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Jareh Das 
meets the 
Turkish 

performance 
artist who 
constantly 
pushes the 

physical limits 
of her body 
– and kisses 
- to realise 

her extreme 
artistic visions

Kiss the 
pain away:

‘Atropos’ 
(photo by Stefan Erhard)

*  *  *
‘I began to realise that I wanted to work with my body in close 

relation to the audience – performance, in this sense, is 
something that has been connected to my soul ever since. I 
learned a lot from Marina, for which I am thankful, but my 

work differs greatly from her’ - (Nezaket Ekici, 2014)

*  *  *
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(Clockwise from left) 
‘Emotion In Motion’ 
installation views (Pi 
Artworks, London)

That installation consisted of a white room whose entire surface 
(vases, table, plates, clothing, chairs, mattress etc.) was covered with 
bright red lipstick marks. Prior to the opening, Ekici spent two days 
creating a space, which she began to kiss. At the private view, 
audiences arrived to find the completed space, the artist’s body and 
clothing, all covered in kisses. She then kissed audience members 
and ended the performance with a rhythmic and impassioned 
dancing and drumming. This finale was the end of a three-day 
performance and by this point  her lips and chin were red, sore  
and bloodied. According to curator, Shaheen Merali, ‘The trace of 
lipstick forms a patina of affection or consumption, depending on 
which way you look at it’. One could read the kiss in this context  
as one that is deeply embedded in pain and pleasure, acceptance 
and rejection.

Of all the performances documented in the retrospective, the 
most striking, compelling and emotionally charged is ‘Atropos’ 
(2006), which Ekici first performed at the International Sinop 
Biennial in Turkey. Wearing a long red dress, the artist stands in a 
room with her hair sectioned off and tied to the ceiling with white 
strings. A pair of scissors is to hand, but she does not use them just 
yet. In an act of self-liberation, she begins to tug at her hair by 
moving violently. Some of the hair begins to tear away. When the 
pain gets too much to bear, she picks up the scissors and cuts away 
some of the trapped hair. A metaphor for the existential struggle 
between freedom and life? 

‘Ekici walks 
a linE on thE 
boundary  
of pain...’ 

Most performance art is widely disseminated through 
mediated apparatus, and Ekici is well aware of what this 
documentation takes away from the live act. She describes the 
differences between a live performance and its documentation 
thus. ‘A performance [is] becoming something special because  
of the performer, if and when he/she is able to superimpose 
emotions and an atmosphere upon the audience’. 

Although she believes that a performance lives in the 
moment, Eicki works with documentation as a means of  leaving 
behind ‘relics from a performance’. She sees documentation as a 
new art work in its own right. Documentation for the artist, also 
acts as a catalyst for remembering the live act - in a sense, the 
artist is present when even when not present.

Ekici’s recent inaugural London exhibition ‘(After) Love  
At First Sight’ at Pi Artworks London, served as a mid-career 
retrospective, showing all her work executed over the past 
decade. At the core of the exhibition was a re-enactment of one 
of her earlier works, ‘Emotion in Motion’, which was first 
performed in 2000. 

n previous accounts on the oeuvre of Berlin-based, 
Turkish performance artist, Nezaket Ekici, much has 
made about her studying under the ‘godmother’ of 
performance art, Marina Abramovi. Before this period 
of studying performance, Ekici studied art pedagogy, 
painting and sculpture. It was her studying sculpture 
that led her to using her body as subject, creating 
works that combined both sculptural elements with 
performance. It is not unsurprising that 
immediate comparisons with her 

mentor are made, especially on an aesthetic level. 
Both are female body performance artists, 
presenting works that are significantly process-
based and see them pushing their bodies to its 
limits. Endurance is a theme for both, although 
with Ekici, an emphasis on presence through the 
physical nature of the work is more prevalent. 
Influence aside, when one considers the practice  
of Nezaket Ekici over the last thirteen years, her 
dedication and commitment to destablising 
normative bodily understandings are riveting. 
Although pain is not a central theme in her work, 
these thresholds are sometimes crossed. Ekici 
walks a line on the boundary of pain and her 
performances create strong emotional connections 
between the artist and viewer. Yet the experience of pain remains 
with the artist, never to be given away or passed on.

Ekici’s practice has been extensively documented through 
photography and film, which raises the question of performance 
and its subsequent transference to the pressured environment of the 
commercial art world. We have seen such documentation exchange 
hands for vast amounts, with the most lucrative performance artist 
today, recent Turner Prize nominee Tino Sehgal, selling rights to his 
performances - with no actual documentation involved. The 
ephemeral nature of performance is something that is continually 
debated. Feminist scholar, Peggy Phelan is just one of many who 
have formed a working consensus that ‘performance’ becomes 
something other than ‘performance’ once it is recorded through 
photographs and films. 

(Left) ‘Atropos’  
by Stefan Erhard
(Below left) 
‘Imagine’ (Ryszard 
Szczepankiewicz) 
(Below)’Blind 
Performance’ 
installation (2007)
(Andreas Dammertz/
Staatsgalerie, 
Stuttgart)

Meanwhile, in ‘Inafferrabile’ (2004), Nezaket stands with her 
back to the viewer, in a red room wearing a wedding dress eight 
meters long and six meters wide. She desperately tries to pull up the 
zipper but due to the sleeves being sewn to shoulder and hip, it’s an 
impossible task. Through a microphone, the noise of the zipper and 
her laboured breathing is audible. During the course of the thirty 
minute performance, the hitherto passive viewer agonises whether 
to step in and help. In the end, the artists gives up and, with an 
open back, exits the room. 

From the examples of her practice as part of ‘Emotion in 
Motion’, we observe a dichotomy between the use of endurance 
and pain by the artist and its perception by audiences. Painful 
actions, whether intentionally or intentional through witnessing or 
mediation in performance seems to reside more in the memories  
of the viewer than performer, and how performance artist 
transcended, or seemingly transcend normal pain thresholds when 
carrying out such acts.  ‘Emotion in Motion’ is a powerful process 
that reminds one of pain as well as delineating the duress of love 
and its universal worship. HBA

I

(Below Left) ‘Inafferabile’ (2004) Performance at exhibition 2yk 
Galerie Kunstfabrik am Flutgraben, Berlin) (A.D.)
(Below Right) ‘Human Cactus’ (2012)(Nihad Nino Pusija)


