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WHAT MAKES  
A WOMAN START 
FIRES?

words  
MAZZY-MAE GREEN

There is purity, as much as there is pain, in 
the performance art of Marina Abramović. 
Born in Serbia in 1946, Abramović felt 
oppressed as a child, but channelled this 
into her pieces that seem to test the limits 
of her expression. She does this with her 
body. In 1974, in one of her most memorable 
pieces “Rhythm 0”, she invited an audience 
to do what it wished to this body: a scene 
that ended with a gun being held to the art-
ist’s head. Her pieces are uncomfortable 
and divide opinion, but they also challenge 
various spheres of human activity: trust,
endurance and oppression. Her next per-
formance, though, could be her most dra-
matic. She plans to electrify herself with 
one million volts.

In 2020, Marina Abramović will occupy 
the main hall of the Royal Academy of Arts. 
She will be the first woman in the 250-year-
old history of the institution to do this. In 
this space, she will electrocute herself with 
a machine, before extinguishing a can-
dle. That’s the plan, anyway. It makes the 
stomach tighten. Factum Arte is the art-
tech company behind the conception of the 
device, which is inspired by the 19th-cen-
tury process of Kirlian photography: a pro-
cess by which an object on a photographic 
plate is connected to a high-voltage source,
producing a photograph. So, right down to 
the machine used, Abramović is pushing 
the boundaries of art. And that’s the point.

Abramović is ultimately an artist exploring 
a new side of performance. She’s impatient 
to burn down what we know and create new 
forms of expression. There’s a calculated 
insanity to the way that she attacks her 
ideas with extreme courage. The blood and 
tears are only her own. The pain is only her 
own, but it’s cathartic. She sets up a direct 
line of communication with her audience 
and creates this private world. Her next 
piece is exciting. What makes someon dis-
card everything? What makes a woman 
start fires? Whatever it is, it can be felt in 
the performances of Marina Abramović.
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