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ABSTRACT

The research "Metaphors of Work" investigates how language theory, 
visual communication design, and performance art can contribute to the 
comprehension and representation of work in our culture. This investigation 
aims to understand the practice of work beyond the domains of economic 
theory, acknowledging the relevance of embodied experience and different 
methods of perception in the formulation of meanings and therefore, in the 
production of knowledge. This research is conducted in two intertwined 
parts: a theoretical discussion and a creative experiment. The theoretical 
discussion is concerned with the way language provides frameworks for 
the assimilation and interpretation of embodied experiences. Metaphors 
are appointed as an essential cognitive operation in the foundation of our 
conceptual systems. As a starting point, nine pieces of performance work 
have been curated in order to unpack different aspects of work. These 
performances have been interpreted as meta-labors, and analyzed under 
the perspective of open-ended metaphorical formulations. Inspired by 
the particular methodological approach of these performances, appointed 
by Fabião as performative programs, a practical experiment has also been 
conducted. This program was executed with the participation of volunteers 
in between February and April, 2021. As the result of this experiment, 
a poetic inventory of gestures and words is introduced and analyzed in the 
third chapter of this research. It consisted of a series of language-based 
games, set to question the differences between saying and showing, and how 
these two verbs could be approached through the practices of performance 
art and graphic design. This inventory establishes insightful dynamics 
between words, images and gestures, relevant to the fields of performance 
and visual communications.

KEYWORDS  Work, Metaphors, Gesture, Performative programs, 
Language-game, Aspect seeing, Representation.
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‟to deny everything that habit has licked to a suitable smoothness”

Julio Cortázar, The Instruction Manual
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INTRODUCTION

Ways of looking

In one of his short stories, Uruguayan writer Eduardo Galeano describes the 
scene of a little boy taken by his father to meet the sea for the first time. They 
climbed up the sand dunes, with much effort and anticipation, until there it 
was: so immense and astounding, the boy was struck speechless. "And when 
he finally managed to speak, trembling, stuttering, he asked his father: Help 
me to see!"1 In contrast to its poetic charge, the title of this story, Functions of 
Art 1, seems to convey a more dispassionate ambition, more likely to a text-
book or an entry from a manual of instructions. In fact, seeing is not such an 
easy task. Some things seem so vast for our comprehension that we feel like 
we cannot grasp them, even though they might be right in front of our eyes. 
Seeing often requires methods, or, in the words of John Berger, "the way we 
see things is affected by what we know or what we believe. … We never look 
at just one thing; we are always looking at the relation between things and 

1 Eduardo H. Galeano, The Book of Embraces (New York : W.W. Norton, 1991), 17.
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ourselves."2 Yet, the same way vastness and novelty can challenge our sight,3 
things that are too familiar, things that are simply too ordinary, too close to 
us, may also become ungraspable.

That seems to be the case with our general mental images of work. This 
simple four-letter word comprises a very wide range of human experiences. 
Work influences our routines, our awareness of time, our sensitivity and 
endurance to physical activities, our social status, and even our very ideas of 
self-worth. According to anthopologist James Suzman, work "determines 
our future prospects, dictates where and with whom we spend most of our 
time; … molds many of our values and orients our political loyalties."4 For 
many, work is itself a moral value and a purpose for existence. Countries have 
work-affirmative slogans embroidered on their flags. We ask children what 
they want to become when they grow up, meaning what profession they aspire 
to take on. Since the moment we are born, productivity and professional 
grooming seems to have paved the tracks of every stage of our lives, into a 
seemingly natural progression of challenges – the interface through which 
we, as individuals, are inserted within the gears of society.

Beneath this lies the conviction that we are genetically hard-
wired to work and that our species’ destiny has been shaped by 
a unique convergence of purposefulness, intelligence and indus-
triousness that has enabled us to build societies that are so much 
more than the sum of their parts.5

Our notions and practices of work organize the world into a complex system 
of values, priorities and principles. Far beyond a simple activity, it is a social 
compass we use to orient human life.

Suzman traced a far-reaching history of work, from the origins of life 
on the planet till the present day. A history of work, as he elaborates, is a 
history of how living beings have evolved in their ways of capturing and 
transforming energy:

2 John Berger, Ways of Seeing (Penguin UK, 2008), Chapter 1.
3 The term seeing is recurrently used in language as a synonym for understanding or knowing. 

The correlation between image and knowledge sets one of the foundations of this research and will 
be discussed in more detail in the following chapters.

4 James Suzman, Work: A History of How We Spend Our Time (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2021), 
Introduction. 

5 Suzman, Work, Introduction. 
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At its most fundamental, work is always an energy transaction 
and the capacity to do certain kinds of work is what distinguishes 
living organisms from dead, inanimate matter. For only living 
things actively seek out and capture energy specifically to live, to 
grow and to reproduce.6

Under this broader perspective, work is seen beyond an exclusively human 
practice; instead, it is widely defined as the metabolism between all living 
beings and the natural energy resources around them.

A problem between economy and language

The concept of work is certainly tied down to survival, yet it is not confined 
within it. The evolution of human work has predominantly been interpreted 
through the strife between our insatiable needs and the provisions of nature. 
While natural resources are understood to be limited and scarce, human 
desires are infinite, and, therefore, work is what regulates this imbalance. This 
principle is referred to as the economic problem, or the problem of scarcity, and, 
as Suzman highlights, it

sits at the beating heart of the definition of economics ... It also 
anchors our markets, financial, employment and monetary sys-
tems. To economists … scarcity is what drives us to work, for it 
is only by working – by making, producing and trading scarce 
resources – that we can ever begin to bridge the gap between our 
apparently infinite desires and our limited means.7

Cross-referencing findings from anthropology, archeology, evolutive biol-
ogy, zoology, physics, economy and sociology, the author demonstrates how 
this assumption is not universal. In fact, during most of human span on 
this planet, our ancestors have probably enjoyed a more significant share of 
their time in idle or playful activities and might have attributed a smaller 
importance to work. The dread for scarcity, the author argues, roots back 
to the emergence of farming settlements, later aggravated by the concen-
tration of social life in the first cities, and, eventually, turbo-charged by the 
industrial revolutions.

6 Suzman, Work, Introduction.
7 Suzman, Work, Introduction.



16

Abandoning the idea that the economic problem is the eternal 
condition of the human race does more than extend the defini-
tion of work beyond how we make a living. It provides us with a 
new lens through which to view our deep historical relationship 
with work from the very beginnings of life through to our busy 
present. It also raises a series of new questions. Why do we now 
afford work so much more importance than our hunting and 
gathering ancestors did? Why, in an era of unprecedented abun-
dance, do we remain so preoccupied with scarcity?8

The idea of scarcity has likely less to do with nature's provisions and more 
with a shift in expectations, consequent to the rise of a new mentality that 
aims at accumulating, segregating, possessing and controlling natural 
resources. Far from a natural law, the hypothesis of the economic problem 
should also be understood as a cultural problem, or even a language problem. 
What economists have overlooked in their formulation is that the notions 
of necessity can be as fluctuant and subjective as the definitions of happiness, 
and could not be fixated universally. On the contrary, they vary dramatically 
across individuals, cultures and historical moments. Likewise, concepts such 
as value, satisfaction, security, deprivation or abundance cannot but threaten 
the pillars that sustain the economic discourses about work. Their meanings 
rely on context, expectation, experience and perception. Different societies 
around the globe and across the times have developed distinct practices, 
technologies, and rituals to interact with their environments and to make 
sense of their experiences, performing singular gestures of work.

What we talk about when we talk about work9

The present research aims to mapping and analyzing some of these abstract 
concepts that orbit and affect western contemporary notions of work. It is 
concerned with how language, images and performance can contribute to the 
comprehension, representation and production of meanings for work in our 
culture. It is not the focus of this research to revise economical or historical 
theories of work, but instead, to dissect, amplify and challenge these abstract 

8 Suzman, Work, Introduction.
9 In reference to Raymond Carver's What We Talk About When We Talk About Love (Random 

House, 2016).
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concepts; To reflect on how we relate to them and what political, ethical and 
aesthetic consequences they entail in our lives. Ultimately, the main object 
of this research becomes language itself, applied to the context of work 
and visual communication. Insights and practices from different disciplines, 
like performance art, anthropology, language theory and philosophy, have 
been borrowed and combined with the aim of acknowledging the tools and 
methods we can use to perceive something – "'to come to know by direct 
experience,' … 'to grasp with the mind', 'learn,' 'comprehend,' literally 'to 
take entirely.'"10 By doing so, restoring oddity to what we have accepted as 
normality, and turning visible what habit made invisible.

As a starting point, nine pieces of performance work – nine labors – have 
been curated and analyzed in order to unpack the different discourses 
around work. These performances are brought in as examples of a creative 
attempt to condense these discussions in visual and conceptual propositions, 
following a systemic compositional method. In the first chapter of this 
research, we will take a closer look into the particularities of performance 
art methodology, taking special account of Fabião's appointment of the 
term "performative program."11 According to Fabião, programs are engines 
of experimentation,12 and therefore a sensitive tool for the heightening of 
perception. These works of performance stand as inspirational foregrounds 
and provide context for this entire research.

To be able to gather and comprehend different meanings of work, but also 
to shed light over the cognitive operations through which meanings are 
produced, a more thorough study of language is essential. In the second 
chapter, we will discuss the importance of metaphors in our everyday lan-
guage and in the foundation of our conceptual systems. We will also under-
stand how Wittgenstein's thoughts about language could provide inspiring 
frameworks to navigate the sometimes labyrinthic issues of language and 
communication. To exemplify some of these ideas, we will analyze a sample 

10 “Definition and Etymology of Perceive,” Online Etymology Dictionary, accessed April 27, 
2022, https://www.etymonline.com/word/perceive.

11 Eleonora Fabião, “Programa Performativo: O Corpo-em-Experiência,” ILINX volume 8, 
(December, 2013): 4, https://www.cocen.unicamp.br/revistadigital/index.php/lume/article/
view/276/25; My translation.

12 Fabião, “Programa Performativo," 4; My translation.
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of conventional metaphors, such as the time is money axiom. We will also 
examine how some of the performances from the first chapter can establish 
new metaphorical formulations about work. Finally, this research intends to 
reveal how language and representation can be powerful political tools for 
the support of diversity.

In the third chapter of this research I will introduce my own formulation of 
a performative program. This program was executed with the participation 
of volunteers in between February and April, 2021. It consisted of a series 
of games involving the interpretation of words into gestures. These physical 
translations were captured by guest photographers during the sessions. Many 
of the gestures performed, reproduce everyday actions, already codified by 
our conventions. However, another part features strange, at times enigmatic, 
and poetic body compositions. We will discuss them under the perspective of 
language and performativity, and also considering Flusser's contemplations 
of the gesture as a specific category of human expression.

Inspired by Flusser and Warburg, this research presents a poetic inventory 
of gestures and words, which, together, provide valuable insights on the 
phenomenon of work. This inventory could be seen in direct counterpoint 
with the corporate aesthetics of stock images, or with the didacticism of 
sign language handouts, including Bruno Munari's iconic Supplement to the 
Italian Dictionary. Photography serves this project as both documentation 
and allegory. The images introduced in the third chapter are faced with the 
question of what could the differences between saying and showing be, and 
how these two verbs could be approached by the practices of performance 
art and graphic design.

The relationship between words and images is also of a great importance 
to this project. It prompts engaging connections that can also reveal new 
unexpected meanings. More than that, the dynamic of reading across images 
and text reflects the readers' appetite for meaning – it makes the sinuous 
work of interpretation visible, with all its ambiguities and its contradictions. 
Outcomes presented here are not, in any case, an index of absolute definitions. 
On the contrary, they are an invitation and a tribute to inefficiency, play, and 
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the unique pleasure of language. The ultimate goal of this project is precisely 
to test the manner in which images and words help us to navigate the world. 
Like any map, they only serve us as a simplification, as a model – always 
incomplete and subject to reformulation. They frame reality, they help us to 
perceive it, to experience it, yet they can also fabricate it.
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LOOKING AT WORK 
THROUGH 

PERFORMANCE ART

Contemporary allegories

Among my incursions in the topic of work, I have come across a few very 
compelling images. They all stand as visual evidence of real events – concep-
tually planned actions carried out as works of art. Nine actions have been 
curated into the present chapter in the attempt of harvesting abstract con-
cepts that guide our general discourses around work, such as time, purpose, 
identity and value. These nine actions demonstrate how such concepts inhabit 
a dynamic network of significations, casting their direct impact on concrete 
aspects of everyday life.

These actions introduce ways in which artists have implicated their own 
bodies as both instrument and subject of artistic research. They comple-
ment, contradict, and expand on each other, providing a rich panorama of 
perspectives on work. Evidently, work is the arbitrary thread that ties these 
nine pieces together for the purpose of our critical comparison. The follow-
ing interpretations do not intend to decipher their original motivations, nor 
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exhaust further readings. They should, nevertheless, be able to demonstrate 
the relevance of discussing this topic today. It is crucial, therefore, to com-
prehend how these nine actions interweave gestures, narratives, and images 
as means of creative intervention and investigation.

IX Labors

I. To push a block of ice

A white man, wearing an open shirt and All Star sneakers, pushes a block 
of ice over the paved streets of Mexico City. Nine hours of pushing is what 
it took for the block to melt completely [see FIG. 3 and 4]. The action was 
later condensed into a five-minute video piece entitled Paradox of Praxis 1, 
under the rubric “Sometimes making something leads to nothing.”1 Alÿs’s 
commitment to an activity that seems absolutely aimless stands as a riddle to 
the viewer’s logic. The only visible result of his labor is his physical exhaustion. 
As a sort of meditation, this gesture reflects “on the struggle against the pres-
sures of being productive.”2 Many of his pieces seek to engage in processes of 
transformation that disregard a conclusive final product, staging the motto of 
“maximum effort, minimal result.”3 In 2008, for instance, Alÿs meticulously 
hand painted sixty yellow median strips on a road in the former American 
Panama Canal Zone.4 He has also offered his service as a professional tourist 
in the central square of Mexico City.5 For his project When Faith Moves 
Mountains,6 Alÿs had a group of five hundred volunteers march to the top of 
a mountain in Lima, and, using only shovels, they moved piles of dirt for one 
entire day [see FIG. 2]. Despite this monumental expenditure of energy, no real 
change could be seen on the landscape. The real products of his enterprises 
are often allegories, metaphors, parables, or, in his own words:

1 Francis Alÿs, Paradox of Praxis 1 (Sometimes making something leads 
to nothing),Video (Mexico City, 1997).

2 Russell Ferguson and Francis Alÿs, Francis Alÿs: Politics of Rehearsal (Steidl, 2007), 54.
3 Francis Alÿs and Tate Modern (Gallery), Francis Alÿs: A Story of Deception (London: 

Tate Publishing, 2010), 11.
4 Francis Alÿs, Painting/Retoque, Video (Panama, 2008).
5 Francis Alÿs, Turista, Installation (Mexico City, 1994).
6 Francis Alÿs, When Faith Moves Mountains, Video (Lima, 2002).
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I’ll try to always keep the plot simple enough so that these 
actions can be imagined without an obligatory reference or access 
to visuals...so that the story can be repeated as an anecdote, as 
something that can be stolen, or travel orally and, in the best-case 
scenario, enter that land of minor urban myths or fables.7

Alÿs depiction of work is a never ending loop of doing and undoing; his non-
sensical employment of time and effort reflect an idea of progress as a promise 
on the never approaching horizon, like the carrot that dangles in front of the 
mule. According to Ferguson, “against the dogma of modernity, progress, and 
efficiency, he [Alÿs] has placed anecdotes, gestures, and parables.”8 They are 
minimal and condensed acts of poetical terrorism,9 constantly folding poetic 
and political sides from the surface of ordinary life.

II. To sleep

Over a modest mattress, lies a thin and haggard man with a pronounced 
mustache. In a series of black and white photographs, he’s depicted sleeping 
and lying around, although at times his appearance resembles that of a corpse 
[see FIG. 5]. This series of images was entitled Artist at Work, and work has, 
indeed, been a persistent topic among Stilinović creative endeavors. He has 
called work “a shame,”10 “a disease,”11 and also simply “a word.”12 Although 
this could be read as a sardonic comment on his fellow artists and even on 
himself, Stilinović is actually praising sleep and laziness as a condition for 
true art. In fact, he praises non-activity as a virtue and has even written a 
manifesto on the matter:

Knowing about laziness is not enough, it must be practiced and 
perfected… Artists in the West are not lazy and therefore are not 
artists but rather producers of something … I want to remove 
the brand of shame from laziness and to pronounce it not the 

7 Ferguson and Alÿs, Politics of Rehearsal, 103.
8 Ferguson and Alÿs, Politics of Rehearsal, 54.
9 Hakim Bey, T.A.Z.: The Temporary Autonomous Zone, Ontological Anarchy, Poetic Terrorism 

(Autonomedia, 2003), 4.
10 Mladen Stilinović, The Praise of Laziness, 2015.
11 Stilinović, The Praise of Laziness.
12 Mladen Stilinović, Work is a Word, Painting (1982).
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mother of all vices, but the mother of perfection.13

According to his logic, art and production are antagonical concepts, and thus 
the activity of an artist cannot be called work, for the true project behind cap-
italistic work is not to produce wealth but to assure control and subordination. 
As argued by Marxist revolutionary Paul Lafargue in his essay The Right to Be 
Lazy, christian-capitalist morality has purposely preached a “furious passion 
for work”14 which is nothing but a “mental aberration.”15 It has inverted the 
understanding of this practice as means for the assurance of autonomy to a 
purpose pointed at itself, and even disguised as a human right

If, uprooting from its heart the vice which dominates it and 
degrades its nature, the working class were to arise in its terri-
ble strength, not to demand the Rights of Man, which are but 
the rights of capitalist exploitation, not to demand the Right to 
Work which is but the right to misery, but to forge a brazen law 
forbidding any man to work more than three hours a day, the 
earth, the old earth, trembling with joy would feel a new universe 
leaping within her. … O Laziness, mother of the arts and noble 
virtues, be thou the balm of human anguish!16

This morality have been so ingrained in Western understandings of the world 
that it is almost impossible to conceive it without them, or, according to 
Slovenian philosopher Žižek, it feels as if “it is easier to imagine an end to the 
world than an end to capitalism.”17 Therefore, in Mladen’s speech, the words 
art, work, and production are employed as provocations against their capitalist 
appropriation. His unyielding stand advocates for an artistry of liberation, 
and in today’s world sleeping would be the most revolutionary of all gestures. 
For as long as these ideas seem like utopian dreams, sleep and laziness will 
remain the territories of resistance against colonization.

13 Stilinović, The Praise of Laziness.
14 Paul Lafargue and Charles H. Kerr, The Right to Be Lazy, and Other Studies 

(Chicago: Charles H. Kerr & Company, 1907).
15 Lafargue, The Right to Be Lazy, 9.
16 Lafargue, The Right to Be Lazy, 56-57.
17 Contributors to Wikimedia projects, “Capitalist Realism,” Wikipedia, April 1, 2022, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Capitalist_realism.
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III. To wash stairs and a sidewalk

At the top of a staircase, a white woman with loose voluminous hair dra-
matically pours down the water from a tin mopping bucket. She is casually 
dressed. A young man holding a pamphlet watches her from behind. This 
woman is Mierle Laderman Ukeles, self described as “an artist, a wife and a 
mother.”18 The steps belong to the Wadsworth Atheneum front entrance, the 
art museum that commissioned this performance in 1973 (see FIG. 6 and 7). 
The so-often invisibilized work of cleaning became the main act of the show, 
something the artist has categorized Maintenance Art. Cleaning becomes an 
activity to be noticed, to be contemplated, even though it is slightly skewed 
from its original purpose within the spectacle of the museum. In 1969, she 
wrote a Manifesto exposing how Western culture values innovation, progress 
and advance – what she qualifies as typically male-Avant-Garde ideals – 
while discarding and downplaying all efforts of maintenance and preservation, 
usually performed by women.19 Through this very simple gesture (cleaning of 
a museum’s entrance) Ukeles denounces the indisputable gender inequalities 
in labor distribution. “After the revolution, who’s going to pick up the garbage 
on Monday morning?” 20she asks, before proceeding to outline ideas for an 
exhibition proposal:

Now, I will simply do these maintenance everyday things, and 
flush them up to consciousness, exhibit them, as Art… I will 
sweep and wax the floors, dust everything, wash the walls … 
cook, invite people to eat… The exhibition area might look 
“empty” of art, but it will be maintained in full public view. My 
working will be the work.21

Although the full exhibition plan has never come through, the creative device 
put in place there has become a constant in Ukeles work. She has translated the 
principles of the readymade, from sculpture to performance art, carrying out 
what has been called a “radically feminist Duchampian trick.”22 In 1976, for a 

18 Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Manifesto for Maintenance Art!, 1969, 3.
19 Since the second half of the 20th century, feminist theory has pointed out to the fundamen-

tal yet invisibilized and unrewarded role of women in the domestic environment, and even in the 
gestation of life itself, placed within the category of immaterial work, affect labor, or care labor.

20 Ukeles, Manifesto for Maintenance Art!, 1.
21 Ukeles, Manifesto for Maintenance Art!, 3.
22 Jillian Steinhauer, “How Mierle Laderman Ukeles Turned Maintenance Work into Art,” 

Hyperallergic, February 10, 2017, https://hyperallergic.com/355255/how-mierle-laderman-ukeles- 
turned-maintenance-work-into-art/.
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project entitled I Make Maintenance Art One Hour Every Day,23 Ukeles asked 
the cleaning staff of the Whitney building in New York to label their activity 
as either maintenance art or maintenance work. The magic this so-called trick 
operates is that naming something differently, changes the way we perceive 
and experience it. What makes it art is calling it art, that is, operating the 
value shift in the realms of language (and with the endorsement of an art 
institution). What is at stake is not merely our individual sensitivity to an 
experience, but also its social and financial value. In that sense, Ukeles pins 
down one ever so problematic aspect of work, that is, the ways in which its 
value, importance and visibility is deliberated.

IV. To wear a costume

A young latin woman with black bob hair, wearing thick eye frames, white 
stockings, and a maid’s uniform, stands by a bar table surrounded by people. 
She has her arms crossed. One man sits facing her, as if they are having a 
conversation. The maid, however, is an undercover artist [see FIG. 8]. Regina 
José Galindo spent one entire month dressed in this uniform, living her 
everyday life in Guatemala City, as part of a piece called Angelina.24 A series 
of casual domestic photographs documents her routine, as she goes to the 
fruit market, makes a phone call, withdraws money from an atm, sits at her 
bed, has coffee at a dinner, or visits the library. The images ooze in melan-
choly, and we feel as if she is constantly parted from her context. This is how 
Galindo reports her experience:

You’re a woman, and a poor woman at that, generally with little 
education and dubious origins. You aren’t worth a thing, and so 
they look down on you, and you go around with your shoulders 
always slumped, and they speak to you always with that disparag-
ing tone in their voice. They barely deign to notice you, they won’t 
let you into many places, and when they do let you enter, they 
stare at you disdainfully. At the end of the month, my self-esteem 
was in the dirt.25

23 Mierle Laderman Ukeles, I Make Maintenance Art One Hour Every Day, Photographs 
(New York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 1976).

24 Regina J. Galindo, Angelina, Photographs (Guatemala City, 2001).
25 Regina José Galindo by Francisco Goldman, interview by Francisco Goldman, BOMB 
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Galinda employs a theatrical gimmick (the costume, the suggestion of a 
character’s name) but there is no spectacle to watch, in fact, she becomes the 
observer and we are invited in complicity to her secret. The uniform becomes 
a ticket that will grant her access to life from a different perspective. She is 
camouflaged into the world. Angelina travels between layers of the same social 
reality to testify about the complex interweaving of gender, racial, social, and 
colonial aspects of segregation, in a kind of autoethnography. Work is framed 
not as an occupation, but as something one is and cannot stop being, as a pret à 
porter identity. Even though her actions are significantly neutral, they become 
framed by her attire, demonstrating how the politics of work distribution 
entail a distribution of the sensitive world.

V. To punch a timecard

An asian man, fully dressed in gray, stands in an equally gray empty room. 
He inserts a yellow punch card into a time clock machine. His head is shaved. 
On his chest, he bears a patch with his name [see FIG. 9]. From April 11th 
1980, at 7pm, until April 11th 1981, at 6pm, Tehching Hsieh remained 
in that room, punching a time clock every hour on the hour. This was his 
second year long enterprise, as part of a series of five long durational works 
the artist undertook between the years of 1978 and 1986 in New York City, 
called One Year Performances. Before the Time Clock Piece started, it had been 
meticulously laid out in short statements, in a series of signed, stamped, and 
endorsed documents [see FIG. 1]. The action was also thoroughly and formally 
reported, including all the exact hours for which Hsieh has failed to punch 
the timecard. By the means of a photographic mechanism attached to the 
clock, every punch of the card would trigger the exposure of a frame of 16mm 
film [see FIG. 10]. These frames generated a six minute long frenetic movie, 
in which we can watch Hsieh’s progressive weariness and his hair growth at 
fast speed. The bleak aesthetics of these actions are in direct dialogue with 
the settings and artifacts of disciplinary institutions, like prisons, barracks, 
boarding schools, and factories. Places where subjective time is subjected to 

Magazine, January 1, 2006, https://bombmagazine.org/articles/regina-jos%C3%A9-galindo/.
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discipline, control and conformity. However, in Hsieh’s case, the sentence has 
been issued by himself. When interviewed about his work, he often repeats 
the motto: “life is a life sentence, life is passing time, life is free thinking.”26 
Time is undoubtedly at the center of Hsieh’s ontological contemplation. His 
systematic formality is set out to trap and dissect time through measuring 
units and devices, but, most importantly, his works also aim to explore the 
density of time – the senses of presence and duration, the notions of experience, 
and the feelings of wait, purpose and fulfillment. His experiments are designed 
to push his own physical and mental conditions to the extreme. And even 
though many of these circumstances might be no different, in practice, from 
some kind of torture, his commitment and sense of duty are actually meant 
as a radical exercise of free will.

VI. To scrub a pile of bones clean

When commissioned by the 47th Venice Biennial, Serbian born performance 
art superstar Marina Abramović wanted to create an impactful statement 
about the ethnic cleansing massacre conducted during Yugoslav Wars – 
“I wanted to create a very strong, charismatic image. Something that could 
serve for any war at any time.”27 For this piece, entitled Balkan Baroque, 
Abramović sits over a pile of 1500 bloody cow bones wearing a long white 
dress and works over a period of four days and six hours with a brush to scrub 
them clean [see FIG. 11]. The task, however, is set to fail from the beginning. 
The more she scrubs, the more ingrained she becomes with grimmy blood 
and rotten flesh. Over time, worms started coming out of the bones and, 
amid the heat of the Italian summer, the smell inside the dark gallery room 
has been said to become unbearable. The realization of this experiment being 
that “you can’t wash the blood from your hands as you can’t wash the shame 

26 Jessica Oralkan and Tehching Hsieh, “Tehching Hsieh’s Thirteen Year Plan,” Collecteurs, 
accessed March 21, 2022, https://www.collecteurs.com/interview/tehching-hsieh-thirteen- 
year-plan.

27 Marina Abramović, “An Art Made of Trust, Vulnerability and Connection,” Video, TED 
Talks, November 30, 2015, https://www.ted.com/talks/marina_abramovic_an_art_made_of_trust_ 
vulnerability_and_connection.
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from the war.”28 There are two aspects of this piece, nevertheless, I believe are 
particularly valuable to the discussions in this research; Firstly, Abramović 
describes her wish to render a strong image that could report and sublimate 
the trauma of war. As we can see, for a moment, the notions of image and 
act are the same – the gesture and its appearance come together into an 
allegory, or a scene. Secondly, the procedure is designed to unfold as a sort of 
ritual in which she will perform a cure for a kind of trauma. She articulates 
biographical elements in the attempt to purge physical burden and pain. Work 
is the equivalent of a rite of sacrifice, the pathway for purification, redemption, 
and transcendence. The greater the suffering inflicted upon the body, the 
better it will restore broken harmony. Performance art is Abramović’s way 
to metabolize the world – emotionally, spiritually, historically, socially and 
aesthetically – from embodied experience into visual metaphors.

VII. To dance

A dreary ballerina walks into a totally empty stage in very casual rehearsal 
clothes, wearing a headset microphone and carrying a bottle of water. In con-
trast with the sumptuous architecture of the opera house, nothing but her 
solitary and defying presence [see FIG. 12]. She proceeds into a sort of show-
and-tell monologue, in which she “‘tells’ the audience about her life as a dancer 
and ‘dances’ it.”29 She forthrightly declares her age, her monthly salary, the 
choreographers with whom she enjoyed working and the ones with whom 
she did not. Her name is Véronique Doisneau. We learn she is about to retire 
and this is her last performance. She explains that, within the hierarchy of 
the Opera national de Paris, she is a sujet (a subject), that is, a sort of jack of 
all trades. She seems sober and contained, yet her bluntness installs a tense 
atmosphere of institutional sensitivity. She takes the audience through a very 
intimate tour on the backstage of this fantasy machine, where dancers are 
actually not too different from any other member of the proletariat. The entire 

28 Marina Abramović, “Marina Abramović. Balkan Baroque. 1997,” The Museum of Modern 
Art, accessed April 22, 2022, https://www.moma.org/audio/playlist/243/3126.

29 Jérôme Bel, “texts and interviews > 09.2004 véronique doisneau - paris national opera,” 
in RB Jérôme Bel, accessed March 21, 2022, http://www.jeromebel.fr/index.php?p=5&cid=208.



30

piece is conceived as if to invert the focus on what deserves to be seen/shown 
on stage – and what must, therefore, remain obscene, or off-scene. This inversion 
is precisely Jérôme Bel’s prerogatives: unveiling the spectacle machine, the arti-
fice, the procedure. Work is not the previous and concealed process towards a 
polished form/product, but the shared discomfort of not knowing. At some point 
in the piece, Véronique describes the torturous feelings of dancing as part of 
the Corps de Ballet, having to sustain the same static position for excruciating 
intervals. We are not only invited to listen to her testimony, but to endure her 
demonstration with her, over ten long minutes of a motionless, lifeless wait. 
This dance is stripped off of all other elements, all that remains is her breathing 
amplified by the microphone. The audience is summoned to fill in the gaps 
with their own imagination, actively assembling the parts, articulating their 
own networks of interpretation. In this context, classical dance is brought in as 
a quotation, it is first and most importantly a demonstration of her daily labor. 

I present on stage the life of one of the dancers in the company, 
and I show that this life – like all other lives, for that matter – has 
encountered joy, disillusion or indifference. This person is part of 
a structure which allows her to practice her art, but which also 
alienates her. I’m not an idealist and I know that there is a price 
to pay for everything. But the question is precisely to know what 
that price is.30

Véronique Doisneau is, therefore, a site-specific performance and a biographical 
documentary, but, above all, a piece about a worker’s relationship with work. 
We are turned away from the delight of virtuosity, and faced with the polit-
ical, ethical and aesthetic regime that forges that kind of body language (we 
happen to call classical ballet). Assuming that every work is also a product 
of a political, ethical and aesthetic regime, and that every regime entails a 
tradition of bodily practices, Bel articulates the acute similarity between labor 
and choreography.

30 Bel, “texts and interviews > 09.2004 véronique doisneau - paris national opera.”
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VIII. To draw a line

Towards the end of the 90s and the beginning of the new millenia, Santiago 
Sierra took the contemporary art scene by storm with a series of contro-
versial works. Commissioned by art institutions all over the world, these 
actions consisted of remunerating individuals to execute aimless or arguably 
degrading tasks. These individuals were specifically targeted for belonging to 
vulnerable and marginalized groups, such as illegal immigrants, sex workers, 
drug addicts, or indigenous comunities. This particular set of projects are 
striking for the way in which they discuss alienation and the relations of 
power engendered by capitalism. Sierra’s pieces implicate viewers, institu-
tions, sponsors, subjects and himself in a complex network of accountability 
and affections, often triggering heated protests. His relational performances 
were conceived as job offers, for which he would offer a small pay, frequently 
of a symbolic nature: the exact cost of a shot of heroin, for instance. Some of 
these jobs were based on useless, time consuming tasks, like hiring homeless 
people to stay for four hours a day throughout two weeks, inside a deep ditch 
dug into the ground, while museum visitors could come and watch over 
them.31 Others were based on repetition and heavy labor, like hiring a group 
of five construction workers to sustain an inclined wall inside a museum for 
four hours a day, over a period of five days.32 The most contentious ones, 
nonetheless, involved submitting and exposing his human subjects to humil-
iation or debasement, like tattooing a permanent straight line across the 
backs of 6 black young Cuban men [see FIG. 13].33 His ethical and aesthetic 
choices enclose a short-circuit of metaphors into our shared social reality. 
The tattooed line serves as a level, both literally and symbolically – a line 
as in a border, a line-limit, a line-separation, a line-scar. Sierra is testing the 
limits of human agency in capitalist society beyond the grounds of its own 
morality. His practices are a replication of everyday economic transactions 
that rely on the existence of a perpetual precariat, but staged in the immac-
ulate white spaces of the art galleries. His work becomes more enthralling 
as we inevitably identify with both the oppressed and the oppressor. They 

31 Santiago Sierra, Person In a Ditch Measuring 300 x 500 x 300cm, (Helsinki, 2001).
32 Santiago Sierra, The Wall of a Gallery Pulled Out, Inclined 60 Degrees From The Ground and 

Sustained by 5 People, (Mexico City, 2000).
33 Santiago Sierra, 250 cm line tattooed on 6 paid people, (Cuba, 1999).
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evoque our guilt, resent, indignation, and the feeling of impotence, for which 
he offers a cynical response:

What I do is refuse to deny the principles that underlie the cre-
ation of an object of luxury: from the watchman who sits next to 
a Monet for eight hours a day, to the doorman who controls who 
comes in, to the source of the funds used to buy the collection. … 
In the art world you always work for the powers that be: banks, 
governments and so on. Who else can pay for an exposition in 
a museum? … Negativity is the only coherent reaction one can 
have in a society where the battle’s already lost.34

His pieces remain relevant to examine the interplay of power, agency, integ-
rity and codependency inside our abysmally unequal society. It also reveals 
the feedback between ethics and visibility enacted by reputation (something 
becomes outrageous only when it is made visible in a specific way). The 
gruesome inquisition in his work echoes on: in life under capitalism, how do 
we afford and negotiate our own dignity?

IX. To cross the border

Over decades until the present day, the people of Palestine have witnessed the 
tightening of mobility restrictions imposed by the State of Israel. Many have 
left, and the ones that remain are frequently not allowed to transit within 
their own country. However, bearing an American passport, the Bethlehem 
born artist Emily Jacir was still allowed across the heavily militarized borders. 
Making use of this privilege, she posed a question to a group of Palestinian 
exiles, living both abroad   and within the West Bank settlements: “If I could 
do anything for you, anywhere in Palestine, what would it be?”35 Jacir gathered 
the replies and went home with a list of tasks to fulfill. Some of these requests 
were surprisingly banal, like getting a bottle of arak [see FIG. 15], eating pastries 
from a specific store, or even paying a phone bill at the postal office. Others 
were loaded with deep longings and grief: “Go to Bayt Lahia and bring me 

34 Santiago Sierra, Santiago Sierra by Teresa Margolles, interview by Teresa Margolles, 
BOMB Magazine, January 1, 2004, https://bombmagazine.org/articles/santiago-sierra/.

35 T. J. Demos, “Desire in Diaspora: Emily Jacir,” San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, March 
29, 2017, https://www.sfmoma.org/essay/desire-diaspora-emily-jacir/.
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a photo of my family, especially my brother’s kids,”36 asks Rizek from Bir 
Zeit; “Visit my mother, hug and kiss her and tell her that these are from her 
son,”37 instructs Jihad, along with a package of clothes; “Go to my mother’s 
grave in Jerusalem on her birthday and place flowers and pray [see FIG. 14],”38 
claims Munir from Bethlehem. The artist’s attempts of executing each 
favor were documented through domestic photographs, later displayed as 
an installation besides the transcriptions of the original requests. Although 
Jacir’s works have been generally analyzed from the perspective of exile and 
displacement, the structure of Where We Come From also reveals significant 
relational aspects of work, such as cooperation, sense of belonging and affect. In 
this piece, Jacir offers a performative sort of service, yet the core of her offer 
can never be fulfilled. Unlike the Arabian tales of attending genies trapped 
in enchanted lamps, this story will inevitably lead to a disheartening conclu-
sion. Streets have changed names, houses have been destroyed, landscapes 
are not the same – Jacir can try to bridge spaces, but she cannot bridge time. 
Her photographs accentuate this painful absence: a casted shadow over a 
gravestone, an emptied plate of food, a sidewalk. She is an occult messenger 
always off the frame. In a world where private problems can easily be out-
sourced by a booming market of services, Jacir’s work converts the currency 
of convenience into the pain of exclusion. The inefficacy of her wish-granting 
service is the underlying and harrowing realization of this piece, but also its 
powerful ethical call facing the political absurdity in progress.

Performance as work. Work as performance.

These nine performances have been brought in and analyzed for how they 
unpack an array of discussions within the topic of work. They formulate, using 
different poetic strategies, answers for the questions of what constitutes work 
and how it affects our bodies, our relationships with each other, our ideas 
of identity, our relations with our environment and time. Time, for instance, 

36 Emily Jacir, Where We Come From (Rizek), Installation, (San Francisco Museum 
of Modern Art, 2001-2003).

37 Jacir, Where We Come From ( Jihad).
38 Jacir, Where We Come From (Munir).
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is an ubiquitous aspect in these artworks, and it is strained to extreme con-
sequences in Hsieh’s One Year Projects. Notions of productivity and efficiency 
underlay the works of Alÿs, Stilinović and Sierra, in spite of their extremely 
contrasted ethical stands. Sensitive connections between repetition, exhaustion, 
duration and routine are traced across the works of Galindo, Hsieh, Bel and 
Alÿs, yet in Abramović’s piece they touch upon ritualistic aspects of cure and 
transcendence. Ukeles’ and Galindo’s experiments manifest acute perspectives 
on identity, intersectionality and value, further bloated into the radical works 
of Sierra. In the performances of Ukeles and Jérôme Bel, labor is assumed as a 
repertoire of gestures, heavily influenced by the confines of gender. And while 
many of these pieces reflect the violent segregations entrenched throughout 
our social tissues, Jacir reclaims cooperation and solidarity as fundamental rela-
tional aspects of work. At last, all these performatic experiments intertwine 
and confront oddments of power, agency, hierarchy and subjective will. Placed 
side by side, within the suggested framing of a common theme, these artistic 
enterprises map and connect ideas, allowing us to navigate through their con-
tradictions, correlations and singularities. It could be said that, together, they 
outline a provisory workness that is manifested and reiterated from different 
viewpoints by all actions.

Three particularities in these artworks could be highlighted as especially 
insightful for the purpose of this research. The first one is their constant tran-
sit between conceptual articulation, gesture (as in action and behavior), and 
documentation. In other words, it could be said that these artworks equally 
exist: as an idea, or plan; as an act (grounded in time and space); and as the 
documentation of this act or idea (in the form of a visual record, an artifact 
or a narrative report). These forms are not self excludent, and by no means 
hierarchical, in the sense that they could exist together or autonomously as 
integral works of performance. As explained by Diana Taylor, founding direc-
tor of the Hemispheric Institute of Performance and Politics, performance 
art comprehends and combines these temporal qualities:

Elin Diamond defines performance in the broadest sense: a doing, 
something done. This doing/done lens allows us to understand per-
formance across temporalities — present and past. Doing cap-
tures the now of performance, always and only a living practice 
in the moment of its activation. In this sense, performance can 
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be understood as process — as enactment, exertion, intervention, 
and expenditure. It is also a thing done, an object or product or 
accomplishment. In this sense, performance might be experi-
enced or evaluated at some different time. It might be collected 
by museums, or preserved in archives.39

While, through history, some artists have found the enunciation of the plan 
to be sufficient (e.g. the Fluxus movement40), others place the exchange of 
energy between performer and audience in the very core of their practice 
(e.g. William Pope.L41 and Valie Export42). Some have asserted their visual 
outcomes, their documents and archives (e.g. Vito Acconci43 and Cindy 
Sherman44), while others treasure the generative narratives of the event (e.g. 
Francis Alÿs45). In all cases, they will combine and activate at least one of 
these three forms and temporalities.

The second particularity of performance is its method. Taking the nine 
labors analyzed in this chapter as exemples, we can notice an underlying 
attempt to conceptually condense procedures as means of investigating a 
given conflict. Their investigation is done through the implication of the 
body46 as both object and subject, tool and product of the research. But it 
is also done through language, as the procedures actively attribute met-
aphorical value to its developments. They foresee an aspect of planning 
and an aspect of surprise. In fact, according to Taylor, these procedures, or 
hypothetical scenarios as she prefers to call them, “function as the framework 

39 Diana Taylor, Performance (Duke University Press, 2016), 7-9.
40 “Fluxus was an international, interdisciplinary community of artists, composers, designers 

and poets during the 1960s and 1970s who engaged in experimental art performances which 
emphasized the artistic process over the finished product.” Contributors to Wikimedia projects, 
“Fluxus,” Wikipedia, February 28, 2022, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fluxus.

41 “Pope.L (1955) is an American visual artist best known for his work in performance art, 
and interventionist public art.” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Pope.L

42 “Valie Export (1940) is an avant-garde Austrian artist. She is best known for 
provocative public performances and expanded cinema work.” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Valie_Export

43 “Vito Acconci (1940-2017) was an influential American performance, video and 
installation artist.” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vito_Acconci.

44 “Cindy Sherman (1954) is an American artist whose work consists primarily of 
photographic self-portraits, depicting herself in many different contexts and as various imagined 
characters.” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cindy_Sherman.

45 “Francis Alÿs (1959) is a Belgian-born, Mexico-based artist.” Wikipedia, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Francis_Al%C3%BFs.

46 In this case, not only the body of the artist/researcher and the audience, but the bodies 
of other agents, as seen in some of the works from Sierra, Bel, Jacir, and Alÿs, for instance.
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within which thinking takes place … They reveal cultural imaginaries, ways 
societies envision themselves, their conflicts, and possible dénouements.”47 
Scenarios calculate the “as-ifs and what-ifs ... and their real-life implications 
and effects.” Performance theory has referred to these scenarios as scores, 
scripts, or canovaccios. However, artist and theorist Eleonora Fabião estab-
lishes the use of the term program48 within performance art, as a concept bor-
rowed from Deleuze and Guattari’s essay How Do You Make Yourself a Body 
Without Organs? A program, as understood by the author, is a “compositional 
procedure”49 or, in other words, “an engine for experimentation;”50 It comprises 
actions in a dramaturgical order; It assigns and operates with meanings of 
objects and gestures, yet it remains open for surprises and improvisations 
“exclusively in the extent that these actions haven’t been rehearsed.”51 A great 
example of a performative program can be seen in the works of Tehching 
Hsieh. Before starting each of his One Year Projects, Hsieh has formally 
stated his plan of action, the overall rules of his enterprise (See FIG. 1).

In Hsieh’s works, performative programs are elevated to the status of a con-
tract, and eventually become also a document or product of the performance. 
Not all artists create programs in such a formal, stylized, and public way. 
Undoubtedly, Hsieh makes intentional use of his programs as a reference to 
the conventions of labor in industrial societies, stressing this association as 
key in the interpretation of his pieces.

A program will not necessarily provide an in depth description of every 
action, but a simple overview of the plan. A well formatted program should 
facilitate, orient and propel experimentation.52 The more clear and concise 
the plan is, discarting adjectives or justifications, the more it shall give space 
for cunning and flexibility, demanding the acute presence of the performer 

47 Taylor, Performance, 140-141.
48 Eleonora Fabião, “Programa Performativo: O Corpo-em-Experiência,” ILINX volume 8, 

(December, 2013): 4, https://www.cocen.unicamp.br/revistadigital/index.php/lume/article/
view/276/25; My translation.

49 Fabião, “Programa Performativo,” 4; My translation.
50 Fabião, “Programa Performativo,” 4; My translation.
51 Eleonora Fabião, “Performance e teatro: poéticas e políticas da cena contemporânea,” 

Sala Preta volume 8, (November, 2008): 235-246, https://www.revistas.usp.br/salapreta/article/
view/57373; My translation.

52 Fabião, “Programa Performativo,” 5; My translation.
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FIG. 1: Tehching Hsieh, One Year Performance, 1980-1981. Statement, 1980, 
https://www.tehchinghsieh.net/oneyearperformance1980-1981?lightbox=dataItem-jg99ow7u.
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in the process of decision making. According to Fabião, executing a per-
formative plan implies “mapping, negotiating and reinventing through the 
body-in-experience.”53 A program is not interested in conveying a message, 
but in establishing an opportunity for discoveries and inventions. This could, 
perhaps, be summed up by the questions: where will these actions take me?

Victor Turner intertwines different etymological trails of the 
word “experience” and clarifies: etymologically the word includes 
the senses of risk, danger, proof, learning by attempt, rite of pas-
sage. That is, an experience, by definition, determines a before 
and an after, a body pre and post-experience. An experience is 
necessarily transformative, that is, a moment of transit of the 
form, literally, a trans-form.54

The term performative program, therefore, has been appropriated as a meth-
odological and conceptual tool in this research.

Finally, the third particularity of performance art is its propensity to invert 
and exaggerate social behaviors. In the words of Fabião, “performers are, 
before all, cultural complicators:”55

This is the power of performance: de-habituating, de-mechanis-
ing, brushing against the grain. It is about looking for alternative 
ways of dealing with the established, of experiencing altered 
psychophysical states, of creating situations that disseminate 
different dissonances: economic, emotional, biological, ideolog-
ical, psychological, spiritual, identitary, sexual, political, aesthetic, 
social, racial...56

These dissonances promote a short-circuit in the established sense of norm, 
inflaming our awareness and interrupting the numbing flow of daily life. They 
are, after all, catalysts of perception, methods for intervening in the order, the 
habit and the convention.

These three particularities show how performance art operates within per-
ception, meaning and gesture. I believe these are also some of the same 
precedents of visual communication design. The present research wishes to 
bring these two disciplines closer, bridging their concepts and their practices 
of research. Performance art reclaims embodiment as a fundamental pillar 

53 Fabião, “Programa Performativo,” 5; My translation.
54 Fabião, “Performance e teatro,” 237; My translation.
55 Fabião, “Performance e teatro,” 237; My translation.
56 Fabião, “Performance e teatro,” 237; My translation.
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for language and knowledge – not the knowledge foreseen by the modern 
colonial ways of knowing, but an attempt towards the sustenance of diversity. 
An interdisciplinary approach, therefore, allows for a deeper understanding 
of the meanings of work in our culture.

FIG. 2: Francis Alÿs, Cuando la fe mueve montañas (When Faith Moves Mountains), 2002, 
in Francis Alÿs: Politics of Rehearsal (Steidl, 2007), 123.
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FIG. 3 (left): Francis Alÿs, Paradox of Praxis 1 (9:34a.m.), 1997, 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Paradox-of-Praxis-1#/media/1/2192316/202972.

FIG. 4 (up): Francis Alÿs, Paradox of Praxis 1 (6:47p.m.), 1997, 
in Francis Alÿs: Politics of Rehearsal (Steidl, 2007), 60.
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FIG. 5: Mladen Stilinović, Artist at Work, 1978, Museo Reina Sofia, Spain, 
https://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection/artwork/umjetnik-radi-artist-work.



43Looking at work through performance art



44

FIG. 6 (up): Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Washing/Tracks/ Maintenance Outside, 1973, Wadsworth 
Athenaeum, Hartford, https://feldmangallery.com/artist-home/.

FIG. 7 (right): Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Washing/Tracks/ Maintenance Outside, 1973, Wadsworth 
Athenaeum, Hartford, https://feldmangallery.com/artist-home/.
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FIG. 8: Regina José Galindo, Angelina, 2001, Guatemala City, 
https://www.reginajosegalindo.com/angelina/.
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FIG. 9 (up): Tehching Hsieh, One Year Performance 1980-1981, 1980, New York, 
https://www.tehchinghsieh.net/oneyearperformance1980-1981?lightbox=dataItem-jg99ow7v3.

FIG. 10 (right): Tehching Hsieh, One Year Performance 1980-1981, 2013, installation, Tate, London, 
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/hsieh-one-year-performance1980-1981-t13875.
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FIG. 11: Marina Abramović, Balkan Baroque, 1997, XLVII Biennale Venice, 
https://www.modernamuseet.se/stockholm/en/exhibitions/marina-abramovic/
biography-marina-abramovic/.
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FIG. 12: Jérôme Bel, Véronique Doisneaus, 2004, Opera national de Paris (Paris), 
http://www.jeromebel.fr/index.php?p=2&s=8&ctid=6.





FIG. 13: Santiago Sierra, 250cm line tattooed on 6 paid people, 1999, Cuba, 
https://www.santiago-sierra.com/996_1024.php?key=10.
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FIG. 14 (left): Emily Jacir, Where We Come From (Munir), 2001-2003, Palestine, 
https://publicdelivery.org/emily-jacir-where-we-come-from/

FIG. 15 (up): Emily Jacir, Where We Come From (Habib), 2001-2003, Palestine, 
https://publicdelivery.org/emily-jacir-where-we-come-from/
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THE WORK 
OF METAPHORS

In the previous chapter, practices of performance art have been shown to 
serve as frameworks for the heuristic production of knowledge, reclaim-
ing embodiment as a fundamental element in research. The works of nine 
different artists have been reviewed, exposing how distinct performative 
programs can spark opportunities for unique experiences of the world. These 
programs inaugurate open relational structures in which narratives, images, 
and gestures unfold conceptually and dramaturgically. Performative programs 
operate within the realms of visibility and language, prompting new allego-
ries that can critically reflect and destabilize normatized social behaviors. 
The examples analyzed in the first chapter also unpack valuable aspects of 
work in contemporary society. It could be said that these artistic enterprises 
– meta-labors? – stage metaphors about work. Some of these metaphors 
establish dialogs with traditional or proverbial knowledge, mythology or the 
history of art. Others introduce fresh perspectives, equally able to challenge, 
rearrange, and reassess our previous notions of work. It is vital, hereafter, to 
understand in more detail how metaphors work, and what their role could 
be in the production of knowledge.

‟it is language that is at the service of life 
not life in the service of language”

Paulo Leminski, Envie meu dicionário: cartas e alguma crítica

Fate of explanations

‟Somewhere there must be a dump where explanations are piled up. 
Only one thing is disturbing in this fair scenario: 

what may happen on the day that someone can also explain the dump.”

Julio Cortázar, Un Tal Lucas
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In terms of comparisons

Metaphors are frequently considered a rhetorical resource of verbal lan-
guage, commonly seen as flourish or lyricism. However, they have been 
shown to be an essential cognitive skill, also featured in visual and gestural 
modes of communication. In fact, in his seminal study of metaphors, Lakoff 
and Johnson demonstrate that “our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of 
which we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature.”1 
A metaphor, in its most basic form, is a sort of comparison; it establishes 
virtual similarities between distinct terms, usually while rendering evoc-
ative mental images. Metaphors are indeed particularly keen on playing 
with our visual thinking – hence the expression figures of speech. According 
to Lakoff and Johnson, a metaphor fundamentally entails “understanding 
and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another.”2 Yet, we can only 
compare “what we see, and we compare what we know with what we can 
remember.”3 This means that, when facing a metaphor, we are summoned 
to work around our own individual experiences of each of the terms it 
presents. The collection of these relatable experiences and memories is what 
Lakoff and Johnson refer to as our “experiential basis.”4 Metaphors enable 
the translation of this repertoire of familiarities towards the assimilation 
of new ideas and unfamiliar situations. Beyond its value in poetic language, 
metaphors are actually what allows for abstract concepts to be shared and 
understood. The epistemic importance of metaphors is described by the 
authors in the following extract:

We have seen that metaphor pervades our normal conceptual 
system. Because so many of the concepts that are important to 
us are either abstract or not clearly delineated in our experience 
(the emotions, ideas, time, etc.), we need to get a grasp on them 
by means of other concepts that we understand in clearer terms 
(spatial orientations, objects, etc.). This need leads to metaphor-
ical definitions in our conceptual system.5

1 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (University of Chicago Press, 
2003), ebook, Introduction.

2 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, Concepts We Live By.
3 Tine Melzer, Taxidermy for Language-Animals: A Book on Stuffed Words by Tine Melzer, 

2nd ed. (Zürich: Rollo Press, 2016), 15.
4 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, Orientational Metaphors.
5 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, Definition and Understanding.
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It could be said that one learns through comparison. By these means, met-
aphors have a key role mediating our understanding of the world. However, 
the tools and guidelines that frame perception – namely, our conceptual 
system, as referenced by Lakoff and Johnson – are often beyond our own 
awareness. We are frequently inattentive of how much these linguistic con-
structs shape our sense of reality. In order to reveal and challenge their 
limitations, the present research combines both academic and artistic con-
tributions to aid the scrutiny of language mechanisms and their influence 
in our actions and behaviors – especially those actions and behaviors related 
to cultural constructs of work. Evidently, this means navigating through 
slippery territory, since one must resort to language to discuss language. 
In the same way, new metaphors will inevitably come into play to con-
ceptualize and explain other metaphors. The ultimate goal of this chapter, 
nevertheless, is to heighten awareness about the hidden structures where 
thinking-speaking occurs – or rather, in the terms of Wittgenstein, to disclose 
a few rules of the language-game.6

In terms of games

Lakoff and Johnson’s systematization of metaphorical thinking corroborates 
with essential ideas introduced by Austrian-British philosopher Ludwig 
Wittgenstein in his contemplation of language and thought. One of them 
is his reluctance towards fixed, generalized meanings of a word: “For a large 
class of cases — though not for all — in which we employ the word ‘meaning’ 
it can be defined like this: the meaning of a word is its use in the language.”7 
According to this view, it is the function of a word within a given context 
that indicates its meaning, and not its immutable essence. As explained by 
language-philosopher and artist Melzer: “the significance of a sign is a result 
of the game we play with it in the interactions of language, the so-called ‘lan-
guage-game’.”8 Here again, a metaphoric figuration of language in the terms 

6 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G. E. M. Anscombe, 3rd ed. (1953; 
repr., Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1963), 5.

7 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, #43.
8 Melzer, Taxidermy for Language-Animals, 15.
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of something else – a game – is invoked in order to clarify his perspectives:

In order to address the countless multiplicity of uses, their 
un-fixedness, and their being part of an activity, Wittgenstein 
introduces the key concept of ‘language-game.’ He never explic-
itly defines it since, as opposed to the earlier ‘picture,’ for instance, 
this new concept is made to do work for a more fluid, more 
diversified, and more activity-oriented perspective on language. 
Hence, indeed, the requirement to define harkens back to an 
old dogma, which misses the playful and active character of 
language.9

For Wittgenstein, meanings can be negotiated, bent, and stretched by the lan-
guage players; they are not autonomous monolithic entities, they only produce 
meaning when applied in context. This argument highlights the inventive, 
lively aspect of language. Individuals that take part in this collective practice 
are granted agency to act with language, not only complying with the rules 
by the means of repetition, but also transforming them.

In the different language-games we play, as well as in the many metaphorical 
constructs we inhabit, words and concepts are dynamically shifting roles, 
mirroring each other’s aspects, borrowing and lending their utilities in “a 
complicated network of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing: some-
times overall similarities, sometimes similarities of detail.”10 Still, this does 
not imply the total relativization of all meanings. Instead, to Wittgentein, 
meanings are oriented through what he calls family resemblances:

Is there one feature which all games have in common? 
Wittgenstein explains that there is not one essential feature 
which defines a game, but that features overlap. All features, 
meanings and practices that can be captured by a word he calls its 
family-resemblances. Games have rules and structure, the same 
way families have repeating genetic and habitual codes, which 
structure and define form.11

Family resemblances, therefore, imply frequent uses of a concept, certain 
accumulated traits that will reiterate and sustain meaning for that concept. 
The recurrence of a meaning is not to inhibit further significations, but to 
serve as a point of reference.

9 Anat Biletzki and Anat Matar, “Ludwig Wittgenstein,” ed. Edward N. Zalta, 
The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2021, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/wittgenstein/ 
#LangGameFamiRese.

10 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, #66.
11 Melzer, Taxidermy for Language-Animals, 16.
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In terms of maps

As we have noticed, meanings could exist as an orientation system. In fact, 
Wittgenstein, Lakoff and Johnson have made use of the idea of models 
or maps, to explain how we can be guided through language in search of 
understandings of reality. In Wittgenstein, “the picture is a model of reality”12 
– That is, a duplication, a representation, such as we conceive of it. However, 
this picture reflects only a part of reality, and not all reality. Metaphorical 
concepts also take the form of mental images, and are similarly incomplete 
in their representations of the world. While describing the metaphors as 
correlations between different domains of experience, Lakoff and Johnson 
actually employ the term mapping as in the projection of these domains on 
each other:

Metaphor is the cognitive mechanism whereby one experiential 
domain is partially ‘mapped’, i.e. projected, onto a different expe-
riential domain, so that the second domain is partially understood 
in terms of the first one. The domain that is mapped is called the 
source or donor domain, and the domain onto which the source 
is mapped is called the target or recipient domain. Both domains 
have to belong to different superordinate domains.13

Explanations of reality are intrinsically filled with gaps; they render a model, 
a simplification, always restrictive and incomplete. This notion could be illus-
trated by one of Borges’ short stories, Of Exactitude in Science. In this forgery, 
the author simulates historical notes about such skilled cartographers that they 
were able to craft a real life scale map of an empire. So precise was this model 
that it occupied the same area as the original territory it was meant to repre-
sent. However, so impractical was this perfect map that it had to be abandoned. 
In the end, the people from the empire grew to think of maps as useless and 
extravagant whims, as a consequence of the cartographers’ megalomania.14

Setting Borges’ poetic hyperbole aside, the advice supplied by the story is 
similar to Lakoff and Johnson’s: “It is important to see that the metaphorical 
structuring involved here is partial, not total. If it were total, one concept 

12 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Press, 1922), 28.
13 Melzer, Taxidermy for Language-Animals, 34.

14 Jorge Luis Borges, A Universal History of Infamy, trans. Norman T. di Giovanni (Aylesbury: 
Penguin Books, 1975), 131.
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would actually be the other, not merely be understood in terms of it … Thus, 
part of a metaphorical concept does not and cannot fit.”15 To succeed as a tool, 
both map and metaphor must be similar enough to what they represent in 
order to serve as a reference, but not so similar that they become redundant. 
The main point being: if simplification supports the assimilation of certain 
parts of reality, it also entails ignoring all the other parts. In the words of the 
authors, “In allowing us to focus on one aspect of a concept … a metaphorical 
concept can keep us from focusing on other aspects of the concept that are 
inconsistent with that metaphor.”16 Conclusively, models aid perception and 
understanding of the world, but they also reduce and confine it. This realiza-
tion could be one of the interpretations of Wittgenstein’s famous quote: “the 
limits of my language mean the limits of my world.”17

Concepts can simultaneously disclose and conceal aspects of reality. To 
observe these considerations in practice, we will examine, as an example, 
different metaphorical constructs of time. The metaphorization of time is 
thoroughly analyzed by Lakoff and Johnson in their Metaphors We Live By, 
with special attention devoted to the popular expression “time is money.”18 
This metaphor is distinctively relevant here, not only because it allows for a 
better comprehension of metaphorical concepts in general, but also for its 
specifical implications in the field of work.

In terms of time

Time is one of life’s most fundamental forces and we can sense it almost 
everywhere we turn to. We have developed interfaces and technologies to 
relate to the effects of time; we identify patterns, rhythms, we measure dura-
tions, we count natural cycles, and even when telling stories, recollecting 
memories, or attempting to predict the future, we are employing established 

15 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, Metaphorical Systematicity: Highlighting 
and Hiding.

16 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, Metaphorical Systematicity: Highlighting 
and Hiding.

17 Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 74
18 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, The Systematicity of Metaphorical Concepts.
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tools and concepts from our culture. Yet, a precise definition of time – that 
is, the idea of timeness – is extremely tricky to pin down. To approach the 
question of what time is, different cultures have resorted to metaphorical 
concepts, through which time becomes partially structured, experienced, and 
talked about in terms of different experiential domains. For instance, time 
is frequently conceived as a line or path, where events are queued. In most 
Euro American societies, notions of future and past are positioned in this 
linear order, and therefore translated in terms of front and back, respectively 
(“Bygone days are behind us,” “I am looking forward to the Weekend!”). A similar 
notion is that of a stream, a continual flow observed by the narrator (“That 
is water under the bridge,” “time is passing by so quickly!”). Time can typically 
be referred to as a moving object (“The end of the year is approaching,” “Those 
days are long gone”). In some of these exemples, time is fixed and the narrator 
moves in it, while in others the narrator is fixed and time is in motion. Still, 
in all these cases, a certain linearity of time is respected.

However, even though the natural phenomenon of time could objectively be 
considered the same for all humans, the metaphorical frames forged to explain 
it are still grounded in cultural particularities and can vary on their depiction 
of certain aspects. One evidence of this is the spacial metaphorization of time 
in the Aymara idiom:19 “in Aymara, the basic word for front (nayra, “eye/
front/sight”) is also a basic expression meaning past, and the basic word for 
back (qhipa, “back/behind”) is a basic expression for future meaning.”20 
A series of other expressions corroborate with this system, including the 
gestual language of its speakers. In summary, the past for Aymara speakers is 
known, therefore it lies in front of ego since it can be seen, while the future 
is unknown and therefore lies in back of ego for it is out of sight.21 This 
inversion in relation to western systems is not merely anecdotal. One could 
speculate on the impact of such distinct metaphorizations over the diferent 
concepts of progress and history within these two cultures, for instance.

19 Aymara is “an Amerindian language spoken in the Andean highlands of western Bolivia, 
southeastern Peru, and northern Chile”. Rafael E. Núñez and Eve Sweetser, “With the Future 
Behind Them: Convergent Evidence From Aymara Language and Gesture in the Crosslinguistic 
Comparison of Spatial Construals of Time,” Cognitive Science 30, no. 3 (May 6, 2006): 401–50, 
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15516709cog0000_62.: 402.

20 Núñez and Sweetser, “With the Future Behind Them,” 402.

21 Núñez and Sweetser, “With the Future Behind Them,” 439.
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Time in terms of money

Another common metaphorization of time is shown in the expression time 
is money. Translating time in terms of a scarce resource, as demonstrated 
by Lakoff and Johnson, has enabled a series of operations that follow the 
same pattern, like saving time, wasting time, investing, having, giving, and 
also serving time.22 The authorship of this axiom is generally attributed 
to Benjamin Franklin and it translates the spirit of its era so effectively 
and compellingly that it coined the motto of the industrial revolution. 
The employment of this metaphor and its derivations in ordinary life has 
assumed the status of a cultural convention. As such, it permeates moral 
codes deeply embedded in our behaviors. According to Hardt, modernity 
meant that “more generally, society itself was gradually industrialized even 
to the point of transforming human relations and human nature. Society 
became a factory.”23 It was imperative to conquer and manage time, as it was 
imperative to tame the unpredictability of nature and humanity. In the eyes 
of modernity, time, nature and human behavior were equally understood as 
resources, that is, means waiting to be mastered, tamed, and transformed into 
material advantage. The metaphorization of time into a resource provenly 
allowed for the emergence of countless practical conveniences, as part of the 
modern project we learned to call progress. But, while focusing on produc-
tivity and control, both the project and the metaphor have casted a shadow 
over many other essential aspects of time.

The proportionality between effort and reward is presumably as evident to 
18th century North Americans as to any of our hunter-gatherer ancestors. 
However, a relevant distinction is pointed by Suzman: “to foragers, in other 
words, time could not be ‘spent’, ‘budgeted’, ‘accrued’ or ‘saved’, and while it 
was possible to squander an opportunity or waste energy, time itself could not 
be ‘wasted’.”24 Even though it is obvious that time cannot be materially pos-
sessed, it can still be difficult to avoid the dread of wasting time. This general 

22 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, The Systematicity of Metaphorical Concepts.
23 Michael Hardt, “Affective Labor,” in Reading/Feeling, ed. Tanja Baudoin and Frédérique 

Bergholtz (Amstersam: If I Can’t Dance I Don’t Want To Be Part Of Your Revolution, 2013), 175.

24 James Suzman, Work: A History of How We Spend Our Time (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2021), 
Time is Money.
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feeling demonstrates the infiltration of this century old logic in contempo-
rary life. In fact, this acceleration becomes even more aggravated now, when 
the boundaries of personal and professional life have become progressively 
blurred. The increasing sensation that all time must be purposeful, profitable, 
and productive, is arguably still in the core of current neoliberal economies. 

Despite its pervasiveness in the present day, we can already start to notice 
economical changes in today’s world that challenge the direct proportionality 
between time and money.

The message that hard work creates value is drip-fed or beaten 
into children almost everywhere in the hope of instilling a good 
work ethic in them. Even so, there is little obvious correspon-
dence today between time worked and monetary reward in the 
world’s largest economies, beyond the now almost quaint con-
vention that the very highest earners tend to take the majority 
of their income annually in the form of dividends and bonuses, 
medium and high earners take theirs monthly, and lower earners 
tend to be paid hourly.25

The informatization of the speculative financial systems shows us that money 
can actually generate more money, regardless of the amount of working hours 
put into it. On the other hand, the precarization of service economies, the 
so-called gig economy, depends on a large number of self-employed workers 
getting pennies for their hours worked. Even the idea of progress as a result 
of merit, largely fundamented by the metaphor, is provenly alienated from 
the complex networks of intersectional privileges that will determine exactly 
who’s time is indeed money, and how. As a conclusion, the maintenance of the 
time is money metaphor nowadays is more effective in hiding fundamental 
truths about the distribution of labor and wealth in our societies than actually 
revealing them.

In terms of politics

As we have seen, metaphors can equally inaugurate and deflect certain aspects 
of the world through a game of comparisons. This means they can modulate 

25 Suzman, Work, Time is Money.
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and direct our attention. In effect, perception is not a passive phenomenon, 
but an act of engagement, interpretation and imagination – in the words 
of Melzer, “a productive (rather than passive) mental process.”26 It reflects 
not only subjective sensitivities, but social influences and cultural restraints, 
as demonstrated by the case of conventional metaphors. Although cultural 
conventions aim to promote social understanding and conformity, preserv-
ing orthodox consensus very often comes at the cost of diversity. In fact, 
reinforcement of certain ways of seeing rarely implies the promotion of con-
structive debate, but the coercitive maintenance of power structures. In this 
sense, language becomes a very powerful political tool. Having control over 
the representations and interpretations of reality can effectively limit and 
shape this reality. New metaphors have indeed the power to challenge and 
destabilize the status quo, as remarked by Lakoff and Johnson:

New metaphors have the power to create a new reality. This can 
begin to happen when we start to comprehend our experience 
in terms of a metaphor, and it becomes a deeper reality when 
we begin to act in terms of it. If a new metaphor enters the 
conceptual system that we base our actions on, it will alter that 
conceptual system and the perceptions and actions that the 
system gives rise to. Much of cultural change arises from the 
introduction of new metaphorical concepts and the loss of old 
ones. For example, the Westernization of cultures throughout 
the world is partly a matter of introducing the time Is money 
metaphor into those cultures.27

What the authors refer to as “Westernization of cultures” is but the result of 
the modern colonial project that requires standardization and predictability 
of our thought, actions, aspirations and desires. Essentially, Westernization 
means the annihilation of all dissonance in order to optimize control.

In his novel 1984, Orson Wells epitomizes this perverse dominance 
through a Ministry of Truth which progressively extinguishes words from 
the dictionary in order to impair people’s capacity to disagree – namely, 
commit thoughtcrimes against – with the totalitarian regime of the Party: 
“from where Winston stood it was just possible to read, picked out on its 

26 Tine Melzer, Aspect Change and Poetic Charge as Tools for Artistic Research in Literature, 
ed. Tan Wälchli and Corina Caduff (Brill | Fink, 2019): 151, http://dx.doi.
org/10.30965/9783846763339_014

27 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, The Systematicity of Metaphorical Concepts.
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white face in elegant lettering, the three slogans of the Party: war is peace. 
freedom is slavery. ignorance is strength.”28 The impoverishment of 
language is presented as a much more sophisticated form of censorship that 
undermines not only the circulation of information, but the very ability 
to conceive difference. In effect, controlling language means castrating our 
perceptions of reality.

Unfortunately, Wells’ dystopian predictions are no short of current events 
worldwide. In 2016, a quote from Brazil’s newly sworn president in his inau-
guration speech suddenly took over the streets of Campo Grande, Mato 
Grosso do Sul, in a series of billboards: “don’t think about the crisis, 
work!” [see FIG. 16] The message was printed in bold letters and installed by 
a local advertisement businessman, at his own costs, inspired by the motiva-
tional words of the president. Soon, other executives across the country joined 
the initiative and repeated the stunt in their own cities. Not surprisingly, 
the intended moral booster ended up backlashing into a wave of outrage all 
over the country. Leaving the evident lack of wit of the phrase aside – since 
suggesting not to think about the crisis will somehow make the crisis even 
more evident – what made this ad so obscene was its close resemblance to 
other work enforcing slogans in history [see FIG. 17].

Here lies a fundamentally political aspect of language: the dispute over sub-
jective experiences and the collective means to make sense of them within the 
boundaries of culture. What has been established as possible, as adequate, as 
normal, as desirable, serves the interests of few and it defines an excludent ver-
sion of the world. Accepting that hegemonic conventions are not reality per se 
but a construct, an invention, is key for the accommodation of diversity and for 
the constant improvement and update of our models. That is, the more complex 
and plural our conceptual system, the wider our frames; the more resourceful 
we are to comprehend the world we live in; the more sophisticated our tools 
for communication; the better equipped we are to solve problems of a social 
nature. A culture with fixed and dogmatic metaphors is a culture where few 
perspectives obstruct the vast, rich, infinite aspects of life yet to be discovered.

28 George Orwell, 1984 (Sanctus Books, 1949), Chapter 1, https://books.apple.com/us/
book/1984/id1562660752.
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FIG. 16: Anderson Viegas and G1 MS, Don’t Think about the Crisis, Work!, May 17, 2016, 
https://g1.globo.com/mato-grosso-do-sul/noticia/2016/05/empresario-de-ms-coloca- 
mensagem-citada-por-temer-em-outdoors.html.

FIG. 17: Instytut Pamieci Narodowej and United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 
View of the Entrance to the Main Camp of Auschwitz (Auschwitz I). The Gate Bears the Motto 
“Arbeit Macht Frei” (Work Makes One Free), May 11, 1945, May 11, 1945, https://collections. 
ushmm.org/search/catalog/pa1067785.



FIG. 18: Fliegende Blätter, 
“Kaninchen Und Ente” (Rabbit and 
Duck). It Is Captioned: “Which Animals 
Are Most like Each Other?,” 
October 23, 1892, https://doi.
org/10.11588/diglit.2137#0147.
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Aspect seeing

The ability to conceive simultaneously competing aspects of reality is 
appointed by Wittgenstein as aspect seeing.29 This concept is understood by 
the author as the capacity to unpack or find multiple new meanings in a sign. 
According to Melzer, 

[aspect change] is the moment of discovering another meaning in 
something. It is the sudden awareness of a second image occur-
ring from a visual or verbal sign. It is the aha moment of seeing 
another signification — getting the joke. The most rudimentary 
examples are visual displays of gestalt psychological icons such 
as the rabbit-duck illusion.30

This image is perceived by some as a duck and by others as a rabbit [see 
FIG. 18], yet none of them is more accurate than the other. Duck and rabbit 
are non hierarchical, coinciding aspects of the same image. No matter which 
animal one sees first, realizing the second one does not imply a correction of 
the first interpretation, but the addition of another aspect. While the sketch 
continues identical, it is the viewers’ perception of it that is transformed.

29 Hereafter a synonym for aspect change or aspect thinking. Wittgenstein, Philosophical 
Investigations, 204.

30 Melzer, Aspect Change and Poetic Charge as Tools for Artistic Research in Literature, 151.
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Aspect seeing is a skill that all language users share already; it is an old rule 
from the language-game and one of the basic principles through which most 
jokes are created, for instance. Still, aspect seeing can and should be enhanced 
through practice. The matter of aspect seeing is therefore an issue of greater 
importance, for it is deeply tied to our ability to aid diversity. Aspect diversity 
reminds us that a large part of what we see has in fact been filtered by a series 
of complex cultural mechanisms, and exposing these mechanisms eventually 
exposes the political powers behind them. Aspect seeing is, hence, a valuable 
tool that helps to view the world not from its given index of meanings, but 
to see it as a spectrum of possibilities.

In terms of work

I. work as in wander

It could be stated that each one of the performances compiled in the pre-
vious chapter activates a given range of aspects concerning work. Some of 
these aspects are presented through the enactment of metaphors – gestual, 
behavioral, visual and textual – in terms of which they could be decodified. 
In the following section of this chapter, I intend to scrutinize only three of 
these works of art, in the attempt to demonstrate the embedded symbolic 
conventions they might enclose, as well as the multiple new aspects of work 
they can introduce with their language-games.

In his piece Paradox of Practice 1, for instance, it could be said that Alÿs 
proposes the action of pushing the block of ice until its disappearance as an 
open ended term of a metaphorical formulation. The spectator is hence free 
to appoint the second term of the equation. One could, perhaps, interpret the 
performance according to the formulation understanding work in terms 
of pushing a block of ice. It could be handy to recall the Greek myth of 
Sisyphus, who was “condemned by the gods for eternity to repeatedly roll a 
boulder up a hill only to have it roll down again once he got it to the top, 
as a metaphor for the individual’s persistent struggle against the essential 
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absurdity of life.”31 Or, if you were familiar with Brazilian proverbs, you 
would know that the colloquial saying “enxugar gelo”32 (literaly, to wipe ice 
dry) denotes a pointless kind of activity that takes up a lot of time and effort 
and brings no result. Notably, the act of pushing the block of ice has been 
condensed into a conceptual-image and, consequently, charged by a network 
of memories and symbolic associations – some of which will be collective, 
others will be extremely personal. This network will eventually shed light over 
certain aspects of work, as proposed by the initial formulation. We could infer, 
thus, that a) work involves effort, yet effort does not always lead to result; b) 
Sometimes, working is the act of destroying something; etc. The formulation 
could also ignite further reflections: what other results – invisible, perhaps – 
can work entail? Is there always an aim for working, or could work be an aim 
on its own? The appointment of the term work is bound by the context of 
interpretation, in this case, the discussions of this research. Of course, since 
an artwork is open for subjective interpretation, if the first term was to be 
different, this entire analysis would follow a different path.

ii. Work as in sacrifice

This formulation, as suggested by the work of Marina Abramović, also estab-
lishes intersections between different human experiential domains. We are 
encouraged to contemplate what similarities these two notions share, while 
setting aside the discrepancies that do not corroborate with the metaphor.

Sacrifice could be understood as a transcendent debt. It implies penitence, 
suffering that leads to compensation, a loss for a gain. In work in terms 
of sacrifice, notions of sublimation and purge are highlighted as intersec-
tions of these two human experiences. This implies a notion of work that is 
intrinsically unpleasant, revealing an embedded belief that there is a tran-
scendent cause for burden, which is to restore greatness or harmony. The idea 

31 “The Myth of Sisyphus,” in Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed April 24, 2022, https://www.
britannica.com/topic/The-Myth-of-Sisyphus.

32 “Enxugar Gelo,” in Wiktionary, November 12, 2018, https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/
enxugar_gelo.
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of sacrifice, as rooted in religious jargon, also employs a ritualistic setting, 
that is, a procedure that is somewhat removed from ordinary life; moreover, 
a procedure that connects immanent (ordinary) life and transcendent (occult) 
domains. The assimilation of religious morals is what motivates Lafargue’s 
critique of capitalism: “capitalist ethics, a pitiful parody on Christian ethics, 
strikes with its anathema the flesh of the laborer.”33 According to him, the 
praise of suffering promoted by catholicism is grounded by the will to control 
the masses, and guilt its best regimen of surveillance. Abramović is certainly 
far from praising capitalist work ethic through her bone washing. Still, the 
piece denotes an attitude of resignation facing the severity symbolized by 
the task.

Although naturalized in most Western cultures, the idea that work shares 
aspects of sacrifice is, once again, not universal and could be contrasted with 
different perspectives. As a matter of fact, among the Ikpeng people of the 
Xingú, in Central Brazil, cheerfulness and enjoyment during labor is what 
assures their ontological condition as humans:34

Collecting with joy is fundamental to surviving the dangers 
of the forest. Singing, the Ikpeng cheer themselves and the 
master-spirits, and this general state of contentment guarantees 
their bodily stability, that is, their health, and their permanence 
as humans.35

For the Ikpeng people happiness is also not a matter of chance. On the 
contrary, it is the result of a determined action, it must be activated. Their 
work-chants represent their engagement with happiness while they work, for 
working with bitterness, sadness or anger implicates earnestly jeopardizing 
their own health.

33 Lafargue, The Right to Be Lazy, 4.
34 Referent to social groups whose notions of personhood and body are intrinsically distinct. 

In Euro-American societies, the body is seen as an innate, biological fact, and a person is seen as the 
content that is confined by the limits of the body. In Amerindian societies, on the other hand, the 
body must be constructed through bodily manipulations, the exchanges of affection, words, and 
food. A person extends itself beyond bodily limits during these exchanges. [See Cecilia McCallum, 
“Gender, Personhood and Social Organization among the Cashinahua of Western Amazonia” 
(London School of Economics, 1989), https://1lib.sk/book/910721/5a83d0.]

35 Amanda Horta, Oengman Menen: Vê Seu Caminho. Apontamentos Sobre a Vida e as Mortes Das 
Mulheres Ikpeng (Brasília: Gráfica Movimento, 2020), 21-22; My translation.
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iii. Work as in choreography

In the formulation work in terms of choreography, suggested by the work 
of Jérôme Bel, we are aided to identify intersecting aspects such as routine and 
improvement through repetition – in fact, the French word répétition36 also 
denotes the idea of rehearsal. It could be agreed that work and choreography 
require the placing and timing of human gestures. They could imply collabora-
tion and function, as in role play. They can also evoke ideas of order, hierarchy, 
plan, and precision. Ultimately, it could be said the formulation brings to the 
forefront an aspect of bodily conformation imposed by discipline over an 
individual or group of people. According to this metaphor, work is what ties 
individual roles and actions to a greater collective plan.

While in work is choreography individual will is opposed to a communal 
order, in work is sacrifice it is opposed to transcendent forces. None of 
these metaphors alone can exhaust what work means, yet together they form 
the mosaic of a certain workness – a wide network of family resemblances, 
with complementary and sometimes contradicting aspects that enlarge our 
understanding of work.

As demonstrated by these examples, our daily language habits reflect political 
interests and their reiterations. However, experimental uses of language can 
effectively foster our sensitivity, our awareness and our interpretation skills. 
Some artistic practices are at the forefront of that dispute. Works of art 
can promote speculative zones where language is strained and played with, 
and where new metaphors can come to being. They oxygenate language, 
reconfigurating human relations, and disseminating dissident narratives that 
will enlarge the spectrum of meanings we live by. A quote by performer and 
scholar Eleonora Fabião clearly translates this ethical stand: “what actions 
generate the world I want to live in and what actions hinder the development 
of that world? I create the world I desire from the actions I perform.”37

36 “English Translation of ‘Répétition,’” in Collins French-English Dictionary, accessed April 24, 
2022, https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/french-english/r%C3%A9p%C3%A9tition.

37 Itaú Cultural and Eleonora Fabião, “Rumos 2013-2014: A Arte de Criar o Mundo Que Se 
Deseja,” Itaú Cultural, August 18, 2014, https://www.itaucultural.org.br/rumos-2013-2014-a-arte- 
de-criar-o-mundo-que-se-deseja; My translation.
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NOTES ABOUT 
SAYING AND SHOWING

Notes on creating a performative program

Inspired by Fabião's introduction of the program as a methodological tool 
in the practice of performance art, as well as Wittgensteins' proposition of 
the language-game, I decided to formulate my own program, a simple set of 
procedures and guidelines that could allow an experimental investigation 
into the language of work. This program aimed at digging deeper into the 
words, expressions, and gestures used in reference to subjective understand-
ings of work, and their metaphorical grounds. It consisted of a set of seven 
associative and improvisational exercises, conceived to be executed under 
my facilitation by two participants with previous background in the perfor-
mative arts. The listed exercises were carried out in a photographic studio 
as separate sessions, lasting an average of three hours. These sessions were 
filmed and transcribed in order to provide data for further analysis. They 
also included a guest photographer who would capture still images of the 
volunteers' responses. Five different sessions were organized, involving a 
total of ten performers and three different photographers. Participants were 
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not informed about the overall themes and objectives of this research prior 
to the sessions. 

The games were conceived to encourage physical expressiveness, navigating 
through memory, invention and collaboration. They also intended at iden-
tifying possible connections and dissonances between verbal language and 
out-of-the-ordinary uses of the body, captured in the photographs. The exer-
cises were arranged to demand progressive abstraction in the responses of the 
two participants, in order to observe if (and how) their gestures would evoke 
metaphorical qualities. The core intention behind this procedure was to inves-
tigate the transit between different modes of saying and showing, generating 
repertoires of words and gestures that could be later compared and reviewed.

The relationship between saying and showing becomes central in this research 
on a series of different levels. Firstly, it states a differentiation between essen-
tial aspects of language that are ever-present in our everyday communication. 
This formulation is key in Wittgensteins' Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 
as remarked by Melzer:

this distinction supports his idea that what can be shown cannot 
be said (subparagraph 4.1212 of the Tractatus). The essential 
things lie thus outside language, he concluded. The saying/showing 
distinction serves as a platform for interlacing the principle of 
language-games on the level of both the intellect and the senses. 
By acknowledging the saying/showing distinction and applying it 
to any practice, we may explore the limits between what can be 
said and what can be shown. These limits are a vibrant example 
of the passage from discursive language to poetic language.1

The hypothesis defended by Melzer (and corroborated by this experiment), 
is that the differentiation between saying and showing should not focus on 
pinning down the exact limits of each one of these modes, but heightening 
our sensitivity towards their peculiarities and exploring their overlaps in artis-
tic practice. The issue of saying and showing could be paired with the binome 
form–content as a continuum; they can be distinguished yet they cannot be 
separated. Having that established, one should recognize that speech does not 
necessarily represent a privileged mode of saying, the same way images are not 

1 Tine Melzer, Taxidermy for Language-Animals: A Book on Stuffed Words by Tine Melzer, 
2nd ed. (Zürich: Rollo Press, 2016), 14.
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always a privileged mode of showing. Words are also sensual entities that can 
both say and show, according to their form and sound, and not only by their 
conceptual charges. Likewise, sensorial aspects of our surroundings, that is, all 
that could be manifested2 in a non-verbal way, can still harvest from language 
elements to be interpreted.3 As phrased by Janik and Toulmin, "language 
can represent experience, but it can also infuse experience with meaning."4 
Discursive and sensorial aspects of language are always in tension, and will 
inevitably interweave themselves in the production of meanings.

Secondly, this distinction is particularly relevant for those whose professions 
are based on expression, representation and interpretation. That is specially 
the case – although not exclusively – for performative artists and visual com-
munication designers. It is under their responsibility to interpret and translate 
intricate systems of information5 for the perception of others. They must 
train their sensitivity to the subtleties between the whatness and the howness 
of things, for there precisely resides their domains of authorship. Although 
practices of saying and showing are evidently part of the life of every player in 
the language-game, they are strained to a higher frequency of scrutiny in the 
daily labor of these professionals. That is not to suggest a superior authority 
upon them, but to bridge distinct creative practices through the perspective 
of their interpretative tasks.

Finally, the saying/showing formulation provided a simple thread that could 
tie  language, performativity and visual communication together with the 
anchoring curiosity about the meanings of work. Essentially, it formats the 
core impetus behind the program, allowing for different hypotheses to be 
tested, while preserving the freedom and the playfulness required for an 
artistic procedure to blossom. This insight has ignited the present research, 
providing precious practical and theoretical hinges that could be pursued. 
In no way the execution of the program intends to present itself as a 

2 “There is indeed the inexpressible. This shows itself; it is the mystical.” Ludwig Wittgenstein, 
Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Press, 1922), 90.

3 In conversation with Tine Melzer, April 15, 2022.
4 Allan Janik and Stephen E. Toulmin, Wittgenstein’s Vienna (Ivan R. Dee, 1996), 139.
5 The use of the term information, in this context, should not be restricted by the idea of data, 

but should consider contexts, intentions, authors, symbolic and emotional layers of meaning, etc.
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scientific enterprise, even though it borrows several analytical and system-
atic aspects of one. Participant's answers are intended to subsidize my own 
creative practice, as the results of a particular procedure that combines uses 
of language, images and gestures. They have consented to the conditions 
of this experiment under the understanding that my interpretations and 
appropriations of their propositions might not reflect their own personal 
opinions. In other words, each session could be understood like a match 
of the so-called language-game; all participants were equally implicated, 
and while we might not all be portrayed within the frames of the images, 
we were certainly all playing.

In this chapter, I intend to introduce the specific procedures conducted during 
these five sessions and their respective outcomes. The recordings of all sessions 
have been transcribed; textual data has been organized in comparative tables, 
while visual archives have been thoroughly labeled using cumulative tags 
according to the categories: names of volunteers; game titles; words performed; 
and suggested words. Sessions were also photographed against backgrounds 
of different colors, allowing for their immediate distinction. However, the 
entirety of these documents will not be included in this research, only my own 
selection of the most relevant propositions. Once again, this is not a scientific 
experiment, but a compositional procedure; its main purpose is to harvest the 
most provocative and inspired responses that would otherwise not come into 
being. Therefore, the materials displayed in the pages of this chapter are the 
products of my own appropriation, edition, and interpretation.

Notes on casting

Volunteers taking part in the sessions were invited through an open call 
targeted at professional and amateur actors, dancers and performers. The call 
was distributed through email, social media and message apps. 
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CALL FOR PERFORMANCE COLLABORATORS

I am a visual artist, designer and performer, currently doing an 
MA in Visual Communication Design at Aalto University. For 
my thesis I am working on a project that requires the partici-
pation of actors, dancers and/or performers, so I am contacting 
you with an invitation!

I am looking for volunteers based in Helsinki, interested in 
improvisation, physical theater and play. This experiment con-
sists of games exploring notions of language, communication and 
composition. The improvisations will involve only 2 performers 
per session. They will take place in a studio and will be docu-
mented by a photographer. These images are intended to be used 
as part of my thesis research. The images will not be used for any 
commercial purposes.

The activities will be held in English and should take around 
2 to 3 hours. Dates and times are flexible and will be defined 
according to your availability.6

The first session took place in São Paulo, Brazil, while the four following 
sessions took place in Helsinki, Finland. All sessions were carried out between 
February and April of 2021, during sanitary restrictions due to the COVID 
pandemic. The majority of the volunteers demonstrated a preference to par-
ticipate with a partner they were already acquainted with, due to the risks of 
contamination. Some of them were theater students, others were professional 
actors or dancers, some practiced theater improvisation as a hobby. Eventually, 
it is as if the participants of these programs were performing a meta-labor, 
employing their interpretative and expressive resourcefulness to represent 
notions of their own work. There was no other criterion of selection, other 
than their own interest and availability. Volunteers were also not paired based 
on physical features, age, gender, or qualification. Therefore, this experiment 
does not claim any kind of statistical validity based on the contribution of 
its participants.

It is paramount, however, to consider the impact of representativity within 
this project. For this purpose, Wittgenteins' notions about saying and show-
ing come in as key one more time; the performing bodies presented in the 
images of this research show a large amount of things, even before they 

6  Transcription of the open call message published in February 2021. 
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actually start saying. The mere presence of these bodies ignites a wide range 
of social, economic, and cultural codes that will inevitably charge the images 
and influence future interpretations. Their postures, complexions, ethnicities, 
ages, heights, weights, genders, all that is manifested by appearances, depicts 
valuable aspects that should not be disregarded, for there is no such thing as 
neutrality in representation.

i. Generating words

The exercises listed in the program were divided into two separate moments. 
The first one, generating words, was focused on stimulating the partici-
pants' agility and associative thinking. It was also designed as an introduc-
tion, allowing them to get acquainted with the space and each other, and ease 
into the rest of the activities. It was important, at this stage, to stir up their 
vocabulary and establish a safe and welcoming atmosphere for spontaneity. 
For this reason, all exercises had a short time frame to be completed. Firstly, 
in order to reinforce a thrilling and playful atmosphere, in which partici-
pants would remain energized and engaged throughout the entire session. 
Secondly, to encourage them to let go of any self judgment, making it easy 
for them to swiftly move on without getting caught up in minor details. 
I was interested in their immediate, most spontaneous responses, and I did 
not want the participants to assume that they were expected to act cleverly or 
elaborately. Finally, timing the exercises also allowed for an estimation of the 
entire length of the session, which made scheduling and planning simpler.

i.i. Free association

In the beginning of each session, participants were proposed to take part 
in a simple free association game, in which they had one minute per round 
to verbally reply to each other's words. The first word for every round was 
always given by the facilitator. After the two first rounds, the instructions 
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were slightly incremented. During the third and fourth rounds, participants 
were asked to continue the free association game, tracing a way back to the 
starting word as soon as the alarm went off.

FREE ASSOCIATION I

Reply to each other using the first word that comes to your mind. 
Take as minimum time as you can. You will be given an initial 
word for each round. You cannot repeat used words.

Time: 1min. / round

FREE ASSOCIATION II

Repeat the previous instructions until the alarm rings. Then, 
you must together find the shortest way back to the first word 
through free association. You cannot repeat used words, except 
for the initial given word.

Time: 1min. / round

During the first two rounds, the game progressed as expected. Each word 
was suggested as a consequence of the previous one. In those cases, the 
collection of all words said during each round did not outline any unified 
logic, for instance: tendon – opera – breakfast [see FIG. 19]. On the other hand, 
during the third and fourth rounds, when asked to find links back to the 
initial word, a curious pattern emerged. Participants were not given a time 
limit to finish, they were free to determine when the game would come to 
an end. However, instead of rushing to the conclusion, they would extend 
and delay it, meandering around the initial word. As demonstrated by FIG. 20, 
almost all of the words suggested could establish semantic connections to 
the word knee, yet, as it appears, the participants would hesitate to consider 
them related enough. As shown in the example, the word knee established 
a context for all words, modulating the game as a theme. The suggestion of 
a prior concept evidently influenced the players judgment regarding the 
conceptual distance between the words. As a consequence, each word uttered 
seems to reflect an aspect of the target word.
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i.ii. Listing

The following exercise consisted in posing very simple questions to each 
player, which they had one minute to respond to in the form of a list. Each 
participant was randomly assigned two questions. The questions framed very 
general aspects of their relationship with time, money, and necessity. Apart 
from stirring up work related vocabulary that could be used on further 
moments of the session, these questions aimed at exploring the participants' 
attitudes towards the time is money correlation.

articulation achilles pain confusion mess cry comedy breakfast

tibia ankle tendon love mental opera laughter everyday start

knee

FIG. 19: Free Association I: Diagram of replies.
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LISTING

One player must answer a given question listing the maximum 
amount of words possible within the given time.

Time: 1min. / round

Index of questions:

Things I do while working.

Things I can't live without.

Things I use my time with.

Things I buy with my money.

Things I do for money.

m
id

dl
e 

pro
ces

s 
work body 

leg 

cartilage 
m

uscle 
bone 

meeting 
vein connectio

n 

ne
tw

or
k

knee

FIG. 20: Free Association II: Diagram of replies.
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Although the interpretation of the overall answers can be vague and incon-
clusive, certain extracts are surprisingly charged with meaning. They could 
reveal short personal narratives about routines and frustrations of ordinary 
life. I have isolated parts of these transcriptions, that can be read as casual 
ready-made poems, loaded with humor and contemplation.

1.

things I do 
with my time:

sleep
don't sleep

dance
don't dance

2.

things I do for 
money:

(can I lie?)

I lie
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3.

things I do while 
working:

avoiding work

4.

things I can't live 
without:

something on top 
of me

like a roof
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ii. Generating bodies

ii.i. Pantomime

The second moment of the sessions was focused on more physical modes of 
expression and interaction. Previously, participants had been asked to write 
down in individual sheets of paper words they personally associated with 
work [see FIG. 21]. These words were piled, including a selection of my own 
suggestions. Then, each player was asked to draw a word from the stack 
and, within a limited time, use only physical gestures to describe it to their 
opponent, as in a typical game of pantomime.

PANTOMIME

Each player must perform a gesture, an action, and/or a pose that 
translates the words from their stack. They will be given a limited 
time for each word. While one player is performing, the other 
must try to guess what is the word being performed. The player 
performing must not use words or sounds. Breaking words down 
into syllables is not allowed.

Time: 1min. / word

The aim of this game was to establish fast mutual understanding without 
using speech. In order to quickly communicate their words, players would 
employ their most efficient strategies, very often resorting to blatant met-
aphoric conventions. In this context, when in need of describing an object, 
they would frequently perform very indexical gestures, like pointing, or 
imitating the object's shape or function. The experiment, however, becomes 
more interesting according to the level of abstraction of the words. In those 
cases, performing a pre-codified cultural gesture or pointing at something 
might not do the job entirely. What would then happen is that players would 
start building over these grounding conventions, patching additional aspects, 
suggesting similarities, or defining something through their opposite. For 
instance, to represent life, a player could lay down stiff with their hands over 
their belly, imitating a dead body, and so on. In more complex cases, they 
were pushed to formulate new metaphors, combining, modulating, and res-
signifying previously established cultural codes. In effect, the game displays 
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processes that also occur in verbal language, while illustrating many of our 
most fundamental metaphoric conventions.

During the game, opponents would generally utter their attempts of inter-
pretation, as a sort of feedback. These attempts have also been compiled for 
analysis. Very often they revealed extremely insightful aspects of the gestures 
performed. These competing aspects populate the gap between intention and 
perception, and, outside of the immediate context of the session, they can 
unpack different interpretations from the same image.

actor
big boss
boss
breathe
businessman
chest
demand
employ
employee
exaltation
factory worker
humble
humility
idolizing
king
majesty
oppressor
order
overwhelmed
ready
safety
salary
servant
server
service
stopped
to hire
vigilant
waiter

RESPECT

FIG. 21: session 1 | pantomime: respect.



90

hat store
head
head out
in your head
monster
navigating
outside the box
outside your head
people
picking
sea monster
seas
think
thinker
thinking
unicorn
whale
writing

IMAGINATION

FIG. 22: session ii | pantomime: imagination.
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burden
burnout
death
deadly
dying
heart attack
sick
stress
hard work
too much on my shoulders
too much to carry
weak

overworked

FIG. 23: session iii | pantomime: overworked.
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firmness
massacre
mister
pressure
super
super man
fight
punch
step

POWER

FIG. 24: session 1 | pantomime: power.
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becomes one
connection
intertwined
technology

NETWORK

FIG. 25: session ii | pantomime: network.
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ii.ii. Body manipulation

After a few rounds of the pantomime game, instructions were incremented to 
complexify the dynamic. In this new exercise, instead of performing the word 
from the stack alone using their own bodies, the players were prompted to 
interact with their opponents.

BODY MANIPULATION

Repeat the PANTOMIME game, but now you can include your 
partner into your performance. You can manipulate the other 
player's body into postures and actions. They still must try to 
guess what word is being performed.

Time: 1min. / word

In each session, this interaction was understood and performed in differ-
ent ways by the players. Some players directly handled their opponents 
bodies, determining their positions in very detailed manners, as if they 
were manipulating a puppet; others engaged in looser improvisations, sug-
gesting interactions through their own postures without actually touching 
their colleagues. In both cases, the new rules established many moments of 
hesitation and indetermination between the bodies, demanding the players 
to perform with more caution. Moments in-between movements were also 
captured by the guest photographers. In fact, these moments also rendered 
intriguing images, in which subjects are not yet well determined. The ten-
sion between the bodies charge these images with ambiguity, opening up 
many windows for interpretation. Eventually, at this stage of the session, 
the element of relation was introduced as an extra tool for compositions. 
Slowing down the constructions of each player's compositions allowed the 
observation of several possible meanings in a flow; as the compositions 
would gradually come into being, provisional interpretations were also being 
built and rebuilt.
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FIG. 26: session i | body manipulations: logic.

LOGIC
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FIG. 27: session ii | body manipulations: boss.

BOSS
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BOSS

FIG. 28: session 1 | body manipulations: boss.
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FIG. 29: session iv | body manipulations: money.

MONEY
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FIG. 30: session i | body manipulations: salary.

SALARY
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NEED

FIG. 31: session 1 | body manipulations: need.



101notes About saying and showing

NEED

FIG. 32: session iii | body manipulations: need.
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FIG. 33: session i | body manipulations: position.

POSITION
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FIG. 34: session iv | body manipulations: defeat.

DEFEAT
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ii.iii. Translations

Finally, the last exercise of the program consisted of introducing words from 
a previously curated list and having both performers collaborating to translate 
it into a physical composition. All participants were given the same words to 
improvise with. This repetition across all sessions allowed for a more analytic 
comparison of the results. Nouns revolving modern notions of work were 
sampled based on the assumption that they would require a more attentive 
engagement from the participants due to their level of abstraction.

TRANSLATION

Now both players must perform together a given word. They will 
be given a short time to plan their action, if necessary. Both players 
must participate. New specific commands could also be given to 
the players at any time.

Time: 30sec. / word

The task could perhaps be described as an exercise of intersemiotic translation, 
that is, the conversion of concepts from their verbal form into a gestual-visual 
form. During this exercise, even though spontaneity and improvisation were 
still essential, the control over the time limits was not as strict as before. The 
rules had been important as a general framework, but the ultimate goal was 
to foster the creation of compelling physical compositions that could provide 
any level of conceptual affinity to the assigned word. My role as facilitator 
also became more participative, allowing for a higher level of discussion and 
intervention on the propositions presented by the performers.
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FIG. 35: session i | translations: contract.

contract
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FIG. 37: session i | translations: contract.

contract
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FIG. 38: session iii | translations: contract.

contract



108

FIG. 39: session i | translations: exploitation.

exploitation
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FIG. 40: session iii | translations: curriculum.

curriculum



110

FIG. 41: session iii | translations: exploitation.

exploitation
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FIG. 42: session ii | translations: freedom.

freedom
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FIG. 43: session i | translations: resources.

resources
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FIG. 44: session ii | translations: satisfaction.

satisfaction
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FIG. 45: session iii | translations: sacrifice.

sacrifice
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FIG. 46: session i | translations: failure.

failure
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FIG. 47: session i | translations: progress.

progress
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FIG. 48: session iii | translations: initiative.

initiative
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FIG. 49: session 1 | translations: deal.

deal
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FIG. 50: session iii | translations: satisfaction.

satisfaction
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FIG. 51: session i | translations: initiative.

initiative
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FIG. 52: session ii | translations: time.

time
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FIG. 53: session iii | translations: progress.

progress
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FIG. 54: session i | translations: exploitation.

exploitation
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FIG. 55: session ii | translations: investment.

investment
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FIG. 56: session i | translations: network.

network
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FIG. 57: session ii | translations: purpose.

purpose
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FIG. 58: session i | translations: time.

time
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FIG. 59: session iii | translations: time.

time
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Notes on illustration, translation, and interpretation

It becomes relevant to inquire, at this moment, about the ways in which 
this exercise strained general notions of translation and illustration, since 
players had been prompted to use their own bodies as media to render a 
visualization of a previous concept. This consideration touches upon a vast 
theoretical discussion concerning the relationships between images and texts, 
multimodality and representation. This research alone will evidently not 
be able to encompass the length of this literature, however, a brief distinc-
tion between notions of illustration, translation, and intersemiotic translation 
(transmutation) could allow for a more vivid appreciation of the outcomes 
of this project.

Illustrations are a kind of applied imagery,7 used along textual references 
as a complementary source of information. Illustrations can be used for 
several different purposes, for instance, to exemplify, explain, increment or 
adorn a previous existing text. They are not defined by an intrinsic visual 
quality, that is, any form of visualization can be employed for an illustrative 
purpose. What distinguishes the illustrative image is its direct dependence 
on its source text. Visualizations can be originally produced as illustrations, 
but previously existing images can also be assigned an illustrative function 
in a specific context, reframing its original purpose.

According to Bateman,8 image and text can co-occur in either hierarchical 
or non-hierarchical statuses: in the first, one of them will exhort prepon-
derance over the other in the production of meaning. This happens when 
images are subjugated to the dominance of a text (for instance, in order to 
elucidate, promote, identify, fictionalize or comment on a text) or when a text 
is subordinate to an image (for instance, as an image caption). In the latter, a 
text will anchor the floating possibilities of interpretation of an image, that 
is, the text will inform the reader on what to see while looking at an image.

7 Alan Male, The Power and Influence of Illustration: Achieving Impact and Lasting Significance 
through Visual Communication (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2019), 9.

8 John A. Bateman, Text and Image: A Critical Introduction to the Visual/Verbal Divide 
(New York: Routledge, 2014), 34-35.
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The second status between image and text is that of equality, that is, when they 
have an equivalent impact in the production of meanings. This phenomenon 
is exemplified by french semiotician Roland Barthes through films or comic 
strips, in which the reader cannot make sense of the general message without 
cross referencing both text and images. Yet, many stimulating examples could 
also be seen in conceptual art, specially from the mid 20th century until the 
present day. In these cases, the friction between text and image is known to 
multiply the possibilities of meanings. Image and text are not convergent, 
instead they promote dissent and challenge unified interpretations.

Umberto Eco has offered a great contribution to the matters of interpre-
tation. Although his rigor might seem at times disencouraging, I intend to 
make use of his fundamental ideas around the similarities between translation 
and negotiation.9 According to Eco, the exercise of translating is essentially 
bound by an ethical concern, which is oriented by faithfulness, adequacy and 
equivalence. While translating a source of text into another language the 
translator must negotiate between what will be preserved and what will be 
lost. The translator is therefore free to make creative choices, bound by a vow 
of fidelity to the predominant aspect of the source – this predominant aspect, 
however, must be appointed by the translator, and there lies his regimen of 
expertise and authorship. In the author's perspective, translating therefore 
entails choosing concessions: "negotiation is a process by virtue of which, in 
order to get something, each party renounces something else, and at the end 
everybody feels satisfied since one cannot have everything."10 The parties, in 
this case, being the different aspects, intentions, and functionalities in dispute 
within the context of the source and the context of translation.

The author also references a different type of translation, in which a source 
is transferred from "a given semiotic system to another, as happens when a 
novel is transformed into a movie or a painting is described by a poem."11 
These occasions are called intersemiotic translations or transmutations. In 
these cases, essential aspects of a certain media will inevitably be lost and 

9 Umberto Eco, Mouse or Rat?: Translation as Negotiation (London: Phoenix, 2013), 
Introduction; http://www.orionbooks.co.uk/.

10 Eco, Mouse or Rat?, Introduction.
11 Eco, Mouse or Rat?, Chapter 5: To see things and texts.
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the track of fidelity becomes untraceable. For this reason, Eco denies that 
these modes of conversion should be also called translations, but instead, they 
should be treated as adaptations or interpretations. He argues: “Adaptations 
frequently produce not only variations in expression but also a substantial 
change in content.”12

We can speak of understanding through manipulation, and it is 
possible that after having listened to Debussy’s composition one 
better appreciates Mallarmé’s poetry. But it would be daring to 
say that Debussy has ‘translated’ Mallarmé.13

Eco's stand seems mostly concerned with entire bodies of work (poems, 
novels, films, paintings, songs) created by known authors, in a traceable 
context and with a relatively deductible intention. That is not exactly the 
case with words. As we have seen, words are often collective patchworks of 
accumulated meanings; they rarely have authors or intrinsec intentions, and, 
fundamentally, they don't owe fidelity to anyone.

As seen, the skill of interpretation equally underpins practices of illustration 
and translation alike. In the specific context of the performative program 
proposed by this research, I believe that participants have, at certain times, 
managed to produce autonomous units of meaning that live a parallel life 
from their source. In those cases, when written word and gestual interpreta-
tions of the same concept are displayed together, immediate modulations of 
meaning occur. It becomes difficult to determine whether the text is framing 
the image, or if the image framing the text. At other times, participants have 
replied to the exercises offering more conventional gestures that are certainly 
indexical to their source words. In neither of these cases are the images alone 
capable of rendering their source word with exactitude – images are in fact 
more vague than words when it comes to abstract concepts. Perhaps, the 
outcomes of this specific language-game are not so concerned with fidelity, 
but with relatability. The use of the term translation in this thesis intentionally 
neglects Eco's systematizations, while exceptionally welcoming the aspects 
of negotiation proposed by him.

12 Eco, Mouse or Rat?, Chapter 7: From substance to matter.
13 Eco, Mouse or Rat?, Chapter 7: From substance to matter.
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Notes on the importance of misunderstandings

While executing this program with guest collaborators, it came to my atten-
tion that the description of the last exercise (translations) was not coming 
across as clearly as I intended. It seemed like the expressions perform a word 
and action were not sufficient to engage the performers in the kind of activ-
ity I had envisioned. Facing my guests' hesitation, I would rush to further 
attempts of paraphrasing the rules: "walk into the space and offer an image, 
create a pose, make a proposition." However, for my despair, the more I talked, 
the more confused they would become. Initially, I assumed this could have 
been a matter of terminology. In the anterior exercises, words like gesture and 
pantomime had been employed in similar contexts. Additionally, the words 
improvisation and composition had also been used in the text of the open call. 
Yet, in practice, these last commands were not doing a great job explaining 
to the players how they could approach the exercise.

Truth was that, at that point, I did not have much clarity myself of what I 
meant by all these words, although I did have a well defined expectation of 
what I wanted as a result of the exercise: I was interested in documenting the 
different ways in which performers would interpret an abstract concept into a 
concrete physical gesture. I was also curious about the collaborative strategies 
they would employ while composing this gesture together. Finally, I wanted 
to capture and document the appearance of this gesture in a photograph. 
However, it was only later that I came to realize that a word like composition 
might seem excessively vague in terms of physical movement. Also, that a 
professional contemporary dancer and a part time improv enthusiast might 
have very different expectations around the word improvisation, for instance.

Each group brought to the sessions their different background practices 
within the performative arts. With these backgrounds, different habits, and 
different understandings of the program's vocabulary. Dancers, for instance, 
believed that improvising implied investigating different flows of movement 
and energy, not fixating meanings, and never arriving at a final destination. 
This notion resisted symbolic representation, as something too defined and 
limited. For them, the intention to signify was charged with a pejorative 
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aspect, since in some practices of contemporary dance interests are exactly 
the opposite. Ultimately, the idea of image was a very problematic one and, 
during the session, dancers assumed a very suspicious attitude towards it.

For actors the problem of representation was seen through a very different 
perspective. They would often create proto-scenes, actions that unfolded in 
time. That is, representation was recurrently understood in terms of narrative 
action. That, however, became equally challenging for the photographers since 
it was very difficult to capture their propositions using still images. In one of 
the sessions, as an example, while requested to interpret the word exploitation, 
one of the actresses started to reenact the situation of a photoshoot. She 
assumed the role of a cheeky photographer and her partner of a shy model, 
yet the dynamic between these fictional characters soon revealed itself to be 
quite objectifying. The situation recreated by the duo was evidently mirroring 
the unspoken tension of the actual context, in which a real photographer 
and I were creeping our eager gazes over them. It was a playful and witty 
comment on the topic of exploitation, indeed. However, this interpretation 
was only possible while witnessing the action in progress; the still images, on 
the other hand, did not translate this intention as well. While their attitudes 
towards physical representation were quite distinct to the dancers', some of 
their ideas would probably work better in moving images.

If at times movements could become too messy and fast, at other times 
gestures were excessively indexical, and therefore too obvious. In those cases, 
water can be demonstrated by drinking from an invisible cup; a contract is 
shown by a hand holding an imaginary pen; and the notion of time is no 
different than the perpendicular hands of a clock. These representations are 
in no way incorrect, yet, my hypothesis was that gestures could assume more 
inventive and complex metaphors. The intention here is not of ranking or 
censuring these subjective attempts, much less of classifying the semiotic 
ambitions of each tradition within the vast universe of performative arts. 
In fact, these divergent interpretations were what made this project so rich 
and intriguing. It became clear that there was a specific quality of gesture, in 
between blatant pantomime and the absolutely abstract flow of movement, 
which this program had intuitively been set off to foment. The challenge 
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then was to improve my communication with the performers, in order to 
encourage this particular kind of conceptual operation, or style of gestural 
representation. It became crucial, before describing a specific gestural quality, 
to first comprehend what a gesture is.

FIG. 60: examples of indexical gestures: (upper left) Signing a contract; (upper right) Drinking water;  
(lower left) A dead body; (lower right) Hands of a clock.
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Final notes on the possibility of

a general theory of gestures

The term gesture is employed by a wide range of disciplines, from architecture 
to dance, from mathematics and painting to linguistics, history, anthropology, 
music and neuropsychology. Across these epistemologies, its uses often encom-
pass ideas of movement, either in a small or large scale, "from the slightest 
movement of facial muscles to the most powerful movements of masses of 
bodies called 'revolutions.'"14 In ordinary communication, gestuality could be 
understood as a category of expressive physical movements, often employed to 
reiterate, increment or mitigate verbal communication. In those cases, gestures 
can be indexical – like the gesture of pointing - or symbolic – like the gesture 
of raising your middle finger at someone. Symbolic gestures belong to specific 
cultural repertoires which could be defined by intersections of language, region, 
socioeconomic and identitary groups, or even by specific activities, for instance, 
in the case of divers, musical conductors or factory workers.

However, there is much more to the idea of a gesture; one can speak of the 
gesture of writing, or of the gesture of proposing an original idea through a book, 
for instance. Both exemples, if seen merely as an action, will be composed of 
countless subsequent operations, or actions. For that reason Flusser advocates 
for the invention of a new theory, in order to approach the phenomenology 
of gestures – a "general theory of gestures."15 Without it, he argues, our 
understandings around this topic would remain fragmented, intuitive and 
unsatisfactory.16

According to Flusser, "gestures are movements of the body [or movements 
of a collective body] that express an intention"17 or, more broadly, "the con-
cept of 'gesture' may be defined as a movement that expresses a freedom."18 
Therefore, a gesture is better explained not by the trajectory of its motion, 
nor by its codified cultural connotations, but by its motivation, intentionality, 

14 Vilém Flusser, Gestures, trans. Nancy Ann Roth (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2014), 2.

15 Flusser, Gestures, 161.
16 Flusser, Gestures, 3.
17 Flusser, Gestures, 1.
18 Flusser, Gestures, 163.
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and context: "The technical application of a theory of gestures would not 
touch on the fact that a freedom expresses itself in the gesture but on how 
it expresses itself."19 The science of linguistics would not provide sufficient 
understanding of gestures, once language itself could be seen as a gesture and 
not the other way around.20 I would dare to add, in that case, that a theory 
of gestures should not be concerned with determining what a gesture is, but 
what it means to understand something as a gesture.

A gesture, as appointed by Flusser, can be seen as a phenomenon, or a mani-
festation. It is fueled by intention, although intention is not necessarily within 
the spheres of conscience. That is, gestures are able to manifest the subcon-
scious intentions of a body. In other words, gestures dialectically invent and 
are invented by social, cultural and affective bodies.

Many artists have made use of the affinity between gestures and images in 
their works. One of the most relevant examples would be Bruno Munari's 
Supplemento al dizionario italiano, published in English under the title Speak 
Italian: The Fine Art of the Gesture.21 In this book, Munari presents an index of 
hand gestures as an essential part of the Italian language, illustrated by black 
and white staged photographs and with their respective meanings described 
in four languages (Italian, English, French and German). The work's sober 
and formal tone is somehow – intentionally? – ambivalent, whether it has 
been meant as a humorous homage to Italian culture or as an actual language 
textbook, or guide of instructions, as suggested by the English edition. Even 
though, at times, the book's reductive approach fails to consider a more flex-
ible understanding of gestuality in verbal communication (whether as an 
irony or mere formalism), it is still a seminal artifact of visual communication 
design and a keen experiment within the overlaps of language, gesture and 
image. Leaving Munari's motivations aside, the gesture of the book is that of 

19 Flusser, Gestures, 175.
20 "So it would turn out that a general theory of gestures would be a meta-theory of linguis-

tics, because language is seen to be a particular kind of gesture. This would have decisive conse-
quences for the methodologies of the theory proposed here. For language would no longer serve, as 
it always has, as a model for deciphering all other gestures (so that one speaks of a “language of 
dance” or a “language of pantomime”). On the contrary, a general theory of gestures would have to 
furnish a model for deciphering the gesture of Language." Flusser, Gestures, 165-166

21 Bruno Munari, Speak Italian: The Fine Art of the Gesture (Chronicle Books, 2005).



137notes About saying and showing

inventorying pre existent codes, not of creating new ones. Textual entries are 
presented in a very prescriptive manner, while pictorial representations were 
specially crafted aiming neutrality and clarity.

Around three decades prior to Munari's handbook, another attempt of col-
lecting gestures through images had been done by the German historian of 
art Aby Warburg, in a body of work known as the Bilderatlas Mnemosyne. 
Warburg's atlas consisted of thousands of image reproductions collected 
around the world and distributed in thematic boards, as a constellation of 
visual epistems. Boards were arranged according to the identification of cer-
tain gestural patterns repeatedly depicted across epochs and cultures, from 
renaissance paintings to magazine advertisements. These patterns represented 
visual formulations of a pathos, as exemplified by Didi-Huberman:

Dances, human gestures in general, make up the essential, the 
center of Warburg’s collection conceived from the beginning 
as an atlas of the “formulae of pathos [Pathosformeln],” those 
fundamental gestures transmitted—and transformed—to us 
from antiquity: gestures of love, gestures of combat, gestures of 
triumph and of subservience, of elevation or of falling, of hysteria 
and of melancholy, of grace and of ugliness, of desire in move-
ment and of petrified terror.22

Warburg's particular method for working with images has a special value to 
current practices of visual research. Instead of indexing fixed textual inter-
pretations to individual images, Warburg's boards were genuine works in 
progress; image reproductions were never attached to the boards permanently, 
but shifted around and rearranged in order to enable new associations, new 
meanings through the discovery of new connections:

Warburg had understood that thought has to do not with forms 
found but with the transformation of forms. It is a matter of 
perpetual “migrations” (Wanderungen), as he liked to say. He 
had understood that dissociation is liable to analyze, to go over 
again and reedit and piece together again, to reread the history 
of man.23

It could be said that Warburg's practice around images is fundamen-
tally anchored in the possibility to accommodate aspect diversity, in the 

22 Georges Didi-Huberman, Atlas, or the Anxious Gay Science, trans. Shane B. Lillis (University 
of Chicago Press, 2018), 13.

23 Didi-Huberman, Atlas, or the Anxious Gay Science, 12.



138

configuration of an ever growing map of the human experience. It is this 
relentless, inquisitive, and inventive way of looking for new aspects that can, 
as sung by Caetano Veloso, effectively "launch worlds within the world."24

In his speculations on the need for a new theory of gestures, Flusser con-
sidered the inherent  demand for intersectional methodologies in the devel-
opment of a new point of view towards gestures. In that context, the author 
points to the relevance of visual methods of research, suggesting that

an inventory of gestures will have to be made. … The criteria that 
serve the purposes of the inventory can be discarded after use. 
What must not be overlooked, however, is the question of what 
motivates the gesture—for the answer to this question contains 
the most obvious criterion for the ordering of gestures.25

The desire of inventorying gestures has intuitively propelled the conception 
and execution of this project. A unique program has been introduced with 
the aim of exploring the interfaces between concept, image and embod-
iment. The general effort of this research has been to reveal some of the 
forces manifested by these gestures, to read them through the contributions 
of linguistics, performance, anthropology, and visual communication. This 
investigation has contributed for a deeper discussion about the meanings of 
work, while encouraging the reinvention of these meanings. Reconfiguring 
our work gestures, we are able to also reinvent our intimate understanding 
of who we are and why we do what we do.

24 "É o que pode lançar mundos no mundo," Caetano Veloso, Livros (Nonesuch, 1998), 
https://open.spotify.com/track/7zZ6jn0r0dO25rnJkAUHWE?si=f245d62152454c24; My 
translation.

25 Flusser, Gestures, 164.
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FINAL 
DISCUSSIONS

Language of work

This research has been ignited by my curiosity around the different dis-
courses that shape understandings of work in our culture. Such discourses 
are not always explicit, yet they are frequently manifested through visual 
representations, social behaviors, and through the use of verbal expressions 
and vocabularies, which I am referring to in this research as the language or 
work. So much of what orients our lives is based on the naturalization of 
certain ideals of progress, success, growth, development, security, and prosperity, 
yet the fluctuant meanings of these terms in the constantly shifting contexts 
of contemporary life demand a more careful consideration of where they 
are pointing at.

At the beginning of this research, based on Suzman's organization of a history 
of work, it became clear that some of the main theoretical explanations built 
to comprehend the phenomenon of human work as an economical practice 
disregards the complexity of human perception. These explanations are based 
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on the fixation of key concepts, such as necessity and satisfaction, for instance, 
ignoring the spectrum of subjectivity and cultural diversity that frame their 
interpretations. That is the case with the formulation of the economic problem, 
which states that human work is the result of a strain between the scarcity of 
natural resources and our infinite appetites. This formulation has been taken 
as the universal order of things, grounding and justifying the essence of our 
economic practices for centuries. It has even led us to accept time as a scarce 
natural resource, as demonstrated by the time is money metaphor. And yet, 
after so much technological advance, after so much surplus and wealth accu-
mulation in the world, why should human work still be defined by scarcity?

Hunger for meaning

The economic problem could be disputed from a linguistic point of view. 
The study of language and cognition shows how these abstract notions, such 
as scarcity, are packed with a wide spectrum of aspects that are perceived 
differently in different contexts by different people. Using them as a fixed 
unit of meaning, ignores the complexity of interpretative networks that are 
happening every time, within every human interaction. It also conceals the 
use of these meanings as a product of an ideology, a morality and a political 
project. Working practices are, in fact, not only motivated by the production 
of wealth in a hostile world, but by the production of meaning, in a world of 
affluence and infinite resourcefulness. Humans are eager interpreters: we are 
prone to connect the most unusual things, to find resemblances, to establish 
meaning and sense in everything. We are starving for meaning.

It became key to collect the abstract concepts that populate our discourses 
around work, in order to properly analyze their range of aspects in more 
detail. In the present context of permanent connectivity, frantic sharing 
of information, and eroding boundaries between intimate and public life, 
understanding the mechanisms of mediation and representation is vital. In 
this attempt, the present research has set out to explore the ways in which 
conventional metaphorizations of work infiltrate our conceptual system, 
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framing our perceptions of the world. Eventually, I also became interested 
in proposing ways to intervene in these manifestations, proposing relevant, 
relatable representations of work that reflect the complexity of perspectives 
that make up this phenomenon.

A personal history of work

In my personal work history, I have dwelt in between activities that are not 
traditionally seen as neighbors: performing arts and visual communications. 
In my practice within these fields, I had previously tried to bridge certain 
aspects of embodiment and interpretation, yet, during the course of this 
research I found new ideas and working frames that further narrow these 
distances. I have had the opportunity to come in contact with artist and 
language-philosopher Tine Melzer, who has introduced me to some of 
Wittgenstein's fundamental considerations about language. Among them, 
the distinction between saying and showing, which has been discussed in the 
third chapter of this thesis. The saying/showing formulation has revealed itself 
to be a vast source of inspiration, productively appointing unexplored inter-
section between the worlds of performativity and visual expression. These two 
practices share the same restlessness concerning the nature of mediation; They 
are interpretative practices, devoted to multimodal operations of meaning; 
They are keen on challenging the interactions of form and content, playing 
with context and expectation, speculation and abstraction. This epiphany became 
the pulsating heart of this research, energizing the attempts to translate it 
into different creative procedures. In other words, it could be said that this 
research navigates through different aspects of work, some of which are said, 
and others shown. In the third chapter, while presenting the outcomes of the 
experiment, I intended to respect this principle.
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In the lack of a hammer, use your shoe

The study of different language theories provided a foundation for the dis-
cussions around work and its representations. The issue of metaphors has 
taken a substantial importance in that quest. Metaphors have been shown to 
have a fundamental role in formatting our conceptual system, through which 
we perceive and interpret our experiences. Through a game of comparisons, 
they intertwine experiential, visual and conceptual aspects that shape how 
we understand, act and speak about things. In fact, a big part of the reality 
we live by is articulated in terms of metaphorical constructs. Lakoff and 
Johnson's contributions on this topic also corroborate the Wittgensteinian 
idea of meaning as use. His proposition being that we use words like tools, and 
language is our toolbox – each tool can be defined by the way it is employed. 
These theories highlighted a much more dynamic, playful, and rich approach 
for understanding communication. Discussing different language problems 
can heighten our awareness of language mechanisms that operate beyond our 
attention. Applying these nuances in my creative practices can charge them 
both critically and poetically.

Navigating the sea of work

To define the scope of what I call representations, I have searched for artists 
who have used their own creative practices to discuss issues of work. Looking 
at these new samples revealed that subjectivities are inevitably crossed by 
economic, historical and social vectors in an intersectional way. Their use 
of metalanguage, as a self imposed restraint, loads these expressions with 
multilayered meanings.

Eventually, I came across works of performance art that revealed acute con-
ceptual elaboration, systematicity in their processes and countless hinges 
towards the senses of work as a gesture. These artworks posed a genuine prob-
lem in an aesthetic, ethical, and logical sense. They presented bodies in direct, 
urgent interaction with the world; they generated compelling, enigmatic 
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images, and they had a deep impact on me. I proceeded to curate nine of 
these pieces, based on their complementary and contradictory outtakes, which 
have been showcased in the first chapter of this research, under the section 
called nine labors. This epithet is a reference to the labors of Hercules, for, in a 
way, I believe these performances display the same sort of venturous attitude, 
rendering allegories of our time. My own readings and interpretations of 
these artworks have been offered as an attempt to extract from them reflec-
tions, questions, inspirations, and new metaphors that could orient my own 
navigation through this immense and vast topic.

Finally, I was also interested in collecting different artistic methods and 
creative protocols. The dive into the world of performance has granted this 
research with the term performative program, appointed by Eleonora Fabião's 
as a procedure for composition in performance. This conceptual tool pro-
vided the methodological foundation for the design of my own experiment. 
This experiment was meant to prompt concrete outcomes that could be used 
as resources inspiring my own creative practice. The use of a performative 
program is of a tactical nature, as to refrain from mechanical repetition, 
always taking their participants to unknown places.

Rule-based behavior

The idea of a program was deeply congruent with the findings from language 
theory. If language could, in fact, be understood as a game, this program could 
be understood as a special match of the language-game of work. Language, 
performance and games are, essentially, rule-governed initiatives, pushing the 
boundaries between compliance and proposition, freedom and restraint, rep-
etition and transformation. Executing these games with other people meant, 
firstly, that they would always bring something new to the table, and that 
there was always going to be misunderstandings. Nothing is more stimulating 
than misunderstandings, because they force you to question, reassess, and 
reformulate your convictions.
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Problem creators

This research admits the role of visual communication designers not as 
problem solvers, as we are so often led to defend, but also as cultural com-
plicators. Practices within this discipline can contribute to a higher aware-
ness towards the mediated reality we live in, prompting more productive 
misunderstandings. 

Outcomes

The original program introduced and discussed in the third chapter of this 
research was executed five different times, and counted with the participation 
of ten performers and three photographers. They have generated around 
three thousand images that have been meticulously analised, labeled, and 
organized according to a metadata system. These sessions also produced 
around 15 hours of video footage, that has also been thoroughly transcribed 
and organized in different tables. In total, 197 words were interpreted into 
images across the five sessions.

Embodiment

This research also places the body as the center of experience, perception, and, 
consequently, knowledge production. A practice of visual communication is 
essentially a practice of relation. Embodiment offers privileged means for 
exploring modes of engagement, assimilation, and expression.

Finding a gestural quality

Only a small portion of these images are shown in the present compilation. 
They represent the best examples of certain concepts discussed, but most 
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importantly, they point towards a more specific type of gestural quality that 
I became particularly interested in pursuing with my work. This particular 
gesture is nurtured by language, it is not made of pure flow of movement. Yet it 
is not a replication of previously codified gestures. It is a defined and inventive 
proposition that can become an open signifier – an open ended model, a master 
key for infinite doors.

The exercises of translation – or transmutations – in which words are con-
verted into gestures, bring assumingly defined concepts back to the domain 
of vagueness, of uncertainty. In this domain, different aspects compete for 
our attention. We are summoned, then, to engage in speculative interpreta-
tions, as an active way of aspect seeing. These images restore the oddity we 
had abandoned in them. It essentially stimulates a curious suspicion, that of 
seeing something for the first time.

Flusser's sketches of a gesture theory, although a bit vague at times, are still 
essential to take this interest forward. It encourages a higher awareness 
about the gestures that we perform in our lives. His considerations cast 
light over the dialectic dynamic between repetition and invention.

Designing as a gesture

Urged by the ideas of Flusser concerning his general theory of the gesture, I ask: 
what would be the gesture of the designer, in the context of visual communi-
cation? The answer this research offers is that of interpretation, organization, 
and mediation. As a designer, I have attempted to collect aspects of work, 
arrange and present them, not in order to determine, but to catalyze their 
capacity to engender meaning.
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Limitations

During the execution of these five sessions with volunteers, I believe the short 
duration of the rounds in each game has privileged a playful atmosphere 
during the sessions, in detriment of fostering more elaborated gestures from 
the participants. Evidently, working with volunteers required a greater flex-
ibility accommodating a short availability of time in a more concentrated 
dynamic. In future approaches, the procedure should be altered to allow 
a longer time of conviviality between the participants, so that they could 
collaborate with more intimacy and confidence, and so that ideas can be 
elaborated more carefully.

It would also be interesting to propose different casting criterias, and not 
be limited to people with backgrounds in the performative arts. This could 
reveal powerful intersections of meaning: for instance, working with groups 
of children, or working within communities of a specific regionality, etc.

It is impossible to discuss the limitations of this research without taking into 
account the incommensurable impacts of the COVID pandemic in everyone's 
lives. In a broader perspective, we have all witnessed how vulnerable the pil-
lars of what we call normality are. This research has been entirely developed 
within the context of different levels of sanitary restrictions and they have 
evidently shaken a few of our convictions in relation to our working practices. 
I must thank my collaborators who were engaged in this kind of experiment 
even though their lives had been turned upside down. These restrictions have 
caused a series of interruptions and drawbacks, especially during the con-
duction of the practical sessions, since they implied being together, touching 
each other and interacting without fear (which we used to take for granted). 
Repeating these procedures now, facing the considerable reduction of risks, 
would certainly have an impact on their outcomes.
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One very precious idea

I have concluded that this creative procedure represents a way of looking 
at the ordinary, mundane habits that make up everyday life in a way that 
restores them with value. Pointing out, rearranging, interpreting, reformu-
lating. Warburg's Bilderatlas points towards this perspective: faced with the 
vastness of aspects of the world, we must digest, destroy and reconstruct 
constantly; not only in order to make sense of reality, but to make sense of 
our own sense.
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