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Performance art is a medium that emphasizes the artist’s presence, the audience’s experience, and the relational dynamics between the two. Unlike traditional visual art forms such as painting or sculpture, performance art cannot be contained in a single object or snapshot of time; it is an event, a process, and a relationship. In this sense, performance art allows us to explore deep philosophical concepts like ontology, immanence, and temporality, which play vital roles in understanding the work of the artist, the dynamics between artist and audience, and the nature of the experience itself. Performance art challenges traditional notions of what art is by engaging with the body, time, and presence, and these concepts help us grasp the multifaceted nature of performance as a medium.
One of the most crucial philosophical frameworks for understanding performance art, and my first keyword, is ontology, the philosophical study of being. Ontology concerns itself with the question of what exists and what it means to exist. In the context of performance art, this leads to a consideration of how the artist’s body and actions become central to the artwork itself. Performance art is not about the creation of a static object that can be looked at from a distance; it is about the experience of being in the moment. The artist’s body, movements, and presence are inseparable from the art. The very act of performing is a declaration of existence. This ontological perspective can be seen in the work of Marina Abramović, particularly in The Artist Is Present (2010), where her bodily presence becomes the core of the performance. For hours each day, Abramović sat in a chair, staring silently into the eyes of visitors who sat across from her. There were no traditional artistic props or materials involved—just her physical body, sitting, breathing, and being in the space. As Abramović herself said, “When you sit in front of me, you are not looking at an object, you are looking at a human being” (Abramović, 2010). In this work, the artist’s being in the space with the audience became the artwork itself. The experience of sharing this space in real-time created a profound ontological encounter between the artist and the viewer. The performance existed only as long as the artist and the audience were present in the moment, making it an event rather than a static object.
The ontological aspect of performance art also relates to the philosophical idea of immanence which is my second key word and refers to the idea that meaning and experience arise from within the event itself, rather than from external sources. In traditional forms of art, the artwork exists separately from the viewer, who then interprets or analyses the work. However, in performance art, meaning is generated within the event. The audience’s active participation, their engagement with the artist’s presence, and the ongoing unfolding of the performance create a dynamic where the meaning is not fixed or predetermined. Instead, meaning emerges from the relational experience. In the work of Tino Sehgal, such as This Progress (2010), this sense of immanence is clearly demonstrated. Sehgal’s performances involve interactions between performers and the audience, with no physical objects or scripted actions. The art is created in the moment through live conversations and exchanges. As Sayre notes, “Sehgal’s work resists the commodification of art by refusing to create any permanent object or material presence” (Sayre, 1998, p. 67). The absence of tangible objects forces the audience to focus entirely on the ephemeral nature of the experience. The meaning of Sehgal’s work cannot be separated from the relational interaction that occurs in the moment—it is an experience that exists solely in the present. This kind of work challenges the traditional notion that art must be a physical object to be meaningful, emphasizing that the experience itself, not the object, is the true artwork.
Immanence is also about the way that performance art invites us to think about art as something that lives in the moment, not something that can be separated from the experience of time. My last keyword is the concept of temporality, or the relationship between time and art, is central to understanding performance art. Time is not a passive background in performance art; it is actively involved in shaping the artwork itself. Performance art engages with time as an active, living presence—artworks unfold over time and can be shaped by the duration of the performance, the pacing of the actions, and the interactions between the artist and the audience. In many performance art pieces, the passing of time is something that the audience directly experiences, whether through the duration of a performance or the awareness of the ephemeral nature of the work. Performance artists like Tehching Hsieh use time as an essential material in their work. In One Year Performance 1980–1981 (Time Clock Piece), Hsieh punched a time clock every hour for a full year, documenting his actions. The art here is not about what happens in an instant, but about the passage of time itself. The piece underscores how time affects the artist’s body, how the body endures, and how time can be marked by simple, repetitive actions. As Hsieh said, “The only reality is the one we are living” (Hsieh, 1981). His work forces the audience to reflect on the subjectivity of time and the physical and mental endurance required to endure it. Unlike traditional art, where time may be a secondary concern, in performance art, time becomes part of the experience.
Abramović’s work also explores the role of time in performance. In The House with the Ocean View (2002), Abramović spent twelve days in a gallery, remaining silent and engaging in minimal movement. Time itself became a central element of the work, as the artist’s endurance and the passage of days turned the work into a meditation on time, patience, and endurance. The audience could visit at any point during the twelve days, and the artist’s presence was unchanged, emphasizing the slow passage of time and the transformative power of waiting. The work forces the audience to reflect on time—how it is felt in the body, how it can stretch and contract, and how our awareness of it changes depending on our circumstances. Sayre describes this aspect of performance art well when he writes, “The temporal aspect of performance art is inseparable from its meaning. The work unfolds in real time, making time itself a part of the artwork” (Sayre, 1998, p. 12). In Abramović’s work, the audience is not simply watching an event unfold; they are consciously aware of the passage of time and their own relationship to it. The work transforms time from something we passively experience into an active component of the artwork itself.
Bergson’s concept of la durée (duration), which emphasizes the subjective experience of time, is particularly relevant here. According to Bergson, time is not something external or mechanical; it is something that we experience in a deeply personal and embodied way. In the work of performance artists like Chris Burden, time is experienced in intense, immediate ways that force the audience to confront it. In Shoot (1971), Burden allowed himself to be shot in the arm by an assistant. The moment was fleeting, yet it was profoundly shaped by time—it was an experience of risk, danger, and vulnerability that happened in a single instant. Yet the meaning of the performance was shaped not just by the action, but by the awareness of the passage of time, the bodily limits of endurance, and the potential for harm. The work forces us to consider not only the immediacy of time, but also the long-lasting effects of trauma and violence. As Sayre notes, Burden’s work “forces us to consider the relationship between time, risk, and representation” (Sayre, 1998, p. 54). Burden’s piece invites reflection on how time is experienced differently depending on our personal context—whether in the split second of an event or the long aftermath.
The concept of temporality also comes into play in the works of artists like Linda Montano, Yoko Ono, and Felix Gonzalez-Torres, who all play with time in different ways. Montano’s Seven Years of Living Art (1984–1991) involved her turning her entire life into a performance. Each day of her life, for seven years, became part of the artwork, which meant that time itself was the art. The work questioned the very idea of where art ends and life begins, as Montano’s ongoing existence became part of the artwork. Similarly, Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece (1964) uses time to heighten the tension and vulnerability of the performance. As audience members slowly cut away at her clothing, the experience of time becomes one of anticipation, discomfort, and the awareness of exposure. The long duration of the work invites the audience to experience a kind of collective waiting, which creates an emotional connection to the body and the passage of time.
In performance art, the relationship between the artist and the audience is essential for understanding how the medium engages with philosophical concepts like temporality, ontology, and immanence. The dynamic interplay between these components highlights the transient nature of the artwork and the way time is experienced by both the performer and the spectator. Performance art creates a unique space where time is not something passive; it becomes an active participant in the work. The audience, too, plays an integral role in how time is constructed and experienced. It is not just the artist's actions that shape the performance but also the reactions and responses of the viewers that help to shape the meaning of the work as it unfolds. This interdependence between the artist and the audience in the experience of time points to the importance of presence—the bodily presence of the artist, the audience, and the event itself.
As discussed earlier, the philosopher Henri Bergson’s ideas on time, or la durée, highlight how time is not a fixed, measurable entity but something that we experience through our senses, through living. In performance art, this idea resonates strongly because the artist and the audience are physically present within the unfolding event. The performance itself, as a shared experience, becomes a manifestation of time as lived and felt. Performance artists like Abramović and Burden specifically engage with their own physical presence as the central component of their work, blurring the lines between life and art. For example, in Rhythm 0 (1974), Abramović allowed the audience to interact with her body in any way they chose, using a variety of objects that ranged from flowers to a loaded gun. The performance stretched over six hours, during which time took on a visceral quality—at once agonizing and liberating. The audience's shifting engagement with her body, from curiosity to aggression, created a deep reflection on the artist's vulnerability, endurance, and her willingness to surrender to time and her own body.
Similarly, the work of Chris Burden, particularly in Shoot (1971), creates a heightened awareness of time and presence. Burden had an assistant shoot him in the arm with a rifle as part of his performance. The event, lasting mere seconds, creates a moment frozen in time, yet the aftermath—the physical consequences of the performance, the emotional and psychological effect on both Burden and the audience—lingers far beyond the duration of the action itself. The fleeting nature of the action, its swift beginning and abrupt end, emphasizes the subjective experience of time, where its significance is not derived from its length but from the intensity of the moment. In the same way that a traumatic event seems to stretch time, Shoot captures how a brief act can carry with it long-lasting consequences, leaving a lasting imprint on those who witness it. The temporal aspect of performance art often involves not just the duration of the work itself but the ways it resonates long after the performance has ended.
The concept of immanence can also be expanded through the artist’s relationship with the audience. Performance art does not exist in isolation—it requires the audience to complete the experience. The interaction between the audience and the artist is the site of meaning, where the artist’s actions and the audience’s reactions generate the artwork. In this sense, the art is immanent to the moment, rising from the relationship between the two parties and the context in which they find themselves. Tino Sehgal’s works, like This Progress (2010), reflect this immanent quality. The absence of physical objects in Sehgal’s work challenges the audience’s expectations of what constitutes art, emphasizing the performative nature of human interaction and dialogue. As the artist himself says, “The works are not to be seen; they are to be experienced” (Sehgal, 2010). In the absence of a tangible object, the meaning is not fixed but is shaped by the interaction that unfolds between performer and viewer. The experience cannot be separated from the performance itself, making it immanent to the present moment.
While performance art creates a space for exploring temporal, ontological, and immanent aspects, it also forces us to confront larger existential themes. The body, in performance, becomes both the medium and the message. The artist’s body is a central site of meaning, a vessel for the performance of identity, time, and experience. The embodiment of performance art encourages philosophical questions about the self, the other, and the boundaries of personal identity. How does the body speak to us about its existence, its limits, and its potential for transformation? The body in performance is not just a passive vessel—it is active, dynamic, and involved in the creation of meaning. The temporal and ontological concerns raised by performance art are often reflected in the artist’s conscious engagement with the body and the ways it exists in time.
Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece (1964) brings these existential themes to the forefront by exploring vulnerability and the role of the audience in the creation of the performance. Ono sat silently on stage, inviting the audience to cut away her clothes piece by piece, one person at a time. In this piece, the artist’s body becomes the site of both vulnerability and agency, where her passive submission to the audience’s actions contrasts sharply with the power dynamics inherent in the performance. The temporality of the work—the slow, deliberate pace of each cut—forces the audience to reflect on the passage of time as they witness the gradual deconstruction of Ono’s identity and form. The work explores how the body becomes an object of both gaze and action, exposing the audience’s complicity in shaping the experience. In doing so, it also underscores the importance of immanence: the work is created not by an external authority or interpretation but by the interaction that happens in real time, between the body of the artist and the actions of the audience.
Similarly, Felix Gonzalez-Torres’s Untitled (Portrait of Ross in L.A.) (1991) engages with themes of temporality and immanence in a different way. The piece consists of a pile of candy that is meant to be taken by the audience. Over time, the pile diminishes, representing the slow, inevitable loss of the artist’s partner, Ross, who died of AIDS. The impermanence of the piece reflects the passing of time and the fragility of life. The work’s immanence is crucial: the audience actively participates in the artwork’s depletion, and through this participation, the work becomes a shared experience of loss, absence, and remembrance. The piece reminds us of the fleeting nature of life and the ways in which we all engage with and shape time through our actions. It suggests that temporality does not simply refer to the passage of time but to how we engage with and experience it—how our actions can fill time with meaning, or leave it empty and hollow.
This focus on time is deeply connected to the concept of temporal presence—how the artwork exists in the moment and how it is experienced by those involved. The shared experience of time in performance art emphasizes how presence cannot be separated from the lived moment. Just as Bergson emphasized that time is not a linear progression but an internal experience, performance art reinforces this through its emphasis on the embodied, lived presence of the artist and the audience. As Sayre argues, “In performance art, meaning is not something that happens before or after the event, but something that occurs in the very act of experiencing the performance” (Sayre, 1998, p. 55). It is in this experience of time—whether measured in hours, minutes, or seconds—that the true power of performance art lies.
In conclusion, ontology, immanence, and temporality are essential concepts for understanding the power and depth of performance art. By focusing on the artist’s presence, the real-time unfolding of events, and the subjective experience of time, performance art challenges traditional forms of representation and offers a unique space for engagement. Through the works of artists like Marina Abramović, Tehching Hsieh, Chris Burden, Linda Montano, Yoko Ono, and Felix Gonzalez-Torres, performance art forces us to reconsider our understanding of art as an object or static experience. Instead, performance art invites us to experience art as an ongoing, embodied process—something that exists in the moment and in the relationships it creates. As Henry M. Sayre states, “The object of performance is not an object at all; it is a process, an event, a relationship” (Sayre, 1998, p. 23). Performance art allows us to engage with life in its most immediate, intimate form, offering a profound opportunity to reflect on time, being, and experience.
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