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Compelling insights into the world of a drop-dead fascinating individual.  
LOS ANGELES TIMES

  

 Even the deepest art skeptic will become a believer after watching this documentary.  
SALT LAKE TRIBUNE 

 

Could be one of the best documentaries of an artist or  art ever made

SALT LAKE TRIBUNE 

 

An extraordinary documentary.  
TIME OUT NY 

 

A triumphant art doc.  
INDIEWIRE 

 

Most deep-weep love moment of Sundance.  
HUFFINGTON POST

The Artist Is Present eloquently states her case, framing a perceptive, 

intelligent documentary 

SCREEN INTERNATIONAL 

The Artist is Present," an intelligent overview that makes a radical artist's work comprehensible 

VARIETY

Challenging art is made accessible in doc about performance-art 

 THE HOLLYWOD REPORTER 

LOGLINE

MARINA ABRAMOVIĆ THE ARTIST IS PRESENT 

a mesmerizing portrait of the pioneering and controversial performance artist.
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SYNOPSIS

Seductive, fearless, and outrageous, Marina Abramović has been redefining what art is for nearly 40 years.  Using her own body as a vehicle, pushing herself beyond her limits – and at times risking her life in the process – she creates performances that challenge, shock, and move us. MARINA ABRAMOVIĆ THE ARTIST IS PRESENT follows the artist as she prepares for what may be the most important moment of her life: a major new retrospective of her work, taking place at The Museum of Modern Art. To be given a retrospective at one of the world's premier museums is the most exhilarating sort of milestone. For Marina, it is far more: it is the chance to finally silence the question she has been hearing over and over again for four decades: “But why is this art?”

ABOUT THE FILM

New HBO Documentary Film has an  European Premiere at Berlin Film Festival 2012 in the Panorama section, after it received the World Premiere at Sundance in the U.S. Documentary Competition


Even when encountering masterpieces like the Mona Lisa, museum-goers often spend as little as 30 seconds pondering the work before moving on. But in the case of “The Artist is Present,” a hugely popular exhibit by performance artist extraordinaire Marina Abramović at New York’s Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), many attendees stayed for hours – some after waiting all night. Even more remarkable, the exhibit was breathtaking in its simplicity: two chairs facing each other, with Abramović sitting in one and audience members taking turns sitting in the other, gazing into each other’s eyes in silence. In true Abramović style, she remained in the chair for seven and a half hours each day – every day that the museum was open for three months – without eating, drinking or moving from her seated position, a feat of mental and physical endurance that is challenging even for a veteran of such performances. 

Part of a blockbuster retrospective exhibit of Abramović’s controversial work, which took place from March to May 2010 at MoMA, the work and the artist are now the focus of a captivating new HBO feature-length documentary, MARINA ABRAMOVIĆ THE ARTIST IS PRESENT. From first-time director Matthew Akers, the film is an exclusive, behind-the-scenes portrait of Abramović, who some affectionately call “the grandmother of performance art.” It will have its world premiere at the 2012 Sundance Film Festival in the U.S. Documentary Competition.


MARINA ABRAMOVIĆ THE ARTIST IS PRESENT is by no means a typical "art film." With total access granted by Abramović and MoMA, MARINA ABRAMOVIĆ THE ARTIST IS PRESENT is a mesmerizing cinematic journey inside the world of radical performance, and an intimate portrait of an astonishingly magnetic, endlessly intriguing woman who draws no distinction between life and art.

Known for her extreme performance-art installations, many of them involving nudity and punishing forms of bodily deprivation, Abramović says she is one of a tiny number of artists of her generation still working in the field. She is also a glamorous art-world icon, a lightning rod for controversy and a myth of her own making. But after 40 years of facing skepticism about the artistic merit of her work, she says she’s tired of the “alternative” label: “I’m 63! I don't want to be alternative anymore!”

It is for that reason that the MoMA retrospective exhibit carried such intense personal and professional significance for Abramović. Not only is it the crowning achievement of her career, but she also sees it as an opportunity – perhaps her last – to finally put performance art on the mainstream map. “Performance art has never been a regular form of art,” she says in her trademark broken English and Yugoslavian accent. “It’s always been alternative since I was born, so I want it to be a real form of art and respected before I die.”

Based on interviews with Abramović, her collaborators and a variety of art commentators, friends and fans, the documentary weaves archival footage of Abramović's early works with images of her personal and professional life in the momentous year leading up to her MoMA extravaganza. Revisiting her controversial beginnings in the early 1970s, the film includes footage of her driving around a public square in a van while shouting numbers from a megaphone, taking psychoactive drugs to challenge social attitudes towards female mental illness, and mutilating and flagellating herself.

MARINA ABRAMOVIĆ THE ARTIST IS PRESENT features interviews and scenes with commentators and public figures, including: Klaus Biesenbach, MoMA’s Chief Curator at Large, who conceived, titled and organized The Artist is Present; art critic Arthur Danto; Chrissie Iles, curator of the Whitney Museum of American Art; Abramović’s gallerist, Sean Kelly; writer Tom McEvilley; illusionist David Blaine; Oscar®-nominated actor James Franco and Ulay, Marina’s early partner and creative collaborator.

The retrospective exhibit occupied several floors of MoMA, most of them dedicated to earlier chapters in Abramović’s career, with images and videos of installations, many involving fellow performance artist Ulay. The exhibit also features 41 young artists enlisted and trained by Abramović to “re-perform” some of her early installations. For example, in “Imponderabilia,” two artists stand face-to-face, completely naked on opposite sides of a doorway that the public can only squeeze through by brushing against the couple’s naked flesh—a piece originally performed by Abramović and Ulay. 

The main focus of the retrospective, however, is the new exhibit, in which Abramović herself sits in a chair under bright spotlights opposite an empty chair in which members of the public are invited to sit for as long as they want, gazing into Abramović’s eyes. A seemingly endless parade of people lines up for the opportunity, many of them returning to repeat the experience, sitting multiple times on different days. Some sit for as long as ten hours.

The experience is astounding as a social leveler, drawing people of all ages, races and walks of life. As the exhibit nears its end, the lines grow longer and the numbers of would-be participants swell. To guarantee time with Abramović, some camp outside MoMA to get a number, rushing to the exhibit as soon as the museum doors open. As a result of the “direct energy dialogue” between Abramović and the public, an emotional breakthrough occurs, Abramović says. And so it seems to, with numerous sitters shedding tears or beaming transcendent smiles. In all, an estimated 750,000 people see the show.

For Abramović, the piece is the longest-duration solo work of her career, and by far the most physically and emotionally demanding she has ever attempted. When she conceived it, she says, she knew instantly that it was the right piece, because the mere thought of it "made me nauseous." Says MoMA curator Klaus Biesenbach, “When she had this idea, I thought, ‘God, she's going to kill herself.’” But despite the palpable pain and exhaustion that set in as the weeks turn to months, she never even considers giving up, he says.


Perhaps the film’s most moving scene occurs when Ulay occupies the seat opposite Marina. The two artists shared an emotionally intense and colorful history spanning over 12 years, living in a van in Europe and performing together, before their relationship ended in suitably dramatic fashion: each walked from opposite ends of the Great Wall of China, met in the middle after covering over 1,500 miles each, then said good-bye. Sitting opposite each other in the MoMA exhibit, neither can hold back the tears. Eventually, to cheers from the crowd of spectators, they reach across to hold each other — something none of the other sitters is permitted to do. It’s a beautiful and deeply moving moment. From the story of their relationship and their intensely charged reconnection in the runup to the MoMA retrospective, a parallel Marina emerges — a flesh-and-blood foil to the art-world icon — a woman who is driven by passion, desperate for admiration, and maddeningly riven by contradictions.

Matthew Akers is an accomplished producer, director, photographer and cinematographer known for his expertise in shooting cinéma vérité. He was the producer and a lead cinematographer on the six-part PBS television event “Circus,” and was a producer and camera operator on “Carrier,” a ten-part Emmy® Award-winning PBS television series (2008). He was also a producer and camera operator on “Nimrod Nation,” an eight-part Peabody Award-winning documentary series. Akers also worked as a cinematographer on numerous films, including the HBO documentaries “Back In The Hood: Gang War II,” “Heir To An Execution” and “Elaine Stritch: At Liberty.” 

MARINA ABRAMOVIĆ THE ARTIST IS PRESENT is an HBO Documentary Films presentation of A Show of Force production, directed by Matthew Akers. The producers are Jeff Dupre and Maro Chermayeff. Director of Photography, Matthew Akers; Co-Directed by Jeff Dupre; Edited by E. Donna Shepherd; Co-Editor Jim Hession, Original Music by Nathan Halpern, Co-Producer Francesca von Habsburg; For Dakota Group, Ltd: Executive Producers Stanley Buchthal, Maja Hoffman & David Koh;  For HBO: Senior Producer, Nancy Abraham; Executive Producer: Sheila Nevins.

DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT

The first time I met the legendary, radical performance  artist Marina Abramović, I was immediately surprised and seduced by her warmth and charm. More astonishing was her unconditional willingness to open up her entire life to my camera – a rarity in the documentary world.  On the other hand, I also knew that her openness posed a peculiar sort of challenge.  Marina is someone who has spent her whole career blurring the lines between life and art.  How would I know when she was performing for the camera or not?  Additionally, I was skeptical of performance art.  Though I was well acquainted with Marina’s place in art history, performance by its very definition is ephemeral and only a first-hand encounter can allow you to experience its full transformative power. I had to rely on historical texts, video documentation, and eyewitness accounts of her work in order to learn about it.  It was one thing to be seduced by her as a subject and another thing to allow myself to be seduced by her myth.


The two main goals I set for myself in the beginning were to figure out how to make the subject appeal to a wider audience than just the rarefied art world and to avoid the trap of making a plodding biopic-style film.  Right away I discussed my views on performance art with Marina, and not only did she seem to admire a skeptical approach, but she seemed totally energized by the challenge.  After all, this is someone who has spent nearly four decades unfazed by the question, as she states in the film, “…but why is this art?”  


Throughout the next ten months, I documented nearly every waking moment of Marina’s life. I followed her to six countries, shooting hundreds of hours of her encounters with colleagues, friends, critics and her reconnection with Ulay – her lover and collaborator of 12 years.  I also captured the entirety of a new performance that she did in the Atrium of MoMA.  


One thing that was clear after studying Marina’s oeuvre was how integral the public had often been in the completion of the work.  I figured that, if nothing else, the sheer potential for spectacle or conflict in this new work could be mined for drama.  The museum, understandably, worked hard to minimize the chaos.  They were not always successful, however, as the public could be quite persistent in “punking” the performance.  Fortunately for Marina, her life never seemed genuinely threatened. Over the course of the three months, it gradually became clear to me, and the rest of the filmmaking team, that the potential physical risk of the performance had less resonance than some of the more philosophical, emotional, and intellectual concepts.


Vulnerability, human connection, projection, sacrifice, and perception of time were some big ideas that came into focus.  Marina talked about it as a culmination of everything she had been striving for her whole life – a statement that I initially found confusing, since the work involved what she also stated was “something that was close to nothing.”  Was she striving for nothing? 


It took me a while, but eventually I did begin to grasp what was going on in the performance.  It was like a slow burn. I had to spend an enormous amount of time simply watching and thinking. We live in such an overly mediated world and the notion of simply slowing down and doing literally nothing is unfortunately a radical concept. Ulay talks about how disturbing people found their performance “Night Sea Crossing,” as it involved silence, fasting, and motionlessness – three things discredited in the Western world. 

It’s as if our daily electronic rituals – surfing the web, watching television, etc. – are working to construct a barrier between us and the present. It takes a while to simply deconstruct that edifice before one can understand how profoundly simple it is to exist in the moment.  I had to retrain my brain.


My initial concern about Marina’s more theatrical side creeping in and fueling my skepticism was quelled by the sheer austerity of the performance. Also, the work, while absolutely grounded in Marina’s persona, simultaneously and paradoxically had nothing to do with her. Instead of looking into Marina’s eyes and seeing the artist, the participants were often seeing what they would refer to as projections of themselves.  It became clear to me that “The Artist Is Present” was undeniably valid and, moreover, very powerful.


When it came time to edit and figure out how to incorporate all of these ideas, it was a bit tricky.  Fortunately, I worked with a great team of people.  We went back and forth weighing the pros and cons of building an artifice for those concepts through editing and sound design, versus a starker observational approach.  In the end, we tried to strike a balance somewhere between both worlds.  We realized that since we could never truly represent the experience of witnessing the performance first-hand, the raw footage was not necessarily an accurate representation anyhow.  It became necessary for us to attempt to make a separate work of art altogether. 


It’s always hard to leave material on the cutting room floor, but I found it especially heartbreaking on this film.  However, just as Marina figured out a way to pare down and simplify in this new performance, we eventually were forced to do the same in the edit. We chipped away until what emerged surprised me. There are many truths to this tale and this is simply one.  Instead of a strictly critical examination of the different aspects of Marina’s life and this new performance, the film took on a more impressionistic lyrical quality. 


In my wildest dreams, I could not have imagined what a sensation the performance would become.  My hope is that the film’s audience will have an experiential encounter with the concepts in Marina’s work in a way that might reveal something about themselves, as it certainly did for me. 

– Matthew Akers
CHARACTER BIO
Marina Abramović, Subject

Since the beginning of her career in Belgrade during the early 1970s, Marina Abramović has pioneered performance as a visual art form, creating some of her most important early works. The body has always been both her subject and medium. Exploring her physical and mental limits in works that ritualize the simple actions of everyday life, she has withstood pain, exhaustion and danger in her quest for emotional and spiritual transformation. From 1975 to 1988, Abramović and the German artist Ulay performed together, dealing with relations of duality. Abramović returned to solo performances in 1989. She has presented her work at major institutions in the U.S. and Europe, including: the Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, 1985; Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris, 1990; Neue National Galerie, Berlin, 1993; and the Museum of Modern Art, Oxford, 1995. She has also participated in many large-scale international exhibitions, including: the Venice Biennale (1976 and 1997) and Documenta VI, VII and IX, Kassel (1977, 1982 and 1992). Her recent performances include: House with the Ocean View at Sean Kelly Gallery, New York in 2002, and the Performance of Seven Easy Pieces at The Guggenheim Museum, New York in 2005.


In 2008 she was decorated with the Austrian Commander Cross for her contribution to Art History. In 2010 she had her first major retrospective in the United States at the Museum of Modern Art, New York, performing for more than 700 hours.


In 2011 Abramović was awarded with the honorary degree of Doctor of Fine Arts by Williams College in Williamstown, Massachusetts. In the same year a theatre piece by Robert Wilson, entitled The Life and Death of Marina Abramović, premiered in Manchester.  


In 2012 the HBO documentary film, MARINA Abramović THE ARTIST IS PRESENT will premiere at Sundance Film Festival, Utah and The Canadian Film Premiere, Toronto. Upcoming exhibitions of Abramović’s work in 2012 include shows at PAC and Lia Rumma Galeria, Milan, The University of Chicago and Kunsthalle, Vienna and solo shows at La Fabrica Gallery, Madrid and Galleri Brandstrup, Oslo. 

FILMMAKER BIOS

Matthew Akers, Director/Cinematographer

Akers is the Director and Cinematographer of MARINA ABRAMOVIĆ THE ARTIST IS PRESENT, a feature documentary about the legendary performance artist that will have its world premiere at the Sundance Film Festival and air on HBO in 2012. 

He was the cinematographer of the award winning documentary film LEMON, about the pioneering poet, three-time felon, and one-time Tony award winner Lemon Andersen. 

Akers produced and was the cinematographer of CIRCUS, a six-part documentary series that aired in November 2010 on PBS. 

Matthew was a producer and a camera operator on CARRIER, the 10-part Emmy Award-winning PBS television series that premiered in April 2008.  

  

In addition, he has been the cinematographer of numerous other feature documentaries including the HBO documentaries, BACK IN THE HOOD: GANG WAR II, HEIR TO AN EXECUTION and ELAINE STRITCH: AT LIBERTY.

Jeff Dupre, Producer/Co-Director
Jeff Dupre conceived and is Producer and Co-Director of MARINA ABRAMOVIĆ THE ARTIST IS PRESENT a forthcoming feature documentary on the legendary performance artist Marina Abramović that will air on HBO in 2012.

Jeff and Maro Chermayeff are partners in Show of Force, a film and television production company. Show of Force is currently producing HALF THE SKY, a four-hour documentary series for PBS based on the eponymous book by the Pulitzer Prize-winning New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn.

To commemorate its 50th Anniversary, Amnesty International recently commissioned Jeff to direct and produce AI50, which distills the organization’s illustrious history into a 15-minute short film.

Dupre and Chermayeff are the executive producers, creators and directors of CIRCUS, a six-part documentary series that aired in November 2010 on PBS. The New York Times called it “beautifully filmed,” “truly affecting” and “quietly addictive,” asking readers to “think of it as investing six hours in an elegant eavesdrop-on-our-family reality show that puts all the noisy, obnoxious examples of that genre to shame.”  Entertainment Weekly said that “running away and joining the circus has never seemed less glamorous – or more vividly thrilling and real.  What’s fascinating here is the deeply empathetic storytelling.”

He was a producer of CARRIER, the Emmy® Award-winning ten-part documentary series that premiered on PBS in April 2008 to widespread critical acclaim.  Entertainment Weekly called the series “honest and engrossing” and said it is “mandatory viewing.” Newsday described it as “frank and intimate, hard-hitting and heart-rending.”  


Dupre produced BROADWAY: THE AMERICAN MUSICAL, Michael Kantor’s six-part series that premiered on PBS in October 2004 to widespread critical acclaim. Variety called the series “engrossing” and “illuminating” and said “this lovingly crafted six-part series is in itself a milestone.”  The series won the 2005 Emmy® Award for Outstanding Non-Fiction Series. 

His directorial debut, OUT OF THE PAST, won the Audience Award for Best Documentary at the 1998 Sundance Film Festival.  The New York Post called OUT OF THE PAST “eye opening and moving” and The New Yorker described it as “an emotionally textured treatise on alienation and marginalization which is intelligent and entertaining.”  The film also garnered the Audience Award at Outfest ’98; won a GLAAD Media Award for Best Documentary of 1998 and aired on PBS in October 1998.

Maro Chermayeff, Producer
Maro Chermayeff is a producer, director and former television executive whose numerous documentary films and television programs have toured the world in prestigious festivals (Sundance Telluride, London, Berlin), played theatrically, been broadcast on primetime television and won multiple awards.  She has made films and event television series for PBS, HBO, A&E, TLC, Bravo, Discovery, France 2 and Channel 4 UK.  Maro is Founder and Chairman of the MFA Program in Social Documentary at The School of Visual Arts in New York City and is a former faculty member of NYU’s Graduate School of Film and Television. 


Maro is currently Executive Producer and Project Director of HALF THE SKY, a groundbreaking transmedia initiative based on the book HALF THE SKY: Turning Oppression into Opportunity for Women Worldwide by the Pulitzer Prize winning New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn.  At the heart of HALF THE SKY will be a multi-part documentary series for public television.  The series follows Kristof and WuDunn and six activist actresses – Eva Mendes, Olivia Wilde, Meg Ryan, America Ferrera, Gabrielle Union and Diane Lane – to nine countries in the developing world.  Utilizing the PBS broadcast as well as an extensive website, games and education modules, HALF THE SKY is poised to tip the scales and create a movement that empowers women and girls around the globe through individual stories of courage and overcoming adversity.  Narrated by George Clooney, HALF THE SKY will air on PBS in fall 2012 and will also be distributed internationally.

With her partner, Jeff Dupre, Maro is producer of the feature documentary MARINA ABRAMOVIĆ THE ARTIST IS PRESENT, which will premiere at the 2012 Sundance Film Festival and will debut on HBO in 2012. She also recently produced and co-directed with Micah Fink the feature documentary MANN v. FORD, which aired in July 2011 on HBO.  In 2010 she directed and produced with Christine Le Goff the feature documentary PARASOMNIA, which premiered in Nov 2010 on France 2.


Maro and Jeff are the executive producers, creators and directors of CIRCUS, a six-part documentary series that aired in November 2010 on PBS.  Maro was co-creator, an executive producer and director, and Jeff the producer of the Emmy® Award-winning ten-hour PBS television event CARRIER that premiered in April 2008 to success both critically and in the ratings, with close to five million viewers on broadcast, download and DVD sales.  In 2001-2002, she was a producer and director of the six-part multi award-winning PBS series FRONTIER HOUSE for Thirteen/WNET and Channel Four UK.  FRONTIER HOUSE is one of the highest-rated programs in the history of PBS.  In 2002, she produced, wrote and directed the feature documentary special ROLE REVERSAL for A&E.  In 2000, she produced, directed and wrote the two-hour feature documentary AMERICAN MASTERS: JUILLIARD that aired as part of the Emmy® Award-winning PBS series AMERICAN MASTERS.  She is co-author of the companion book, JUILLIARD, published by Harry N. Abrams, Inc.  In 1998, she produced, directed and edited the feature-length documentary THE KINDNESS OF STRANGERS.  Produced in conjunction with James Redford and Christine Le Goff, the film premiered at the 1998 Telluride Film Festival and aired on HBO in October 1999. In 1997, Maro produced and edited NASHVILLE:  CROSSING THE LINE for the award-winning series TRAUMA: LIFE IN THE ER for New York Times Television.  Over the last ten years, she has worked as a consultant and editor on more then 15 one-hour CHARLIE ROSE specials. In her early career Maro worked in feature and trailer promotion as a staff member of R/Greenberg and Associates and The Kanew Company.


Additionally, from 2002 to 2004, Maro served as a senior programming executive and network consultant for A&E Television Network, and was nominated for the Emmy® in this position. She is partner and co-owner with Jeff Dupre of the New York-based production company Show of Force. 
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– Finn Halligan – POSITIVE

Berlin

At the remarkably well-preserved age of 63 - despite the torments she has put her body through - performance artist Marina Abramovic doesn’t want to be alternative any more. “I want it to be a real art before I die,” says the Belgrade-born activist. HBO’s Marina Abramovic: The Artist Is Present eloquently states her case, framing a perceptive, intelligent documentary around her already-infamous 2010 MoMA exhibition.
The latter half of Marina Abramovic: The Artist Is Present documents the extraordinary MoMA show, with sensitive extreme-close-up and medium shots of her visitors.

This is an easy way in for viewers unaware of Abramovic’s work, while easily illuminating enough to satisfy her enthusiastic fanbase. After a summer debut on HBO, Marina Abramovic: The Artist Is Present should be a natural performer in the cultural television spectrum, alongside guaranteed festival exposure and art-themed sidebars.

It uses the MoMA exhibition, in which she spends almost three months gazing into her visitors’ faces individually, “engaging in mental dialogue for as long as they want”, to look back on her life and relates her pioneering work and extraordinary mental and physical stamina to the celebrated and professional artist that she has become today.

“After 40 years of people thinking you’ve gone insane and you should be put in a mental hospital, you finally get all this acknowledgment,” she says in the run-up to the MoMA show. “Takes such a long time to take you seriously.” Early footage from the 1960s and ‘70s showing Marina wounding, whipping, stabbing and cutting herself, running into a door repeatedly; yet the “grandmother of performance art” misses the question from the early days: why is this art? “Maybe they get it now; or they pretend to get it,” she says, acerbically. She herself is an acerbic and good-humoured presence throughout.

Devised by MoMA’s curator Klaus Biesenbach, Marina’s show will recreate some of her historical pieces, many of them originally staged with her artistic and personal partner of 12 years, Ulay. “I’ve no comment,” he says of her New York undertaking. “Just respect.”

As the documentary counts down to the MoMA opening, director Akers (and co-editor/producer Dupre), who spent a year with Abramovic, listen to her talk about her background and parents, both Communist partisans in Tito’s Yugoslavia, and document her intense artistic and personal collaboration with Ulay.

They also watch her recruit young performance artists who will re-stage her work at oMA, listen in on a workshop she gives in her Hudson Valley studio, and observe what she describes as “the administration of being an artist”.

A long way now from the bare-bones camper van in which she lived with Ulay for five years, Abramovic is the savvy head of a professional enterprise and fond of a designer outfit, but she’s smart enough to listen to her gallerist Sean Kelly, who understands and eloquently defends her hard-fought-for reputation.

The latter half of Marina Abramovic: The Artist Is Present documents the extraordinary MoMA show, with sensitive extreme-close-up and medium shots of her visitors. Tears abound, both from Marina and her subjects, and this quiet internalised dialogue somehow underscores the physical human element she has always sought and which is more and more absent from today’s world. Editing is sensitive here, although some - David Blaine, James Franco, Fox News - don’t always emerge with their dignity fully intact which, although amusing, seems irrelevant to Abromovic’s mission. Score by Nathan Halpern is affective, through perhaps overstated during the final repetitive scenes.
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   by Robrt Koehler 

Sundance (Documentary)
A Films We Like (in Canada) release of an HBO Documentary Films presentation of a Show of Force production in co-production with Avro Television. (International sales: Submarine, New York.) Produced by Jeff Dupre, Maro Chermayeff. Co-producers, Francesca Von Habsburg. Executive producer, Sheila Nevins, Stanley Buchthal, Maja Hoffmann, David Koh. Directed by Matthew Akers. Co-director, Jeff Dupre.

With: Marina Abramovic, Ulay, Klaus Biesenbach, Davide Balliano, Chrissie Iles, Sean Kelly, Arthur Danto, David Blaine, James Franco.

Performance artist Marina Abramovic's unique four-decade career receives its mainstream platform in "The Artist is Present," an intelligent overview that makes a radical artist's work comprehensible to audiences with no previous awareness of her or her chosen path. Abramovic fans, among the art world's most rabid, will salivate at the chance to see their star up close, while skeptics of performance-art modes may have to reconsider their stance after watching this, set for a June theatrical release in Canada and HBO summer airings. Euro buyers are sure to line up. 

Director-d.p. Matthew Akers (with credited co-director Jeff Dupre) follow Abramovic for a year as she prepares and presents the biggest show of her career, a March-to-May 2010 retrospective that takes up several floors of the Museum of Modern Art. Devised by MoMA curator Klaus Biesenbach, the show encompasses key Abramovic pieces (some of them originally performed by her and her 12-year partner, German performance artist Ulay), as well as a new piece to which the title is particularly relevant and the film's second half is almost exclusively devoted. 

First half cleanly sets up several dimensions of Abramovic's world, as well as her daily life. Raised by strict communist partisan parents in former Yugoslavia, Abramovic believes much of her art stems from a loveless existence with her mother, though she says she received considerable affection and support from her grandmother. Just as important, the artist notes, is her spiritual view of existence, which she conveys without resorting to high-flown mystical rhetoric. 

The code of always being in the present moment is critical to Abramovic's artistic practice, which she first established with a series of stunning works that featured her often naked body placed in extreme physical circumstances (wounding, whipping, surrounded by fire, banging against walls), followed in the late 1970s and most of the 1980s by pieces that stressed the conflicts between women and men. Few docs have better laid out the central tenets and philosophy behind performance art, which has been so often misunderstood by the general public and ridiculed by mainstream media. 

Indeed, these cultural distortions (suggesting, as Abramovic remarks on camera, that she's "crazy") have been so ingrained that she's tired of the notion that performance art is "alternative." A key motivation for participating in Akers and Dupre's film, she says, is to bring performance art to the masses and make it, finally, accepted. Abramovic is in the best position in her field to do this, since she's already an art superstar, media-savvy, enormously photogenic (looking drop-dead gorgeous in her 60s and keeping her body in tremendous physical condition), and knowledgeable about the business of art, a detail not overlooked by the film. 

From workshops at her Hudson Valley home with an ensemble of performers to the final act, the picture revealed here is of an incredibly hard-working artist who continues to push her body to extremes of endurance, yet listens to the wise advice of her gallerist Sean Kelly when need be. Just before the show opens, the film opens up surprising emotional currents that play out fully in the concluding half. 

Abramovic's own performance at MoMA, in which she's seated in an armless chair and facing one seated museum audience member at a time (they line up for hours to get a chance to face her), packs a powerful punch. The simplicity, directness and immediacy of the piece, which compels both Abramovic and her fellow sitter to remain silent and slow down in the moment, strikes the observer as a sublime antithesis to so much of high-speed, Internet-infused contempo culture. 

Akers and Dupre film the piece from a well-judged range of extreme closeups of eyes, medium closeups capturing many emotional responses (including loads of tears) and long shots of the massive crowds. Indeed, performance art has never looked this populist, this open to a reception from a wide audience of spectators. 

Unexpected if finally unflattering appearances by illusionist David Blaine and actor James Franco, plus a few oddball stunts by audience members, accent the film but don't detract from a steady focus on Abramovic, who exudes good spirits, humor and energy. Production package is solid, though Nathan Halpern's score becomes too intrusive. 
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Marina Abramovic: The Artist Is Present: Sundance by by John DeFore 
The Bottom Line
Challenging art is made accessible in doc about performance-art sensation Marina Abramović.

Matthew Akers' film is a personally revealing look at an artist most famous for maintaining stone-faced silence for three months. 

PARK CITY — A personally revealing look at an artist most famous for maintaining stone-faced silence for three months, Marina Abramović: The Artist Is Present makes performance art accessible (if not totally comprehensible) to newbies and depicts a figure many viewers will want to know better. The HBO-presented doc has a broad enough appeal (and copious nudity never hurts) that an arthouse run might be warranted.

Abramović, a Belgrade-born New Yorker who has been at the forefront of performance art since the 70s, made her name with works that tested her body's limits and even invited others to harm her. If she was never a household name, a 2010 retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art made her a sensation in New York: By the show's end, people were lining up overnight to participate in a performance for which the artist sat motionless, from opening to closing every day, and stared into the eyes of whoever sat across from her.

One thing The Artist is Present succeeds at is conveying just how hard this performance was: Really doing nothing for hours on end is a physically demanding chore, and the artist's colleagues worry for her health throughout the show's run. Museumgoers, however, become almost freakishly eager for the chance to share in the performance; we watch dozens of faces sit across from her, many moved to tears for reasons viewers can only guess.

Audience members who are skeptical of this phenomenon, deeming it more showbiz than art, may find justification in scenes of the artist doing fashion-like photo shoots and shopping for couture; she clearly has a taste for extravagance and theatricality. At the same time, Matthew Akers' film shows enough of her early career -- in which pain and self-negation often played a part -- to establish the seriousness of her artistic agenda. Notably absent among interviewees, though, are any critics trying to put this work into context, convincing skeptical viewers that what she does is legitimately art.

The film's most accessible thread is the reappearance of Ulay, a German performance artist who for over a decade was Abramović's partner both artistically and romantically. The two artists have been estranged for years when Akers films their reunion, and as we see footage of their work together in the 70s and 80s, we have the sense of a grand lost love.

The work Akers chooses to show here is consistently intriguing, even for casual viewers, and the filmmaker's experience as a cinematographer shows in beautiful photography, particularly in a sequence shot at the artist's home in the Hudson Valley. The Artist is Present may not create a vast new audience for performance art, but it's successful in conveying the earnest enthusiasm that overtook so many New York museum goers in the spring of 2010.
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SUNDANCE INTERVIEW with MARINA ABRAMOVIC AND        DIRECTOR MATHEW AKERS |  by Bryce J.Renninger 
Marina Abramovic Explains How HBO and Lady Gaga Bring  Performance Art to a New Audience
[image: image7.jpg]



"Marina Abramovic The Artist is Present." HBO Documentary
In spring 2011, hours-long lines stretched outside the Museum of Modern Art as people waited to see a retrospective of performance artist Marina Abramovic's work. This included a new performance, "The Artist is Present," in which Abramovic would sit across from one museumgoer and the two would stare at each other for as long as the patron liked.   

Sitting down to speak with Indiewire the afternoon following the Sundance world premiere of "Marina Abramovic The Artist is Present," Abramovic looked around the atrium of the Park City Marriott hotel, grasped the solid table in front of her and asked the film's director, Matthew Akers, "Is this real stone?" "No," he said. She rolled her eyes. "I don't get America."

How did the two of you collaborate? Did Marina have control over the film?
Abramovic: I've seen a few versions, but that was the first time I saw that version.  

Akers: (joking) She had no editorial control. We made her sign everything away.

Abramovic: (joking) They took away everything from me. Basically, I'm a total victim.


Did you feel like a victim afterward?

Abramovic: (joking) No. I have a problem with being a hero, but that's another problem.


You've preserved your work in a number of ways.  How important is documenting your performance?

Akers: I should say, the film includes documentation of her work, but I wouldn't consider it a documentation of her work.

Abramovic: From the very early stage when I started doing performance art in the '70s, the general attitude -- not just me, but also my colleagues -- was that there should not be any documentation, that the performance itself is artwork and there should be no documentation. Documentation is misleading, because the performance is dead. So the very early works were not documented at all.  

But then I started thinking, this is not right, I would be left with nothing. I had to leave some traces. In the beginning, I would give complete instructions to the photographer. In the '70s, people would come to photograph your work and you would just end up with this crazy material that had nothing to do with your work; maybe I'd pick up two or three photographs that were the closest to the idea. This is why when you look at the '70s, you see much less documentation and really bad material. The material will become misleading to what the piece was.  

When I did "Seven Easy Pieces," I actually re-performed the performances of other artists. It was such difficult work because I had to really go through the documentation, look through the sources, to ask the witnesses who saw it. And you know the movie "Rashomon" from Kurosawa, when all the people in the forest see something different? Each performance was like that.  

When I first had a video camera to document a performance, it was in Sweden and I remember it was really crucial for me. I didn't give any instruction to the video, because it was a new medium. I didn't know what to tell him; it was so young. I did the piece and immediately after the piece, I wanted to see the material. So we rewound, and it had nothing to do with my performance. The guy was focusing on my feet when I was doing something with my head. Zooming in, zooming out. I was shocked. I said, "Let's erase this right now, put the camera behind the stage and I'll do the performance just for the camera." He set up everything and I told him to go outside and smoke a cigarette. Come back when I finish. Don't touch the camera. This was the way how I've done most everything after that. 

The documentation that we used for the film, I had to give up control at this point. I wanted to be able to let Matthew make what he wanted to make. I was complaining, because let's say there was a piece where I was dancing tango and there was a special music for that. Screaming in my piece was overlapped with music. But at the same time, the movie is images, and they talk itself. The only thing I can really object to is to write the duration of the titles, so people can understand how long -- 8 hours or 10 hours -- since they're only seeing 30 seconds of the video.  
Akers: I've been thinking a lot about documentation. In some ways, this is the crux of the issue of making the film, because performance art is an ephemeral medium. So where does my role as a documenter begin and end? And where does my work as a filmmaker -- someone who's taking artistic liberty to tell my story as I saw it or as the film team saw it -- begin?

"The Artist is Present" is actually the only thing of Marina's that I've witnessed myself. The true transformative power of her performance art at least in that performance can only be obtained by being there and taking part, and so I think documentation is a secondary representation and it loses something. So even though I had seen all of her documentation and she had been careful to be minimal with the way she documented it, that's not necessarily retaining the full power of that performance.  

If you construct an artifice with music, editing, and graphics as we did, I think that's almost as accurate a representation of that performance as the straight documentation. She may disagree with me. No matter what, any art, when you experience it, you're experiencing it in your mind. When you're experiencing a painting, you're formulating your experience of that painting in your mind. Same as when you're live in the space with Marina. You're witnessing documentation of that, too. So I think that the artifice that you construct, it's subjective in some way. This film documents an experience that I witnessed people having and that I felt like I had. And so I felt that the artifice was necessary. The straight video in itself isn't of itself powerful for me.

What considerations did you make when you were presenting the works of art?
Akers: We knew that the film was primarily about "The Artist is Present." I shot so much footage with her over the course of 10 months, 11 months. I could make several films.  We delved deeply into some subjects. 

Abramovic: We went to India, went to Yugoslavia.

Akers: What we realized in the edit was we had to pare that down. We had to use "The Artist is Present" as an inspiration. The film is not necessarily the re-performers' story [several of her pieces were recreated live with other performers in the MoMA retrospective], which we shot. We had to focus on "The Artist is Present" and make one movie.  

The goal was to make a film for as wide an audience as possible, [for] people that have no knowledge of performance art. We wanted to make a film for the uninitiated and not just the rarified art world. How do you present such a dense body of work and such challenging material and do it in a way that leads you to "The Artist is Present" -- that moves you forward and fast enough to tell the story that really needs to be told? There are several key works that inform "The Artist is Present" and have profound implications. "The Artist is Present" embodied pretty much everything Marina has been employing throughout her entire career.  

What was your reaction to the film's representation of the 2011 piece, "The Artist is Present?"

Abramovic: I think it was really the best possible way; I could not imagine it differently. It's so complicated to explain. Matthew has been with me for one year.  He saw all the preparation. He became a part of the process, so for me he was like an eye, always being there. I think that I could not imagine it any other way than the way he presented it. I could imagine other ways to present my other performances and to present my relationship with Ulay [Marina's former lover and collaborator], the things surrounding it, because there's so many ways to approach this.

For the duration of the work, you were the one looking at these people. What was it like re-seeing these people, experiencing this work from a different angle?

Abramovic: I remembered every person; I had such an intense relationship to every person. I still see people on the street and we lock eyes, and say "Oh my god!" and we just kiss and stay like that and sometimes cry.  

The person who sat 21 times with me. The first time he sat, he sat 2.5 hours. The next day he sat seven hours. He was the only person who sat seven hours. From the morning to the evening. And he kept coming. He became a sort of guardian angel. He arrived and we would just sit sometimes and he would give me energy for the piece. He got it tattooed on his arm -- 21 -- so I started to know this person on a most intimate level and I think that my intimacy with my family isn't as strong as it is with him, because I'm linking my eyes with a complete stranger. Finally, when the performance was finished, he was there and I couldn't talk to him. I was stupid, I had nothing to say. "Hi, how are you?" My words had no meaning at all. And then we really became friends.  

You create a friendship on a level that you've never done before. The basic kind of experience is to basically give love to total strangers all the time, and that really changed everything in me. And this piece transformed me more than any other one before. I saw my entire life differently. What do I have to do? What is my passion on this planet? I'm much more focused than I ever was before.

The performance was so difficult. Typically, the performance has a story -- a beginning, the crescendo and the end. But here, nothing's happening. The complete absence of the story -- that was the best thing about this whole thing, because you know that nothing's going to happen and everything's going to happen. It's just the gaze. You create your own zone.  

And Matthew was there every single minute. Matthew and the photographer, Marco Anelli were both there. Marco photographed every single face. So that means he can't go to pee, can't go to eat. There has never, in my history, been such dedication of the videographer or of the photographer. That they spent the same amount of time, it had never happened.

How are you feeling about bringing this film to a larger audience, on HBO?

Akers: I should just acknowledge Nancy Abraham and Sheila Nevins. Sheila actually came and sat with Marina. It's so rare that you collaborate with someone like that -- an executive that is just so interested. She came and she had an experience with Marina. She really is so thoughtful and so interested in telling stories.

There's nudity in the film, so we just knew that we needed HBO, that it was the only logical home. It was a wholly independent film before we made the HBO deal. We were just paying for the film on our credit cards. And so that really saved us -- it allowed us to be here. We very well may have been able to complete the film, but we would not have been at Sundance in 2012, and they have just been so supportive. HBO also has a certain cachet for doing really quality things. I also wanted this film to be in the masses; this is not a disposable film.

Abramovic: Television is completely another medium. For me, Lady Gaga and HBO are bringing us to mass culture. It was incredible, Lady Gaga came to see the piece. She didn't sit with me, but it was all atwitter. Every single kid from 12 to 18 ran to see Lady Gaga and then Lady Gaga left and they stayed. And they stayed another day another day and it created a completely different culture, a different audience that I never had before

Akers: I don't want to make a proclamation that I'll regret later. In some ways, I hope that we're crossing a threshold. As Marina brought performance into the mainstream because of this historical retrospective, that was the first of its kind. This film further does the same thing for performance art. It's challenging and it's not easy, and I feel like HBO is known for not being fearful of challenging material, and so that was another reason we knew it had to be HBO if it was going to be on TV.

Abramovic: And we wanted to prove that I am not just a provocateur, as the television said [referring to a Fox news clip shown in the film]. It's challenging, but it's not just challenging. I'm talking about intellectually and emotionally challenging, but at the same time it's actually not that challenging. So there's this dichotomy.  -

As our interview ended, Abramovic said she wanted to sit at a different table for her next one. "Always change things up. Even if you're buying milk, always buy a different kind." And then she added one more bit of advice. "And always talk to strangers."
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