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From Objects to 
Actions and Back 
Again: The Politics of 
Dematerialized Craft 
and Performance 
Documentation



Abstract

Traditional craft practice has 
long emphasized features of 

function and materiality, with the 
useful and skillfully produced 
object at the center of the way 
craft is read and understood. 
However, a number of recent 
exhibitions and artworks have 
included not just objects, but 
also craft set in motion through 
participatory projects or 
performances. Correspondingly, 
the crafted object has undergone 
a shift in its once-central role, 
serving instead as a record of 
an event or process, a prop 
or tool, and in some cases 

disappearing altogether. 
Through a consideration of 
select projects and curatorial 
strategies from Common Threads 
at the Illingworth Kerr Gallery in 
Calgary, AB (2008), and Gestures 
of Resistance at the Museum of 
Contemporary Craft in Portland, 
OR (2010), this article argues 
that it is necessary to consider 
how the histories and theories of 
performance art are intersecting 
with contemporary craft 
practices, with a particular focus 
on the role of documentation and 
ephemeral traces.

Keywords: craft, performance art, documentation, curatorial practice, 
collections

 
NICOLE BURISCH
Nicole Burisch is a Canadian curator, critic, 
artist, and cultural worker. Through various 
independent and collaborative projects, much 
of her work has focused on contemporary 
craft and craft theory and she has researched, 
published, exhibited, and lectured on this topic 
in Canada and internationally. Her research 
(with Anthea Black) into curatorial strategies for 
politically engaged craft practices is included in 
The Craft Reader (Berg) and Extra/ordinary: Craft 
and Contemporary Art (Duke University Press). 
nicoleburisch@gmail.com

Textile, Volume 14, Issue 1, pp. 54–73
DOI: 10.1080/14759756.2016.1142784
Reprints available directly from the Publishers.
Photocopying permitted by licence only.
© 2016 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & 
Francis Group
Printed in the United Kingdom

mailto:nicoleburisch@gmail.com


From Objects to Actions 
and Back Again: The 
Politics of Dematerialized 
Craft and Performance 
Documentation

Traditional craft practice has long 
emphasized features of function 
and materiality, with the useful and 
skillfully produced object at the 
center of the way craft is read and 
understood. However, a number 
of recent exhibitions and artworks 
have included not just objects, but 
also craft set in motion through 
participatory projects or perfor-
mances: collaborative crafting, 
knitting circles as a form of public 
outreach, videos of crafting events, 
public performances of craft-based 
work, or crafting used as a tool 
for political actions and aims. 
Projects like these have opened up 
new avenues for considering the 
social and collaborative aspects 
of craft, as well as the embodied 
actions and gestures of crafters 
themselves. Correspondingly, 
the crafted object has undergone 
a shift in its once-central role, 
serving instead as a record of an 
event or process, a prop or tool, 
and in some cases disappearing 
altogether. As contemporary craft 
and textile practices continue to 
engage with strategies of per-
formance and participation, it 
becomes important to consider 
how these practices are presented, 
historicized, and documented. This 

article argues that it is necessary 
to think about how the histories 
and theories of performance art 
are intersecting with contempo-
rary craft practices, calling into 
question some of the traditional 
ways of viewing or presenting craft. 
More specifically, where consider-
ations around the production and 
dissemination of documentation 
and ephemeral traces are an inte-
gral part of theorizing performance 
art, these same considerations 
must also be brought to bear on 
how new forms of craft are being 
curated and historicized.

In order to elaborate upon these 
ideas, this article considers select 
textile-based works and curatorial 
strategies from two exhibitions: 
Common Threads at the Illingworth 
Kerr Gallery in Calgary, Canada 
(2008), and Gestures of Resistance 
at the Museum of Contemporary 
Craft in Portland, Oregon (2010). 
These exhibitions were chosen as 
they offer two different strategies 
for tracing evolving approaches to 
curating live or performed craft; 
both also exemplify an interest in 
the political potentials of craft-
ing. Common Threads included a 
selection of textile-based works, 
several of which documented or 



57From Objects to Actions and Back Again

encouraged aspects of interactivity 
and participation, while Gestures 
of Resistance unfolded over the 
course of five months with each 
participating artist presenting 
craft-based performances and their 
accumulated traces in the gallery. 
Both exhibitions were visited in 
person, and my experiences as 
a viewer and participant were 
integral to being able to describe 
and respond to the presentation 
of works within them. The works 
and strategies in contemporaneous 
exhibitions such as HAND+MADE: 
The Performative Impulse in Art 
and Craft at The Contemporary Art 
Museum Houston (2010) or Radical 
Lace & Subversive Knitting at the 
Museum of Art and Design in New 
York (2007) overlap to varying 
degrees with those of my two case 
studies, suggesting a wider turn 
towards these kinds of curatorial 
approaches. It is my hope that the 
arguments and analysis presented 
here might be extrapolated to 
examinations of these and other 
similar exhibitions, as well as 
broader conversations about 
shifting conditions for curating and 
documenting live or performed 
craft.

The projects and exhibitions 
discussed here have emerged 
alongside a range of practices that 
encompass what has alternately 
been described as social practice, 
participatory art, or more broadly, 
a “performative turn” in contem-
porary art (Jackson 2011: 2). As 
the Introduction to this special 
edition makes clear, there is much 
room for investigating how recent 
critiques and theories of “the 
performative” or “the social” in art 
might productively be applied to 

analyses of current craft and textile 
practice. While certainly related, 
this text is not directly concerned 
with this intersection, but rather 
focuses more narrowly on the 
discipline of performance art as 
it relates to craft. As this article 
will show, articulations of the 
role of the object, concerns about 
the political potential of dema-
terialized practices, and specific 
considerations around documen-
tation are all key concerns that 
overlap the histories and theories 
of performance art with the use 
of performance in craft. Another 
notable context for the works 
under consideration is the rise of 
craftivism and an interest in (re)
positioning craft as a political prac-
tice, a subject that been addressed 
extensively elsewhere (Black and 
Burisch 2011; Bryan-Wilson 2008; 
Robertson 2011).

From Objects to Actions: The 
Dematerialization of the Craft 
Object
Even as new approaches to craft 
foreground aspects of perfor-
mance, interactivity, and political 
action, it is important to underline 
the extent to which objects and 
objecthood continue to be the 
focus of how craft is produced and 
exhibited. If some recent theoret-
ical approaches have begun to 
question the centrality of objects 
or materials as the defining 
characteristics of craft (Adamson 
2006, 2007; Press 2007), these 
approaches have yet to find 
full expression in much of craft 
curating. A visit to any historical or 
contemporary craft museum will 
confirm this, and the majority of 
craft theory continues to center on 

questions related to the production 
and circulation of craft objects. For 
example, Howard Risatti's A Theory 
of Craft identifies “objecthood and 
applied function” as the defining 
properties of what he considers 
as “the class of craft” (2007: 41), a 
view echoed in much of the writing 
on this subject. Even more contem-
porary and nuanced approaches, 
such as Louise Mazanti’s text 
“Super-Objects: Craft as an aes-
thetic position” show a willingness 
to question standard frames for 
theorizing craft such as “tradi-
tion,” “material,” or “process,” 
but return to an understanding of 
craft based around “the role that it 
performs in the world of objects” 
(2011: 59‒82). No doubt adding 
to the centrality of object-creation 
in contemporary understandings 
of craft, are the diverse range of 
popular uses for “craft” as a term 
and a practice far beyond the reach 
of visual arts discourse or history, 
including numerous DIY and pop 
culture manifestations that remain 
resolutely invested in the produc-
tion and sale of objects, most nota-
bly the emergence of numerous 
alternative or “indie” craft sales 
(Levine and Heimerl 2008).

The performance of craft pro-
cesses, while readily recognized as 
educational or engaging, is rarely 
exhibited as work in and of itself. 
When presented publicly, it is gen-
erally done in the service of creating 
objects or demonstrating technique. 
This is not to deny that aspects of 
process and performance are fea-
tures of craft, but rather to underline 
that they are most often positioned 
as secondary to the object. This 
standard framing of craft process 
is exemplified by the designated 
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spaces for these activities frequently 
included in craft museums. For 
example, The Museum of Arts and 
Design in New York City includes 
several glass-encased studios “open 
for the public to interact informally 
with the working artist during regular 
museum hours” (The Museum of Arts 
and Design 2014), the Harbourfront 
Centre in Toronto, Canada, features 
open studios so that visitors can 
observe artists-in-residence in the 
process of producing craft objects, 
and the Houston Center for Contem-
porary Craft offers an Artist Resi-
dency Program where viewers can 
watch crafters at work.1 These kinds 
of demonstration-style performances 
are distinct from those addressed 
in this article, but certainly color the 
way that audiences and institutions 
approach presentations of live or 
performed crafting. Rather, the 
works under consideration here 
rethink the central role of the crafted 
object to privilege performance or 
live actions, and provide an opportu-
nity to think through the possibilities 
and consequences of a dematerial-
ized craft practice.

In contrast with the centrality of 
objects within craft practice, most 
writing about the history of perfor-
mance art in the last 60 years “as 
a distinctive practice within the 
visual arts” (Wark 2006: 10) points 
to a fundamental shift that leads 
up to this development: a move 
away from the object towards a 
new focus on actions. Curator Paul 
Schimmel traces “the reversal of 
the traditional precedence of the 
object over the act” as progressing 
from: “Actions performed with 
the goal of producing objects” 
to “performative actions whose 
primary goal was the process of 
creation rather than the production 

of objects” to “performances that 
often involved audience partici-
pation, from which no resulting 
object was produced” (1998: 17). 
While the notion of “progression” 
perhaps oversimplifies the ways 
that artists have continued to work 
productively (and even simulta-
neously) in each of these modes, 
Schimmel's description is still a 
useful frame for thinking through 
the relationships between objects 
and actions within a given work or 
practice—and is especially useful 
in relation to craft, given the con-
text outlined above.

Significantly, this shift from 
objects to actions has consistently 
been linked to an anti-commodity 
stance, one that is tied up with 
the reading of performance art as 
a potentially political or resistant 
practice, a claim that reappears 
to an extent (and comes up for 
critique) in recent participatory and 
socially-based contemporary art 
works (Bishop 2012). Art historian 
Jayne Wark describes how “the 
broad appeal of performance ... 
had to do with how it was posi-
tioned, along with other anti-object 
art forms, as a countervailing force 
against the market-driven, com-
modity-oriented ethos that domi-
nated the art world in the 1960s” 
(2006: 31), a point also made 
by Sayre (1989: 14‒15). Similar 
aims are present in the examples 
addressed here: the curatorial 
framework for Gestures of Resist-
ance rethinks the traditional 
precedence of objects over actions, 
and draws clear influence from the 
idea that the political or “resistant” 
potential of a given work might 
reside in its gestures, connecting 
to the anti-commodity or anti-ob-
ject stance of performance art. This 

idea informed the curatorial frame 
for Common Threads, which argues 
that it is communal craft-making 
that allows artists to form “an 
individualized and expressive 
critique” (Plested 2008). While 
different in their approaches, both 
exhibitions engage with the idea 
that live or performed crafting has 
a political potential that is linked 
to the absence of the object, and 
it is worthwhile to consider them 
together in this light.

In the Postface to Six Years: 
The Dematerialization of the Art 
Object 1966–1972, Lucy Lippard 
wrote that “Hopes that ‘concep-
tual art’ would be able to avoid 
the general commercialization, 
the destructively ‘progressive’ 
approach to modernism were for 
the most part unfounded” (Lippard 
1973: 294‒295). The idea that 
performance or dematerialized 
practices would maintain some 
kind of “unmarketability” was 
disproven almost immediately, 
as conceptual and performance 
artists sold contracts, photo-
graphs, and documentation of their 
works to museums and collectors 
(Sayre 1989). Likewise, the idea 
of an entirely “dematerialized” or 
“unmarketable” form of craft is 
likely also unfounded. However, 
when considering the broader 
implications of dematerialized 
practice, Lippard concludes that 
“there is a place for an art which 
parallels (rather than replaces or 
is succeeded by) the decorative 
object, or, perhaps still more 
important, sets up new critical cri-
teria by which to view and vitalize 
itself” (1973: 295). Lippard's notion 
of “dematerialization” as a parallel 
practice is especially useful for 
craft, a way to hold a space for a 
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range of relationships between 
objects and actions (as outlined by 
Schimmel) and for practices which 
might exist alongside and interro-
gate the status of the craft object. 
The notion of dematerialized craft 
also echoes recent developments 
in craft theory mentioned above, 
which have moved away from defi-
nitions of craft centered on objects 
or specific materials towards 
broader considerations of craft's 
role within (art) historical contexts 
and significations.

Several significant questions 
emerge as exhibitions and curators 
work to accommodate new forms 
of craft. If, in echoing the aims of 
performance art precedents, the 
political or resistant potential of 
crafting is indeed located in the 
gesture, what happens once the 
performance is over? Or when 
documentation becomes the only 
way to access past actions? How 
do galleries or exhibitions reinforce 
or rely upon traditional (and still 
influential) ideas about craft as an 
object-centred practice? How might 
artists, curators, institutions, and 
historians account for these ideas 
and still keep pace with changes 
in the discipline? Given the histor-
ical precedence of object-centered 
approaches, dematerialized craft 
practices clearly call for new ways of 
presenting and writing about craft—
ones that might focus on the role of 
gestures, actions, and encounters.

Common Threads: Traces of 
Action
Common Threads was curated by 
Lee Plested and initially presented 
at the Confederation Centre Art Gal-
lery in Charlottetown, Canada, from 
June 3 to September 23, 2007. It 
then toured to Calgary, where it 

was presented at the Illingworth 
Kerr Gallery at the Alberta College 
of Art and Design from November 
22, 2007 to January 5, 2008 (and 
the discussion here focuses on the 
2008 presentation). The exhibi-
tion brought together a selection 
of works that used processes of 
knitting, embroidery, and crochet, 
or textile materials such as yarn or 
thread. Occupying the two large 
galleries of the Illingworth Kerr 
Gallery, the exhibition consisted 
primarily of sculptural works by 
a range of contemporary artists: 
small-scale wool works by Alex-
andra Bircken; the cast and knit 
works Tent (without poles) and 
Negative Chair by Anders Bon-
nesen; Suzen Green's custom-knit 
sweaters designed to influence 
the behavior of the wearer; an 
installation documenting the 
KnitKnit Sundown Salon by Sabrina 
Gswandtner, Fritz Haeg, and Sara 
Grady; the Bass Benches installa-
tion by the collective Instant Coffee 
(Figure 1); machine knit mittens, 
scarves, and tams, paying tribute 
to celebrities by Cary Leibovitz; 
Rilla Marshall's woven Puzzle and 
wall-hung tapestry; Lucy Pullen's 
Infinite Outfit, a collection of gar-
ments knit out of reflective thread; 
Wires by Judith Scott, one of the 
bundles of thread and wire by this 
so-called “outsider” artist; the 
large black Pom-Pom and embroi-
dered guitar tabs by Kathy Slade; 
My Dear Colleagues by Rosemarie 
Trockel, a plastic torso with knit 
sleeves; and Francesco Vezzoli's 
embroidered reproduction of Josef 
Albers's Homage to a Square and 
portrait of Janet Jackson. As the 
title suggests, many of the works in 
the exhibition used textile materi-
als or processes to address ideas 

around the potentially social or 
communal aspects of contempo-
rary craft practice. As described in 
Plested's curatorial statement:

Influenced by various social 
histories of the handmade, 
conceptual and process art, as 
well as populist and communal 
cultural production, these artists 
take craft's materiality and social 
potential as a starting point and 
subject … Memories of utopian 
modernity are referenced and 
reworked…these artists create 
works that actively address the 
utopian proposals which emerged 
from various late 20th century 
artistic practices, taking up these 
models today for a critical inves-
tigation of the contemporaneous 
role of textiles. (2008)

The exhibition did not have an 
explicit focus on performance in 
relation to textile-based practices, 
however, Plested's emphasis 
on the “social potential” of the 
handmade necessarily raises 
questions about how this potential 
was enacted or translated within 
the context of the exhibition. In 
this sense, Common Threads is an 
important case study in the context 
of my investigation, particularly for 
works in the exhibition which (re)
presented or featured aspects of 
performance. While the individual 
works in the exhibition referenced 
this potential to varying degrees, a 
few of the works did aim to activate 
a site or space for social interac-
tion, including the KnitKnit Sun-
down Salon, an installation based 
on video footage of a 2004 event. 
Co-organized by New York-based 
artist/curator Sabrina Gschwandt-
ner and Los Angeles-based 
curators Fritz Haeg and Sara Grady 
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(Gschwandtner 2008), the original 
2004 event took place over the 
course of a day and included par-
ticipation, actions, and exchanges 
by a variety of artists, crafters, and 
community members as part of 
the Sundown Salon series hosted 
in Haeg's geodesic dome space in 
Los Angeles. Activities ranged from 
knitting circles, displays of knitted 
work, people serving food, selling 
zines and other projects, perfor-
mances, unraveling and reusing of 
old sweaters into new projects, film 
and video screenings, and a spe-
cially created CD of “music to knit 
to” (Haeg 2004). Gschwandtner’s 
reflections underscore the spirit of 
community, exchange, and socia-
bility of the original event: “For 
eight hours on a gray February day 
in Los Angeles, the KnitKnit Sun-
down Salon existed as a utopic, 
three-tiered marvel of handmade 
wonders, a communal undertaking 
that gave me hope for the rise of a 
new social order” (2008).

During the original event, the 
potential for interaction and new 
models of (utopic) sociability were 
derived from the participatory 
and unstructured activities of 
communal and live crafting. For 
Common Threads in 2008, how-
ever, the “three-tiered marvel of 
handmade wonders” was unfor-
tunately reduced to video footage 
of the original event played on a 
small TV screen which sat inside 
a dome-style tent (reminiscent 
of the geodesic dome; Figure 2), 
where viewers entered to sit on 
crocheted cushions and watch 
(Figure 3). When translated into 
the context of the 2008 exhibition, 
the idea of live crafting as a site for 
social engagement or action was 
referenced, but not accessible. 
Viewers were only able to imagine 
this potential rather than enact it 
for themselves.

Perhaps inspired by the notion 
that craft’s social potential might 
be enacted through the act of 

crafting, the gallery organized a 
series of public knitting workshops 
hosted by participating artist 
Suzen Green. The workshops were 
publicized with the invitation: 
“This is your call to action! Knit 
with Common Threads! Saturday 
drop ins- 1 to 5PM. Join us for FREE 
drop-in knitting circles or schedule 
your group/organization for their 
own knitting bee inside the exhibi-
tion” (Frère 2007). The workshops 
took place within the Bass Benches 
installation by Canadian art 
collective Instant Coffee—a space 
designed to host, provoke, or 
inspire social gatherings (Plested 
2008), complete with rough 
wooden benches accessorized with 
multi-colored crocheted cushions, 
a do-it-yourself DJ station with a 
turntable and collection of records, 
and a disco ball hung from the 
ceiling of the gallery. Similar to 
the cushions in Gschwandtner's 
tent, Bass Benches relied on the 
presence and significance of tex-

Figure 1
Instant Coffee, Bass Benches. Common Threads, curated by Lee Plested at the Illingworth Kerr Gallery, Calgary, AB. 
November 22, 2007 to January 5, 2008. Photo courtesy of Illingworth Kerr Gallery.
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tiles—and in particular the relaxed 
or nostalgic “rec room” associa-
tions of crochet—as a visual and 
tactile cue for how the space was 
to be used and experienced. The 
use of crochet in works like these 
can also be situated in relation to 
a longer history of feminist craft 
works by artists such as Faith 
Wilding, Evelyn Roth, or contempo-
rary artists such as Allyson Mitchell 
and Sheila Pepe who have used 
textile materials and processes to 
create or customize spaces, and 
to unpack ideas of textiles as nec-
essarily connected to traditional 
conceptions of comfort, femininity, 
or domesticity. The way that these 
spaces are activated or inhabited 
are integral parts of the work, and 
deserve consideration not only 
as potential sites for sociability 
or action, but for the way they are 
actually used and experienced.

In his curatorial text, Plested 
addresses the increasing pop-
ularity of knitting across both 

“quotidian and … high-cultural 
manifestations,” and stresses the 
role of “social organizations that 
entwine the act” (2008). Ostensi-
bly, the public knitting workshops 
aimed to capitalize on this popular-
ity and have participants enact the 
kind of social activity referenced by 
some of the works in the exhibition 
and described in the curatorial 
text. However, the workshops suf-
fered from poor attendance as well 
as an ambiguity around their role 
within the context of the exhibition 
and the gallery: members of the 
public were asked to come and 
“perform” social crafting, but with-
out the motivations that already 
inspire these kinds of activities.2 
The ambiguous aim of the work-
shops was further problematized 
by the fact that they were never 
positioned as works of art in their 
own right. Rather than making a 
space for live or performed crafting 
as a core part of the exhibition, the 
exhibition problematically situated 

the live actions of crafting as 
distinct from (and even secondary 
to) the objects on display. Even as 
the exhibition’s curatorial premise 
hinted at aspects of process, mak-
ing, or social engagement, these 
more active parts of craft were only 
accessible through documentation 
or as public programming.

In cases where the live and 
social aspects of crafting are 
integral to the work (and its 
political aims), curators, museum 
educators, and artists must be 
conscious of how they are includ-
ing these in exhibitions or public 
presentations, and make space 
for live or performed activities of 
crafting as works in their own right. 
More importantly, they must be 
cautious of relegating the social 
or performed aspects of crafting to 
public programming, and consider 
how these kinds of works are being 
exhibited or collected in ways that 
might hold space for the politi-
cal spirit or form of the work. As 

Figure 2
Installation view, Common Threads, curated by Lee Plested at the Illingworth Kerr Gallery, Calgary, AB, November 22, 
2007 to January 5, 2008. Photo courtesy of Illingworth Kerr Gallery.
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discussed elsewhere, an overem-
phasis on the social or communal 
aspects of craft making as the sole 
means to think about performance 
and craft, “potentially excludes 
works that do not fit this model of 
sociability, reinforces gendered 
readings of craft, and at worst rele-
gates craft and crafting to the role 
of yet another prop for accessible 
or participatory projects” (Burisch 
2012: 98).

Gestures of Resistance: Craft 
in Motion
In contrast to the downplayed 
aspects of live or socially engaged 
crafting in Common Threads, the 
2010 exhibition Gestures of Resist-
ance brought these questions to 
the fore by presenting a number 
of works where no recognizable 
or functional craft object was 
produced, or where ambiguously 
functional objects were created 
in collaboration with those who 

would normally act as spectators. 
Gestures of Resistance was a dura-
tional project by curators Shannon 
Stratton and Judith Leemann, 
originally presented as a panel 
discussion and exhibition at the 
College Art Association conference 
in Dallas in 2008 and subsequently 
developed into a larger exhibition 
at the Museum of Contemporary 
Craft in Portland in 2010. Through 
the panel, exhibition, and their 
website (Performingcraft.com), 
Stratton and Leemann have been 
investigating works and practices 
that intersect craft, performance, 
and politics. In the 2008 itera-
tion in Dallas, the objects in the 
exhibition were frequently (and 
unintentionally) read by audience 
members and participants as 
more central or significant than 
the performance components, 
which were “easily misread as 
the process that led to the object” 
(Andrews and MacKenzie 2010). 

The 2010 Portland exhibition, 
in contrast, used the windowed 
downstairs space of the Museum 
to host ongoing performative 
projects, actions, and gestures 
by eight different artists (Figure 
4). Projects included John Preus 
and Sarah Black’s collaboratively 
constructed stage/house structure 
Rebuilding Mayfield; printmaker 
Anthea Black’s postering project 
CALLING ALL NEXXXT GENERATION 
MIND INFLUENCERS: ARE YOU 
READY TO SERIOUSLY EFF WITH 
PUBLIC DECENCY?!?; Carol Lung's 
KO Enterprises bicycle-powered 
sewing machine; Mung Lar Lam's 
folded and ironed textile Ironings; 
Ehren Tool’s in-gallery cup-throw-
ing performance Occupation; Cat 
Mazza's Fiber Alliance to unravel 
and repurpose thrift-store sweat-
ers while tracing their circulation 
within the global textile market; 
and Theaster Gates’ final perfor-
mance A Good Whitewashing in 

Figure 3
Sabrina Gschwandtner, Fritz Haeg, and Sara Grady. KnitKnit Sundown Salon. Common Threads, curated by Lee Plested 
at the Illingworth Kerr Gallery, Calgary, AB. November 22, 2007 to January 5, 2008. Photo courtesy of Illingworth Kerr 
Gallery.
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which he touched, wore, arranged, 
and sang to contents of the exhi-
bition space while covering them 
in a layer of clay slip. Notably, the 
exhibition was built up over the 
course of its five-month run, with 
each artist working in situ and add-
ing their individual contributions 
to the main exhibition space. In 
keeping with the emphasis on craft 
processes and the durational work 
of crafting, issues of labor, gender, 
and class ran through many of 
the projects, alongside investiga-
tions of collaborative work, global 
manufacturing conditions, colonial 
histories of crafting, sustainable 
building practices, the impacts of 
war, and the articulation of queer 
space.

With the products of each art-
ist’s residency gradually installed 
and left in the downstairs space 
as residue or ephemera, the 
exhibition foregrounded the 
live aspect of the works, and in 
particular the live performance 
of craft-making. The exhibition 
began with Preus and Black, who 
worked over the course of a week 
to collaboratively build a wooden 
structure using instructions and 
specifications communicated to 
each other through a dividing 
wall (Figure 5). This structure then 
functioned as a stage or plat-
form for the performances that 
followed, as well as an interac-
tive space where viewers and 
participants could gather. The 
cumulative process of performing, 
installing, and exhibiting works 
over five months is a notable 
contrast to the idea of an exhibi-
tion as a static, preselected set of 
objects and offers one possible 

way of rethinking more traditional 
approaches to (craft) curating.

Some of the artists were also 
involved in creating and performing 
works outside of the gallery, such 
as Carole Lung’s performance KO 
Enterprises: High Performance 
Apparel Production, an experiment 
of uneconomical production. For her 
performance, Lung (AKA Frau Fiber) 
traveled around Portland with her 
bicycle-powered sewing machine, 
enlisting the help of volunteer 
citizens to pedal the bike while she 
sewed rain jackets hacked from 
a Columbia Sportswear pattern 
and made from repurposed plastic 
shopping bags (Figure 6). Lung’s 
project connects to a history of gar-
ment production that moves from 
the unseen creation and mending 
of one’s own clothing within the 
home, to the mass-production 
and consumption of standardized 
garments in unseen factories on the 
other side of the world. Through the 
public display of the work involved 
in creating a jacket, Lung’s per-
formance makes evident the skill, 
planning, time, and labor involved 
in creating consumer goods, while 
drawing connections between the 
things we buy and a global textile 
industry that often relies on sweat-
shop labor. Through the use of live 
crafting and the direct implication 
of other participants, the project 
reveals and emphasizes each of 
the individual components that go 
into the production of the garment: 
the time, the labor, the energy, and 
the raw materials are decidedly 
awkward, imperfect, and inefficient. 
The very impracticality of the pro-
duction process and the resulting 
object are far removed from either 
the mass-manufactured original or 

from any traditional well-made and 
useful craft object.

Similarly, Mung Lar Lam’s 
Ironings center on the extended 
performance of this domestic 
chore to fold and temporarily mark 
pieces of recycled fabric (Figure 7). 
When hung on the wall, the folded 
panels reference a history of mini-
malist or conceptual artworks, but 
by performing the work of ironing 
in the gallery, the Ironings evince 
the process of creation and also 
speak to the history of women's 
undervalued domestic and artistic 
labor. Lung and Lam’s projects 
both connect to histories of fem-
inist and performance art, most 
notably in relation to the ways 
that feminist artists have used 
craft and crafting as a means to 
discuss issues of women’s labor. 
Particularly when that work was 
done in public or in a museum, the 
presence of the “repetitive and 
obsessive act … within the context 
of art … served to elevate the sta-
tus of women’s work” (Roy 2001: 
60). These ideas have clearly been 
taken up by contemporary crafters 
such as Lung and Lam, whose 
projects foreground the actions 
of making as well as the time, 
energy, physical, and psycho-
logical effects of craft work. The 
step-by-step processes of making 
something, either in a domestic 
setting or in the broader context 
of global garment manufacturing, 
are revealed (and shared with 
participants and audiences) in 
each time-consuming, lengthy, 
and sometimes tedious stretch 
of time. These works alternately 
exaggerate and contradict the 
desire to be productive in a tradi-
tional domestic or artistic sense, 
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and do this through their focus on 
the actions of crafting.

Dematerialized Craft and the 
Museum
When considering the exhibitions 
and works discussed above, it 

should be clear that they repre-
sent a spectrum of approaches 
towards the intersection of craft, 
performance, and socially-based 
practice, and correspondingly a 
range of strategies for framing or 
(re)presenting this intersection 

through curatorial approaches, 
documentation, and public pro-
gramming initiatives.

More broadly, both exhibitions 
exemplify certain fundamental ten-
sions (that are by no means unique 
to craft) around how museums, gal-

Figure 4
Installation view, Gestures of Resistance, curated by Judith Leemann and Shannon Stratton at Museum of Contemporary 
Craft in partnership with Pacific Northwest College of Art, Portland, OR, January 26 to June 26, 2010, photo by: Nathan 
Henry-Silva, ©2010 Museum of Contemporary Craft.
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leries, and curators accommodate 
works or practices that do not fit 
comfortably into their usual modes 
of programming. Questions around 
how to negotiate among the 
potentially conflicting viewpoints 
and aims of artists, audiences, 
and institutional structures are 
frequently present when deciding 
how to incorporate aspects of live 
or ephemeral works. If exhibitions 
like the ones under considera-
tion aim to make space for live or 
social aspects of crafting, they 
must nevertheless negotiate the 
still-significant historical emphasis 
on object-centered practices and 
conventions of display. In particu-
lar, the expectations around what 
kinds of objects and practices 
“should” appear in a craft exhibi-
tion or museum will undoubtedly 
color how audiences might view or 
interpret live or performance-based 
craft works. Stratton and Lee-
mann have openly discussed the 

challenges of presenting perfor-
mances and their traces within 
the context of a museum and, in 
particular, within a craft museum 
(Andrews and MacKenzie 2010). 
Notably, as a way to provide 
context for the works happening in 
the main gallery space, Gestures 
of Resistance featured a separate 
upstairs Study Center where past 
works, resources, and further 
didactic materials were displayed 
in order to provide context for the 
performances happening below 
(Figure 8). While the Study Center 
did provide an important means to 
contextualize the performances, it 
also reaffirmed a more traditional 
approach to presenting craft: static 
objects, often divorced from the 
context or actions of their creation. 
Works that had previously been 
installed in public spaces (such 
as Anthea Black's public poster-
ing project looking for love in all 
the wrong places), or that had 

been the product of collaborative 
co-creation (such as Cat Mazza's 
well-known Nike Blanket Petition), 
were presented there as artifacts or 
archives of past works.

This begs a return to the ques-
tions that arise from these kinds of 
presentations and their relation-
ship to documentation: how does 
the use of craft objects or material 
traces as a form of documentation 
complicate or contradict the aims 
of dematerialized or ephemeral 
practices? If performance-based 
craft is enacting or echoing the 
anti-commodity stance of histor-
ically dematerialized practices, 
then how does the presence or 
absence of the craft object function 
in relation to these aims?

One notable approach that 
has emerged in considering the 
intersections of craft, perfor-
mance art, and documentation 
stems from the idea that craft 
objects are naturally “evocative” 

Figure 5
Sara Black and John Preus, Rebuilding Mayfield, performance view, Gestures of Resistance, curated by Judith Leemann 
and Shannon Stratton at Museum of Contemporary Craft in partnership with Pacific Northwest College of Art, Portland, 
OR, January 26 to June 26, 2010, photo by: Chloe Dietz, ©2010 Museum of Contemporary Craft.
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(Adamson 2007: 168) of their own 
making, or what curator Namita 
Gupta Wiggers has  identified 
as “the latent performance 
potential of a crafted object” 
(2010, 29). Museum director Bill 
Arning describes this potential 
as emerging from the way we 
might imagine the creation of a 
craft object: “If we see a woven 
basket, we imagine its weav-
ing. If we see a thrown pot, we 
imagine its throwing” (2010, 
6). Building upon this idea of a 
latent or imagined performance 
potential, crafted objects might 
be viewed as especially appropri-
ate, embodied, or representative 
forms of documentation. In this 
view, crafted objects function 
as records of all the actions that 
took place over a given time, 
with the “event” or act of making 
physically inscribed upon them. 
For example, Lung’s jackets or 

Lam's Ironings might both be 
read in this way, presumably 
provoking a means to imagine 
the performance of their own 
creation, and functioning as a 
supplement to other forms of 
photographic or video documen-
tation. This can be a productive 
lens through which to think about 
craft, performance, and docu-
mentation, but it is not without 
problems, and should not be 
the default for thinking about 
these relationships. We might 
here recall Schimmel’s spectrum 
of practices, and underline the 
significant differences between 
the traditional, functional craft 
objects that Adamson, Wiggers, 
and Arning are discussing and 
those (that might be) produced 
as part of a performance. While 
related, objects produced in the 
context of a studio-craft economy 
are decidedly different from those 

potentially produced as part of 
a performance, most notably in 
the ways they are circulated, 
displayed, and consumed. Fur-
thermore, given contemporary 
art’s recent interest in aspects of 
material, process, and gesture, 
it is clear that craft(ed) objects 
are not uniquely positioned to 
“convey the signs of their own 
fabrication” (Jones 2013: 7). 
Bearing in mind the significance 
of the live or ephemeral qualities 
of performance art, it is also cru-
cial to note that reading a vague 
performance-quality into craft 
objects is markedly different from 
witnessing or participating in a 
live performance.

You Had To Be There: 
Performance Art and 
Documentation
The relationships among live 
performance, objects, and audi-

Figure 6
Carole Lung, a.k.a. Frau Fiber, Performance in front of Fat Fancy, Portland, Oregon. March 26, 2010. Gestures of 
Resistance, curated by Judith Leemann and Shannon Stratton at Museum of Contemporary Craft in partnership with 
Pacific Northwest College of Art, Portland, OR, January 26 to June 26, 2010, photo by: Heather Zinger, ©2010 Museum 
of Contemporary Craft.
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ences are distinctly complicated 
by the role of documentation. As 
theorist Peggy Phelan has notably 
described, “Performance’s only 
life is in the present. Performance 
cannot be saved, recorded, docu-
mented, or otherwise participate 
in the circulation of representa-
tions of representations: once it 
does so, it becomes something 
other than performance” (1993: 
147). The ongoing tensions, 
discussions, and maneuverings 
that have accompanied the (re)
presentations of performance 
art through its documentation 
are undoubtedly present in the 
examples I am discussing, and 
similarly call into question the 
status and significance of the live 
or original event in relation to 
its documentation. For example, 
Gschwandtner’s KnitKnit installa-
tion in Common Threads featured 
the re-presentation of documen-
tation, relying on video footage to 

communicate information about 
the original event. In this case, 
its presentation in the context of 
the exhibition aimed to augment 
or encourage an association with 
the sociability of the original live 
event that was difficult to achieve. 
The project of documenting and 
disseminating traces of the perfor-
mances in Gestures of Resistance 
was integrated into the run of 
the exhibition, and although this 
extensive documentation allows 
broader access for those who 
could not visit the exhibition (or 
were only able to see parts of it), 
it is necessary to question how 
this documentation functions in 
relation to the live performances 
presented during the exhibition. 
Given that evolving discussions 
around performance art, its doc-
umentation, exhibition, historici-
zation, and curation remain sites 
for productive analysis, it is clear 
that similar tensions around the 

relationship between performance 
and its documentation must also 
be considered when analyzing 
and historicizing live or perfor-
mance-based craft works.

If one of the central aims of 
performance art was to produce 
objectless work that could “not be 
bought or sold” (Goldberg 1988: 
152), then the ways in which muse-
ums, curators, and the art market 
have adapted to this challenge 
is significant. Echoing Lippard's 
description of the fate of dema-
terialized practices above, Henry 
Sayre has described how museums 
and galleries, when faced with the 
problems of collecting and display-
ing live or performance art, turned 
to documentation as a means to 
access or own this kind of work:

What … gave [the museum] 
access to objectless art, was the 
document, the record of the art 
event that survived the event ... 

Figure 7
Installation view, Mung Lar Lam, Gestures of Resistance, curated by Judith Leemann and Shannon Stratton at Museum 
of Contemporary Craft in partnership with Pacific Northwest College of Art, Portland, OR, January 26 to June 26, 2010, 
Photo by: Chloe Dietz, ©2010 Museum of Contemporary Craft.
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By the early seventies, at any 
rate, most self-respecting modern 
collections included some kind of 
performance piece, which often 
meant only that it ‘owned’ a con-
ceptual idea or, more materially, 
the rights to photographs docu-
menting an event (1989: 2).

While Sayre emphasizes photo-
graphs, it should be noted that 
documentary traces can take 
many other forms including video, 
remnants of objects or materials, 
instructions, notations, and oral or 
written accounts. Other theorists 
have argued for a more direct or 
equivalent relationship between 
performance and its documen-
tation, as well as the logistics 
and possibilities of writing about 
performance “in absentia” (Jones 
1997). Performance scholar Philip 
Auslander identifies two main 
modes of performance documen-
tation: the documentary and the 

theatrical. Auslander’s “docu-
mentary” mode encompasses the 
more traditional understanding of 
documentation: a record(ing) of a 
live performance that functions as 
“evidence that it actually occurred” 
(2006: 1). The “theatrical” mode 
includes works which were “staged 
solely to be photographed or 
filmed and had no meaningful 
existence as autonomous events 
presented to audiences” (2006: 
2). Critic and curator Chantal 
Pontbriand had earlier identified 
similar categories of “direct and 
deferred performance,” emphasiz-
ing that “the idea of performance 
is present in both cases” (1979: 11). 
Auslander argues that the differ-
ences between the documentary 
and the theatrical may not be as 
distinct as they seem, and that 
even the most direct performances 
are often consciously performed 
or staged with documentation 
in mind, undermining the notion 

that the live or original event is 
somehow more significant or real. 
He suggests that in some sense 
“... it is not the initial presence of 
an audience that makes an event 
a work of performance art: it is its 
framing as performance through 
the performative act of document-
ing it as such” (2006: 7). In this 
sense, the project to document and 
disseminate information about the 
works in Gestures of Resistance 
(with interview-style videos and 
photographs appearing on the 
Museum’s website during the run 
of the exhibition), contributed to 
producing and legitimizing their 
status as performance. In contrast, 
the more ambiguous framing 
and presentation of live or social 
aspects of crafting in Common 
Threads flirted with idea of perfor-
mance, but never fully produced it 
in the same way.3

Auslander and Jones rightfully 
stake out a space for accessing 

Figure 8
Study Center, Gestures of Resistance, curated by Judith Leemann and Shannon Stratton at Museum of Contemporary 
Craft in partnership with Pacific Northwest College of Art, Portland, OR, January 26 to June 26, 2010, photo by: Chloe 
Dietz, ©2010 Museum of Contemporary Craft.
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and writing about performance 
through its documentation, but 
both rely on an understanding of 
performance art documentation as 
an intentional, considered process 
that is authored or chosen by 
the artist during the performance 
and then is collected and saved 
by an institution. While certainly 
applicable in theory to the works 
discussed here, we might consider 
whether similar infrastructures 
for collecting and accessing 
performance documentation are 
present in craft institutions, their 
collections policies, or the writing 
of craft’s histories. To access a 
work through its traces implies that 
those traces will remain available. 
These more nuanced approaches 
to documentation are crucial to 
understandings of performance, 
but can fall short of describing how 
we might deal with works that may 
have been documented without a 
final presentation in mind (such as 

the KnitKnit event), or works that 
were never documented (inten-
tionally or not). We should also be 
wary of foreclosing the possibility 
of writing about performances or 
practices that might be presented 
and circulated outside of estab-
lished art or craft institutions and 
networks.

Even as it remains necessary to 
encounter performance through its 
documentation or to consider doc-
umentation as a means to produce 
the work, the experience of viewing 
or participating in live performance 
is undoubtedly different than expe-
riencing it through documentation. 
Catherine Elwes has criticized “the 
supremacy of documentation and 
supposedly embodied critical prac-
tices” (2004: 195) as a means to 
present or historicize performance. 
Elwes goes on to argue that “the 
non-verbal reaction to a live event 
and the unruly subjectivity of the 
artist herself must be at least as 

valuable as any subsequent anal-
ysis, performative or otherwise” 
(2004: 195). She echoes Phelan’s 
claims about the significance of 
the live event, and the differences 
in how we “encounter the flesh 
and blood person of the artist and 
how that experience is transformed 
by the subsequent creation of 
documentary evidence” (2004: 
195). In the case of performed 
crafting, particularly in long-du-
ration works that center on the 
labor of craft processes or the (co)
creation of social spaces (and call 
upon connections to histories of 
feminist performance and concerns 
around artistic agency, labor, 
and embodied making), the gap 
between the lived experience of the 
original event and its transforma-
tion through documentation can be 
especially striking.

In Common Threads and its 
corresponding public programming 
initiatives, the distinct experi-

Figure 9
Theaster Gates, A Good Whitewashing, performance view, Gestures of Resistance, curated by Judith Leemann and 
Shannon Stratton at Museum of Contemporary Craft in partnership with Pacific Northwest College of Art, Portland, OR, 
January 26 to June 26, 2010, photo by: Heather Zinger, ©2010 Museum of Contemporary Craft.
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ences of participating in a knitting 
workshop and watching a video 
of a knitting event highlighted the 
ways that the live performance of 
crafting was either downplayed or 
mediated through documentation 
in the context of this exhibition. 
Documentation, in this instance, 
provided access to an event or 
experience that might not have 
been practical or possible for the 
gallery to include, but in many 
ways reinforced the distance or 
separation from the aims and 
experience of the original event. 
The potential for including viewers 
in a time-based, interactive expe-
rience of communal craft-making 
was present in the workshops, but 
was problematically positioned 
as secondary to the display of 
object-based work. In contrast, 
for Gestures of Resistance, live 
or participatory craft-making was 
at the center of the exhibition, 
emphasizing the significance of the 
temporary or ephemeral gestures 
(Figure 9). Here, it would have been 
impossible for all of the perfor-
mances and participatory actions 
to be accessible to all viewers, but 
traces of each performance were 
left in the gallery throughout the 
five-month run of the exhibition. 
The various works and actions 
were also documented extensively 
through the gallery’s website, blog-
ging, artist interviews, video, pod-
casts, and photographs. Following 
the exhibition, the documentation 
for Gestures of Resistance contin-
ues to serve an important function 
in broadening the audience for 
the performances and making 
them accessible beyond the time 
and place of the exhibition itself. 
However, we must still consider the 

extent to which any documentation 
sufficiently represents the experi-
ence of direct involvement with a 
live performance. In addition, as an 
exhibition or performance moves 
further into the realm of “history,” 
its documentation will become 
increasingly important and in turn 
may displace the significance of 
the original event—a shift fore-
shadowed by the (traces of) earlier 
works included in the Study Center 
as part of Gestures of Resistance.

With the recent and renewed 
interest in performance art and 
its history, artists and museums 
are continuing to develop new 
strategies for responding to the 
constraints of (re)presenting and 
preserving performance or ephem-
eral works. Marina Abramović’s 
“re-performances” of historical 
performance works, “play with 
iconic images even as her manip-
ulation of time, space and bodily 
presence works against the flat-
tening of these works in art-his-
torical memory” (Santone 2008: 
148). Other artists, such as Tino 
Seghal are finding ways to create 
works while refusing to record or 
document any aspect of their pres-
entation or sale, relying instead 
on word-of-mouth or oral accounts 
to circulate information (Eamon 
2009: 35‒36). We might imagine 
that similar strategies could be 
integrated into craft performances 
and their traces, but this requires 
thinking now about how or whether 
documentary traces are being  
produced, circulated, and col-
lected. Can we imagine a (craft) 
museum collecting not only 
objects, but videos, photographs, 
or the rights to a work of performed 
crafting? How will the traces being 

produced now enter into the 
historical record and how will they 
function in another 30, 40, or 50 
years? While craft-ephemera may 
provide a means to augment the 
documentary traces of a perfor-
mance, we should be wary of fall-
ing back solely upon the object as 
the primary means to think through 
or historicize performance-based 
craft. In this sense, returning to the 
object may be appropriate in some 
situations, but narrows the possi-
bilities for thinking more broadly 
about the potentials of dematerial-
ized craft.

Conclusion
Exhibitions such as Common 
Threads and Gestures of Resistance 
can offer new ways of thinking 
about and understanding con-
temporary craft practice. These 
exhibitions highlight important 
considerations around how 
artworks and curatorial strategies 
might negotiate concerns around 
liveness, documentation, and the 
relationship among performances, 
objects, and actions. Indeed, even 
if craft as a discipline is particularly 
well-suited to object-centered theo-
ries and approaches, it remains 
important to question the reasons 
for this focus, as well as the possi-
bility of framing or practicing craft 
in alternate ways. Crafted objects 
are decidedly present in several 
of the case studies considered, 
and the possibility of an entirely 
object-less practice (in either 
performance art or craft) remains 
a site for debate. Nevertheless, an 
emerging emphasis on the actions 
of crafting allows us to consider 
how contemporary craft works and 
practices might draw from, negoti-
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ate, and build upon the strategies 
and concerns of performance 
art, as well as upon traditionally 
constructed definitions of craft. The 
political or “resistant” potential 
of these works and exhibitions 
is often linked to actions, ges-
tures, or the creation of social 
spaces, suggesting that using craft 
objects as documentation may not 
always fit with the spirit of these 
works. Even as the possibility 
of a completely anti-commodity 
or dematerialized practice has 
been complicated by the role of 
documentation and collection, it 
still remains necessary to think 
about how these claims are played 
out in the ongoing historicization 
and treatment of performance 
and craft works. Undoubtedly, 
there is no single answer for how 
to document or present live or 
performance-based crafting, but it 
is worthwhile bearing in mind how 
similar conversations are shaping 
an understanding of the relation-
ships between performance art and 
its documentation.

Notes
 1.  The Museum of Contemporary 

Craft in Portland, Oregon, has 
also used this strategy in con-
junction with a 2011 exhibition 
of works by textile artist Laurie 
Herrick, inviting five weavers to 
perform as Artists-in-Residence 
during the run of the exhibition 
(Wiggers 2011). Artist Macken-
zie Kelly-Frère writes about his 
in-gallery weaving performance 
in this issue.

 2.  For example, we might con-
trast the Common Threads 
knitting workshops with the 
myriad of other contemporane-
ous instances of self-organized 
and social crafting activities 
of the same period. Knitting 
circles, the increasingly popu-
lar “Stitch n’ Bitch” meetings 
held in yarn stores and cafes, 
Craftivist, and yarn-bombing 
groups all enact versions 
of craft’s social potential—
without (and sometimes in 
defiance of) any kind of “call 
to action” or recognition from 
institutional or gallery spaces 
(Minahan and Cox 2007).

 3.  In a similar vein, a New York 
Times review of Radical Lace & 
Subversive Knitting, points to 
the works in the exhibition that 
used interactivity or perfor-
mance as “most in keeping 
with the show’s politically 
charged title” while expressing 
disappointment at the lack of 
more experimental approaches 
to knitting or needlework in the 
exhibition overall (Schwenden-
er 2007).
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