have to be back by ten in
the evening, because only bad women were out after that. Everything
had to be washed with detergent, even bananas.’ At 29 Abramović
ran away; her mother asked the police to haul her back, but they just
laughed when they heard how old she was.
From the repression of Belgrade, she moved to the liberation of
seventies Amsterdam. ‘That was hell for me,’ she recalled, ‘it was such a
shock to go from total control to complete freedom.’ In Yugoslavia, she
had been oblivious to sixties and seventies counterculture, listening to
Bach and Mozart rather than the Beatles. ‘Though it was the time of
rock and roll and drugs, all that didn’t exist in my life.’
Next she met a German performance artist, Ulay, who was born on
the same day – 30 November – as she had been (but three years earlier,
in 1943). They embarked on a twelve-year relationship and experiment
in pooled artistic identity.
Abramović and Ulay dressed – or undressed – alike, and performed
joint works together. Their final piece in 1988 marked their break-up.
Each walked half the length of the Great Wall of China, he starting
from the Gobi Desert, she from the sea. ‘We went through thirteen
provinces, saw incredible poverty and incredible cruelty.’
They met in the middle and said goodbye. Originally, she explained,
the plan had been for them to meet and marry, but the whole operation
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took so long to set up – negotiations between the Dutch and Chinese
governments – that by the time it was agreed, their relationship was
over. The marriage, she explained, was his idea.
The relationship was put under strain, she thought, by her celebrity: not surprisingly, as her originality as an artist was complemented
in her youth by the looks and presence of a film star. ‘Because I was
well known, people would write about the work and not even mention
his name. I’ve always had this kind of curse, this attention on me all the
time, which breaks up my private life totally.’
She had, she went on, never been ‘into marriages’ – ‘They always
want to marry me, then to change me and it doesn’t work!’ – and
had never wanted children. It was a total sacrifice: nothing should
divert attention from her art. ‘That’s why’, she added unexpectedly,
‘I’m thinking an astronaut is my best choice as a husband, because
he’d be in space doing anti-gravitational experiments, and I could
work undisturbed.’
After our conversation, I wandered back from the secluded palazzo
where she was staying and into the whirlpool of the Venice Biennale. But
I returned slightly changed. Suddenly, I could see the point of a type of
art that had previously been mysterious to me. I saw that a painter such
as Vincent van Gogh suffered and made sacrifices for his work, almost
like a hermit. And I understood that all art is a kind of performance,
even if its result is more long lasting. In fact, as sometimes happens on
meeting a remarkable artist, I had experienced a conversion.
A conversation can have the same effect as going on a journey: you
are physically in the same space as another person, looking at them
and sensing their personality as well as hearing their words. It makes
a difference. In New York the next year, Abramović performed a work
in which she sat for three months at a wooden table while members of
the public took turns to sit in the chair opposite and silently meet her
gaze. It was called The Artist Is Present. She was, of course, during our
interview too.
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