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RE/VISITING

WELCOME TO THIS SITUATION
TINO SEHGAL’S IMPERSONAL ETHICS (2014)
Toni Pape, Noémie Solomon, and Alanna Thain

Abstract
This article originally appeared in 
Dance Research Journal’s special is-
sue on “Dance in the Museum,” fol-
lowing the first installation of Tino 
Sehgal’s This Situation in Montréal 
in 2013. Three interpreters (and, as 
such, embodied archivists), from that 
edition—Toni Pape, Noémie Solomon, 
and Alanna Thain—explore how cho-
reographic and conspiratorial tech-
niques activated by This Situation 
rework relations of inside and outside, 
participant and observer, subject and 
object through a collective bodily at-
tending to the situation itself. These 
techniques, adapted from or affiliated 
with those of performance as the in-
tricate negotiation of bodies, move-
ment, and time in relation, make up 
the work’s ecology of practices. Seh-
gal’s work within the museum holds 
movements and relations to per-
sistently make and unmake its forms, 
contents, and relations—as a way of 
making art contemporary via dance’s 
propensity to always begin again. We 
term this commitment to rebeginning 
Sehgal’s impersonal ethics.

Keywords: choreography, ecology of 
practices, impersonal ethics, museum-
goers, museum performance

Breathing In
You walk through a narrow museum corridor and into a large 
white gallery room occupied by six people positioned along 
the four walls. As you step in, they turn to you and greet you 
in unison: “Welcome to this situation.” You can’t help but 
smile; maybe you want to thank them. Before you can de-
cide, you hear a subtle draft of air that swiftly rises in volume. 
The six people are drawing in a long breath that culminates 
in a gasp for air. Your eyes widen; unwittingly, you have in-
haled, too, in unison with the people in the room.

This is how many visitors first encounter Tino Sehgal’s 
piece This Situation: through the micro-movements of wid-
ened eyes, spontaneous smiles, and involuntary gasp. As we 
noticed as “interpreters”1 of the piece in Montréal in 2013, 
most of this happens before you can get your bearings and 
deliberate a response. If This Situation has already pulled 
you in, it did so by signaling to your body. As bodies in-
hale, a “breathing” courses through the exhibition space 
that sweeps the visitor up and lands her in a relation. This 
breathing produces an immediate resonance between atten-
tive bodies that now belong to the same event: con-spiration 
begets co-motion. This Situation invites a mode of attention 
that goes beyond conscious acts of individual participation; 
it creates a collective bodily attending drawn out by the mi-
cro-event of the breath itself. The entire room is on its toes.

The moment is fleeting. The collective holding of atten-
tion is followed by commotion: Once the breath is drawn, 
the six interpreters begin to walk backward along the walls 
of the room. If you stayed close to the entrance or near the 
wall beside it, you are likely in their way. So you shuffle 
around, trying to find an inconspicuous spot in the room, as 
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the interpreters cautiously walk in reverse. Suddenly the backward walk arrives 
into a still pose, some of them vaguely familiar: each interpreter settles into a 
different posture, which can range from a casual seated position to an authorita-
tive hand pointing into the room, all the way to a group tableau. Is this tableau a 
restaging of Le déjeuner sur l’herbe? You’re not quite sure, but your memory has 
been tickled. Silence falls into the stillness and another moment of suspense en-
sues. To avoid drawing attention, you still your body as well. For a brief moment, 
the space has become a sculpture garden.

The long inhale, shuffling steps, and still poses—these are only some of 
the techniques that compose the rhythm of This Situation. Many more micro- 
techniques will complicate the beat. But what can already be felt is a pulse: 
across these techniques, This Situation contracts (into a collective holding of at-
tention) and releases (into a bustle of individual movements), passing through 
bodies moving in an exhibition space. Sehgal choreographs a dance in the mu-
seum, with the museum.

This Situation is a dance with the museum because it nudges the museum 
out of its comfort zone and traditional posture as custodian of the arts. This 
Situation, like all of Sehgal’s pieces, must not be documented or leave any ma-
terial trace: nothing to buy at the gift shop, no title plate naming the piece and 
the artist to prepare visitors who enter into the space, no flyers at the door, and, 
above all, no photos. Read by some as a pretension, it can also be seen as part 
of the artist’s ecological ethics (evident for example in Sehgal’s insistence that 
those working in his pieces avoid airplane travel because of the high environ-
mental impact). In the work, conversations are prompted by quotes mapping the 
material residue of capitalist culture: planned obsolescence, the accumulation 
of worthless trash, the environmental catastrophe of consumerism. Bodies are 
deployed in the museum space without any material support, as if carelessly put 
into temporary storage: the long shifts were the source of much anxiety on the 
part of interpreters at the beginning of the exhibition. If a museum acquires This 
Situation (as the Musée d’art contemporain de Montréal has done), the transfer 
happens without a written contract; the agreement comes into effect by a nota-
rized handshake only, a gesture that holds the promise of payment and of care. 
The interpreters of the piece are recruited locally in academic and artistic milieus 
and trained by Sehgal and his producers themselves, from their own embodied 
memory of the work, rather than from a score or material record. After the run of 
the piece, which usually lasts between four and eight weeks, the museum retains 
no material trace of its acquisition.

This poses a problem for the institutional framework of the museum, with 
its mandate to archive and conserve art. How can an immaterial artwork be ar-
chived? What are the techniques of conservation that could ensure a restaging 
of the piece in five years? Fifty years? Two hundred years? These questions of 
documentation and conservation have, of course, been central concerns in the 
fields of dance and performance studies ever since their inception (see Schneider 
2011, esp. 94–96.) A performance, by virtue of its ephemerality, resists capture 
by a unified discourse of knowledge just as much as it resists preservation. Thus, 
the introduction of performance into museums and academic discourse poses a 
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twofold challenge: How can one get a firm grasp on an art that manifests itself 
temporarily without reducing its distinctively ephemeral qualities?

This Situation takes up the tension between ephemerality and preservation 
in a productive way. The piece stages an encounter between the two tendencies 
and articulates the problem as a “situation” to be embodied and lived. This shift 
in Sehgal’s work toward art as a lived experience opens new ways of thinking 
the relation between dance and the museum. This rethinking passes through 
the body: interpreters and visitors come together through a collective breathing 
that enfolds them in a machinic assemblage of bodies, physical space, institu-
tions, and histories. We suggest that This Situation composes an ecology of prac-
tices in which fleeting gestures preserve themselves through repetition.2 We see  
Sehgal’s work as an ecology of practices in two ways. First, the piece engages the 
museum as an ecology rather than an environment, by animating the potential 
of forces rather than placing itself in a container; it takes up a set of propositions 
rather than acting upon inert material. Second, This Situation continually asks: 
how does one practice an ecology? It both makes evident the encrusted habits 
of the spatio-temporal contingencies of the work and its participants, and issues 
playful invitations to rearticulate our modes of engaging in unexpected ways. In 
this ecology, practice as a technique of immanent repetition makes the primary 
site of archiving the body itself.3 The goal of preservation is thus the sustain
ability of the field. Thus, preservation is less concerned with the eternal endur-
ance of a finished object than with a careful renewal of a delicate liveliness. This 
sustainability comes from the fact that the body as archival medium is necessarily 
unstable, a tentative holding in place, that inevitably produces its own difference. 
Consequently, the body is at the same time a site of preservation and a promise 
of undetermined futurity. In This Situation, the body (re)discovers a potential for 
creation that goes beyond individual agency (of the artist, the interpreter, or the 
visitor) to make manifest the liveliness of the situation itself.

This Situation: From Agency to Machinic Assemblage
Think of This Situation as a machine. The machine is made up of many different 
parts and pieces, both material and immaterial, some of which we have already 
mentioned: institutional frameworks, a museum space, bodies. What animates 
this machine and gives it consistency is a set of techniques. We have already men-
tioned the welcoming, breathing, walking backward, and posing. That is where 
we suspended you earlier, in the silence of the pose. This hesitation is another cog 
in the machine. Eventually, one of the six interpreters will speak. They might say 
this: “In 1810, somebody said: ‘The kind of well-being that is generated in an ani
mated conversation does not precisely consist in the subject of the conversation. 
Neither the ideas nor the knowledge that one can here develop are of principal 
interest; it is a certain manner by which one acts upon one another.’”

The interpreters slowly come out of their poses, and sustain this curious 
slowness in all of their movements. During the conversations, interpreters are 
charged with the mandate to move at all times, without gestural accents, and at 
a slow speed, jarringly at odds with the habitual and frequently excited pacing of 
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speech. These desynced bodies, out of time, now begin a conversation about the 
quotation that has just been recited. Initially, the conversation largely circulates 
between interpreters, a back-and-forth that builds a world around the quote. 
Sooner or later, one of the interpreters may ask a visitor “Or, what do you think?” 
as an invitation to participate in the conversation. Participants might respond to 
the invitation, or jump in spontaneously, or the responsibility for carrying the con-
versation could remain with the interpreters. The latter may also give an elaborate 
compliment to a visitor. But as soon as a new visitor enters the space, the machine 
jumps back to first position—welcoming, breathing, backward walking, posing 
in silence, giving a quote, slow movements, conversation. The interpreters have 
three more pre-given techniques at their disposal if the new quote does not make 
for an interesting exchange: they can rewind to an earlier part of the conversation; 
they can spontaneously inhale and thereby reinitiate the series of techniques; or 
they can caption the piece with the following sentence relayed clockwise between 
their bodies: “Tino / Sehgal / This / Situation / Two thousand / and seven.”

In case this description might create the false impression that This Situa-
tion is a sequential mechanism that prescribes the switch from one technique 
to another in linear fashion, let us clarify: This Situation does not function as 
a mechanism of cause-and-effect, for there is no telling what will happen next. 
Neither interpreters nor visitors can predict how the situation will evolve be-
cause any of them, in their immediate involvement, can cut into the ongoing 
performance and, through that intervention, reorganize the entire situation. The 
whole field will readjust: a visitor who chooses to be a troublemaker can jam the 
machine. Rather than as a mechanism, This Situation must be thought as what 
Félix Guattari calls a “machinic assemblage.” Guattari proposes this concept to 
account for the complex creative processes at work within a given ecology. The 
assemblage is a composition of heterogeneous elements toward a “functional 
ensemble” (Guattari 1995a, 35) exceeding the sum of its parts. The machine is for 
Guattari a means for thinking artistic practices and institutions as ecologies rather 
than structures, to understand them as “autopoetic foyer[s] for subjectification” 
(Guattari 1995b, 12) where subjectivities are continually practiced and recom-
posed. This affirms a trust in being as self-differentiation—a becoming-other that 
immediately poses the question of what-elseness, evincing a faith in the delicate 
archiving of this work in bodies and memories alone.

This Situation is a relational field that allows for a reconsideration of what 
an artwork, a visitor, a museum can do. The openness of the piece is the very 
gamble of its existence. If a minor intervention can destabilize and even disrupt 
the situation, it is crucial to develop certain procedures that ensure the field’s 
consistency. Its techniques act as refrains that sustain the field: preventing the 
situation from devolving into complete randomness while cultivating sufficient 
openness to dodge the bland cause-and-effect loops of much participatory art. 
To have a conversation is to continuously begin again—the how must constantly 
be reinvented. In this sense, a refrain gives consistency and at the same time 
opens the field to its own potential.

For instance, many visitors try to “mess” with This Situation by asking 
questions about the piece itself, trying to loop it into a self-explanatory meta- 
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reflection that would also allow the visitor to re-become a distant, critical ob-
server. This strategy is an attempt to identify This Situation as an art object. 
Other visitors might ask deliberately personal questions to undo the impersonal 
collectivity of the piece. This approach seeks to dissect a relational field into dis-
tinct subjects. Through its various refrains, This Situation engages these tactics 
in a push-and-pull that gives the piece its playful character. You want to be per-
sonal? All right, let us see how you react to a compliment. More importantly, 
however, the refrains persistently infuse the situation with embodied collectivity. 
After hearing “welcome to this situation” for the third time, you might already 
be sing-songing along. The collective inhale is equally hard to resist; your body 
does it for you. The backward walk inevitably makes you shuffle around the room 
again. It is in these moments of repetition that This Situation is fully experienced 
as a shared embodiment, a consistency, a transindividual holding of the field.

The delicate indeterminacy of the piece requires ongoing care to sustain its 
relational ecology: again, it is this sustainability as inventive rather than prescrip-
tive that is the ethical proposition of the piece. These questions are entirely open, 
for This Situation does not teach or instruct interpreters and visitors on the art 
of conversation. For example, how will interpreters approach a quotation after 
it has been recited by one of them? Some will insist on a meticulous exegesis 
of the passage, considering what, given the historical context, a passage can 
(and cannot!) mean. It is questionable whether this helps build a concern that is 
shared by all. The lecture style of the exegetic method exposes a habitual asym-
metry between the interpreter as the holder of knowledge and the visitor as the 
student. Simultaneously, though, another asymmetry between the information 
of fast speech and the static of slow movement pushes against the academic 
“dance” of authoritative posturing. Other techniques for seeding a conversation 
include starting from a vague resonance with a recited passage, using a piece of 
philosophy as a launching pad for one’s own thinking, or riffing off just a single 
word that stands out upon hearing a passage for the third or the thirtieth time. 
As interpreters, we began to play with those passages, using them strategically 
so we could continue the conversation we were having or deflecting it into an-
other direction that we would like it to take. We would juxtapose them in new 
ways to bring out their tacit assumptions or yet undiscovered aspects. We would 
occasionally tease a fellow interpreter with a quotation that we knew she hated. 
These techniques—riffing, collaging, teasing—do not come with the piece; they 
are created in the openings and indeterminacies of This Situation and bring out 
the elasticity of thought effectuated by its heterochronicities.

This Situation develops its concerns—the art of conversation, the relation 
between life and art, the role of capitalism in society—at the intersection of 
various temporalities, speeds, and slownesses. A curious juxtaposition of quotes 
can immediately spark unexpected ideas, while the full implications of a passage 
may slowly emerge over weeks. The quotations themselves—each contextual-
ized only by the year they were originally uttered—span centuries, from Mon-
taigne to the Salonnières all the way to Michel Foucault and Ulrich Beck. They 
introduce a long history of thought into the present of the conversation. Finally, 
there are the interpreters’ poses, some of which are clearly restagings of famous 
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paintings. One group tableau can easily be identified as referencing Édouard 
Manet’s Le déjeuner sur l’herbe (1862–1863). Another one takes up elements of 
Georges Seurat’s Un dimanche après-midi à l’Île de la Grande Jatte (1884–1886). 
Other poses are more difficult to place but nonetheless carry marks of genre 
painting or the bucolic. In this way, This Situation remixes heterogeneous times 
and spaces. An interpreter’s intervention can make you travel from the museum 
to the Salon, from there into a classroom or a sunny park and back. A reviewer in 
The New York Times reports that in This Situation, “A kind of time travel unfolds” 
(Smith 2007).

Dance at the Threshold
oooouuuuuuWELLcome to this . . . si-tu-A-tion

As the visitor passes into the exhibition room, she is greeted with a singular 
address uttered in unison by the six interpreters. They enact a meticulous chore-
ography of language filled with sounds, vibrations, affects, and intonations, their 
gaze and attention fully directed toward the newcomer. Following the breath, 
the interpreters move backward, deliberately, in a circle along the edges of the 
space until reaching a specific pose. Staying in proximity to a wall as background, 
they surround the museum-goers to form a dispersed, restless, yet precise image: 
an embodied and abstract tableau vivant. After a moment of stillness—charged 
with waiting, thinking, and slight tremors—a date and a quote are stated out 
loud, then a conversation arises from the condition of slow and continuous 
movement. What is made visible in these first moments of This Situation can 
thus be described as a tightly choreographed routine that calls attention to a 
series of shifting encounters between stillness and movement, the body and lan-
guage, the artwork and its experience, the individual and the collective. Grasped 
as dance, the work can be seen to prompt a movement away from the material, 
stable object that is usually found within those walls and to point toward the 
manifold relations that compose the museum as an institution.

And yet, what is at stake in a choreographic reading of This Situation, given 
Sehgal’s insistence on not using the terms of dance, theater, or performance to 
refer to his artistic practice? While deploying a particular attention to movement, 
the work can indeed be said to deal mostly with quotations and with language, 
setting up conversations on social and economic matters—questioning the re-
lation between life and aesthetics. The linguistic functionalism was however al-
ready complicated in Montréal: though the quotes were consistently bilingually 
structured (the dates in English, the citations in French), the conversations moved 
freely and unpredictably between the two languages. In this light, how can we 
think of dance’s function, if any, across the work’s slippery yet closely regulated 
semantic, methodological, and aesthetic grounds? Or, to put it differently, what 
of dance comes into This Situation, and what needs to stay at the threshold of 
the museum? What bodies and skills are exposed and welcomed; what remains 
hidden and on the outside?

On the one hand, Sehgal’s dismissal of theater arts seems to arise out of a 
concern that the genre cannot be in tune with the contemporary. For the artist, 
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“theater belongs to antiquity in the way that exhibitions belong to our times” 
(Sehgal in Morgan and Wood 2007, 74). In this view, theater’s rigid frame, its 
predefined spatial and temporal apparatus, could only address its audience as 
“the people”—an obsolete model of “the collective”—whereas the exhibition 
can hail the individual visitor; in fact it constitutes a privileged space where the 
process of individualization in contemporary societies is both enacted and inter-
rogated (Sehgal quoted in Bishop 2005, 217). On the other hand, the exhibition 
model also trails behind our times: it is still mostly pre-occupied with the mate-
rial object and with fixed, sedimented ways of organizing this materiality around 
thresholds of visibility and legibility. Here, another shift is already at work—one 
that signals the dissolution of the material object as object of exhibition: a move-
ment toward dematerialization and the production of an “intersubjective wealth” 
(Sehgal in Morgan and Wood 2007, 74). If Sehgal’s artistic practice resolutely 
moves away from the space of the theater and toward that of the museum, it 
importantly folds within those walls a series of techniques and functions that 
derive from or can be affiliated with that of performance: the intricate negotia-
tion of bodies, movement, and time in relation.4 This gesture could certainly be 
read in regard to a somewhat pervasive phenomenon across the art field that 
draws performance within the museal space—a widespread inclusion, which, 
though noteworthy, often reiterates a distinction or a hierarchy between theater 
and visual arts rather than enabling new, heterogeneous encounters between 
the forms.5 But what is specific to Sehgal’s work is how, within the museum, it 
holds movements and relations as a way of persistently making and unmaking 
its forms, contents, and relations to make art contemporary, so to speak, via 
dance’s propensity to always begin again. In this, the work is fundamentally, if 
paradoxically, choreographic.

Indeed, that which holds This Situation together may not reside in the in-
tellectual input of the conversations as much as the consistent choreographic 
elements that punctuate and further animate the work: the breath, the patterns 
across the space, the enacted poses, the slowed-down embodiment. Pressing the 
flows of movement upon the flows of language, the work not only exposes their 
mutual resonance, but also how discursive production always relies upon the 
choreographic. Dance can thus be said to occupy a vital, manifold role: as pro-
cess or continuous mode of action, able to persistently transform the art object 
in the present. What is at stake in this presentation of dance’s unraveling ges-
tures within the museum’s walls? What of dance is visible here and what remains 
hidden; what bodies, skills, and labors stand at the threshold? If dance’s sheer 
resistance to objectification—its restless and vibratory relation to knowledge and 
perception—can activate new modalities for the museum in the present, the 
framing of its practices at the limits of the legible can also be said to enable new 
functions for dance itself. Through this singular choreography of the impersonal, 
the work holds the visitor and the interpreter in an ambiguous relation with 
the other, as every moment of the work points to an inaccessible—unknown 
and anonymous—assemblage that composes the work. Dance here is that which 
arises in translation, across encounters, in a contagious and continuously altered 
state. It emerges as paradoxical exposition: that which is posed in exteriority, 



8 / TURBA

through its movement of unworking that persistently and welcomingly reaches 
out. What This Situation offers then is not only a work without dance but to 
welcome dance at the outside.

The Museum Opens to Life: Tending Attention Economies
This Situation as a machinic choreography is built from ontogenetic openings; 
these both invite visitors into the dance and reopen the performance to the un-
expected for interpreters as well. If the staging of the piece (in Montréal, a bare 
white room with no signage) frequently feels “undressed” as a work, with numer-
ous visitors clearly mistaking the scene that they had stumbled into for one of a 
non-exhibition space, it is up to the bodies and movements to continually create 
a performance site. A challenge for the piece (one of the functions of its choreo-
graphing of uncertainty) is how to amplify the delicate sense of this performance 
as a potential threshold emerging from this dance with the museum.

At spontaneous moments, the visitors are explicitly invited to join in the con-
versation, interpellated via a direct gaze and “or/ou . . . what do you think? Que 
pensez-vous?” Visitors, of course, can take it or leave it. Many do not wait to be 
invited; others almost seem to feel that they can will themselves into a renewed 
spectatorial invisibility through stillness and nonresponse. In either case, though, 
visitors both become part of the debate and share in what is already theirs: the 
ambiguous archive of art and culture mobilized by the work. Rebeginning and 
rediscovery are thus key techniques of the work.

One of the more minor techniques of This Situation is that of the compli-
ment, which, even more than the invitation, is a form of magic. Compliments 
trigger tentative relations that rework social convention not so much through 
content, but through the form and feeling of attention. What counts? After the 
high-minded content of the quotes and discussion, the compliments can seem 
frivolous, superficial, and strangely personal, emerging from the ambiguously 
impersonal embodiments of academics and their borrowed poses and ideas.

But if we think of the compliments in terms of choreography, they provide 
an internal cut in a performance with no offstage space. They break the con-
versation, but the compliments instantly charge a singular, one-to-one mode of 
relation in a radically different way than the invitation to the collective discussion 
“Que pensez-vous?” In the same way choreographers on stage can use a radical 
shift in lighting to make everything else drop away, this also happens here, re-
arranging participation and perception. Compliments are unprepared and unex-
pected, random elements of the choreography that single out a visitor not with 
the invitation to interact and to enter an existing collective, but to become the 
object of attention. Reading off the minimal cues available, an interpreter must 
tell a brief story, worthy of attention, that holds the visitor up in an exploratory 
suspense. When the compliment is over, more often than not the focus simply 
dies away and the conversation begins again. It is an excess, a frill, a cut that 
recharges the space. 

Given the suspense that the compliment produces—of the attention econo-
mies of the conversation as exchange, of the flow of the matter at hand, and of 
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the deer-in-headlights freezing of the addressee—it can seem like the antithesis 
of dance movement. But as a dance moves, the affective force of the compliment 
moves the visitors, even if only in the heightened intensity of feeling singled out. 
The compliment makes attention palpable in corporeal relation itself: shading 
into embarrassment, pleasure, voyeurism, vulnerability, and sweetness. A mode 
of contagious mimesis, a single detail opens speculatively to an entire world of 
habits, preferences, conventions, and desires: what is made contagious is the 
situation of art itself, a contagion beyond participation.

If the ethics of This Situation are articulated through an embodied remix 
of techniques (reanimating the history of ideas, artworks, institutions, and so 
forth), then (our) writing about this piece is concerned with nothing less than 
an ethology, that is, an investigation into a functional complex of habits, con-
ducts, attitudes, and techniques that intersect within and sustain a given en-
vironment. This Situation provides such an ethology: an ecology of practices 
that we have tried to trace in the previous pages. But we have also seen that no 
ethological account can reduce its anarchival element of creation. It is for this 
reason that Gilles Deleuze characterized ethology via Baruch Spinoza’s specula-
tive (re)beginning: “We do not yet know what a body can do” (Deleuze 1992, 
625). It is impossible to predict what makes for “good” or “bad” participation at 
any given point. There is no particular action one is “supposed to do” at this or 
that moment. Instead, one must attend to the continuously changing imma-
nent criteria of the situation. In other words, one must care: How can one open 
up this conversation that has been going around in circles for ten minutes? How 
can the barrier between interpreters and “audience” that has reimposed itself 
just now be undone again? What does this thought need right now to keep 
moving? These questions embody a truly curatorial impulse that does not pre-
cede the exhibition but that constitutes the artwork’s exposure itself: curare as 
collective care-taking, ambiguously embodied across visitors, artists, and inter-
preters, through moving and being moved. This way of conceiving a collective 
remix insistently (re)begins right in the middle of a relational field. Welcome to 
this situation!
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Journal of Media Studies and the Immediations book series at Punctum Press.
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Noémie Solomon works as a writer, teacher, dramaturge, and curator alongside 
experimental artistic practices across a variety of contexts. She has taught at New 
York, Brown, and McGill Universities, and currently teaches at Central Saint Mar-
tins, London. Since 2018, she is Director of the Institute for Curatorial Practice 
in Performance. She edited the bilingual anthology RECIPROCITIES: Sustaining 
Dance across an Ocean with Villa Albertine (2025) and the monograph Nadia 
Lauro: Scenographies, forthcoming with Les presses du réel later this year.

Alanna Thain is a professor of media and cultural studies, and gender, sexu-
ality, and feminist studies, at McGill University. She directs the Moving Image 
Research Lab and the research team CORERISC. She is the author of Bodies in 
Suspense: Time and Affect in Cinema (2017), and co-editor of Lo Tech Pop Cult: 
Screendance Remixed (2024), and States of Immersion across Media: Bodies, 
Techniques, Practices (2025). Bodies, extravagantly conceived, are the central 
concern of her work.

Notes

1.	 “Interpreter” is Sehgal’s preferred term for those performing in his works.
2.	 We adapt the concept of “ecology of practices” from Stengers (2010, 32–33).
3.	 For a consideration of “The Body as Archive” from a dance studies perspective, see 

Lepecki (2010, 28–48).
4.	 For consideration of This Situation from a performance studies perspective, see Uma-

thum (2011).
5.	 In “Bad Art and Objecthood,” David Levine traces a debate between theater and visual 

arts, from Michael Fried to contemporary artistic and curatorial practices, and argues 
that a lot of “good” or successful visual art often needs to include just enough “bad 
performance” in order to justify or reiterate its superiority over that of “live” arts. See 
Levine (2006, 22–25).
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THIS CONVERSATION ON THIS SITUATION  
IN MONTRÉAL 2025
between Dena Davida (interviewer & player), Lesley 
Johnstone (curator), Louise Höjer (producer–dramaturg–
transmitter), Gilbert Turp (player), Maya Mollen (player)

Dena Davida (for TURBA): Tell us Lesley about the original acquisition of This 
Situation.

Lesley Johnstone: I was a curator at the Musée d’art contemporain de Montréal 
(MAC) when the work was acquired and was involved in the acquisition through 
to its presentation, while in 2025 I was “just a visitor.” When we were thinking 
about even acquiring a work of Tino [Seghal], the museum looked at all his 
different works and decided to acquire a bilingual version of This Situation. That 
happened a year before we actually presented it. Then I had the good fortune 
of going to Europe when Tino’s works were on in London and at Documenta. 
Louise [Höjer] was also at Documenta, so we spent a lot of time together talking 
about that work and how Tino’s work functions. Asad [Raza] was the producer 
and responsible for selecting the participants and transmitting the work to them. 
We presented it at the same time as The Kiss, so there were auditions for the 
dancers for The Kiss.

DD: What was not specified in the 2014 article from Dance Research Journal is 
the fact that the players are on contract and actually paid for their work.

LJ: Yes, this is one of the conditions of the work. It was Marie Fraser, chief curator 
of the MAC at that time, who was the driving force behind acquiring it. She is 
a professor at the University of Québec and very interested in immaterial works 
that push a museum in various ways, integrating different kinds of non-material 
or participatory works that are difficult to acquire and that are documented in 
the collections.

DD: What make you decide to re-mount The Situation in 2025?

LJ: I was retiring from my position at the MAC as Director of Curatorial Affairs, 
and because almost all of the former colleagues who had been involved in the 
presentation in 2013 had also left the institution, I felt it was important that we 
transmit the work to the new team while I was still there. Because the work stays 
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alive through oral transmission, it is important that it is mounted on a regular 
basis so that the knowledge about the work is not lost. And so we approached 
Louise Dery of the Galerie de l’UQÀM, as we thought that a university gallery 
would be a really interesting place to present the work.

DD, turning to Louise Höjer: In the article, the authors mentioned “the producer,” 
but as one of the players in this version, I have come to thinking of you as “the 
dramaturg.” (They laugh.) I know that you do many different things.

Louise Höjer: Well, I think me and Tino have purposely not put a label on what 
I do, which some people feel is problematic. But it allows us a lot of freedom 
about how we work and exactly what my role is.

DD: So, you are responsible for remounting the piece?

LH: You say remount, but we call it installation. My role is to find the players 
locally, and then to teach them the rules of the game. I am often a player in the 
work as well; not every producer might do that. My first meeting with Tino was 
in 2005. So to begin with, there’s Tino, the artist, who has the idea for the work 
and who realizes it and then works with the museum’s curator. He travels to the 
museum to work with them. I do a lot of the realization work too: finding the 
people, understanding how they get paid, establishing a common language, a 
common kind of a way of teaching the work. Some [visual] art institutions still 
need a hand to hold in in terms of what it means to employ people and to have 
people working in their spaces like this on a daily basis. So that’s also part of the 
work. After the rehearsals and the opening, Tino would normally leave, and the 
curator moves on to the next exhibition.

You have all of these people in a white room who don’t necessarily know 
each other and have some knowledge of the game they’re playing. My role kind 
of emerged as somebody who needed to hold the artwork together throughout 
the time it is being exhibited, because it needs, in a way, daily work. Also, just in 
terms of a group of people getting to know each other. And of course, there’s dif-
ferent interpretations of the rules. Sometimes the group needs to discuss some-
thing that happened in this space, and then it’s useful to have somebody who is 
close to the artist and who the group trusts in terms of having a kind of not ob-
jective role but a clarifying point of view. I also enjoy being in the work. For Tino, 
it’s helpful that I’m in the piece, because it is a stabilizing factor for everybody. I 
think it’s like taking care, which is the definition of what a curator does. It’s kind 
of interesting that there’s somebody outside the institution, but who knows the 
work from the inside, who is taking care of the work on a daily basis over the six 
weeks, eight weeks, including the time before it begins.

Gilbert Turp: There’s the notion of transmission that is incarnated, because the 
way you transmit it, Louise, is quite personal. It’s obvious that you were there. 
You offer a sense of history of the work, but in a way that could not just be writ-
ten on a piece of paper.
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DD: Turning now to Maya, who like myself, I’ll call a “new player.” I’d like to ask 
you about your experience, and also the evolution of your experience over these 
last six weeks. So Maya, what has been your experience? One thing you did say 
is that you are getting literally more flexible from the physical demands of the 
work . . .

Maya Mollen: Physically and mentally—a little bit! Sharing my ideas out loud 
like this with living beings has been interesting. I’ve presented conferences and 
shared my poetry, but with people who are there as listeners and not interacting 
with me. For the first time I felt like I was in a totally strange universe. Louise 
tried to explain it to me by email, but it still wasn’t totally clear for me. So, I said 
“Okay, I’ll go to the practice session and maybe then I’ll understand.”

DD: So, now that you are no longer a stranger to the work?

MM: I feel like part of a kind of a family. It will be hard to end that tomorrow. 
I’ve felt like a human being. And also, like a true artist. It’s difficult to pull back 
from my professional side, because I have always worked for the First Nations in 
all kinds of levels governance. And so I’ve really liked taking a break, because my 
mind needed it. I just wanted to leave my writer’s life. It’s given me a good time 
and a nice routine, preparing to be with people and able to share what I need to 
say. It was nice, for a month and a half, to be a work of art. (Everyone laughs.)

DD: You said to me at one point that it had become an important platform as 
well for you as an Indigenous person.

MM: I remember the first time I introduced myself, I think it hit a little bit hard. I 
saw some people react to what I said because I introduced myself—“I am a survi-
vor of the residential school system,” and so on—and I was pretty intense at that 
moment. I came with the rage of thousand indigenous children and ancestors in 
me. I was able to share our history, to be a spokesperson for my people. Always 
with great respect. For me, it was my goal too. I took the opportunity to share 
with people an important chapter of our history.

DD: I found that one of the wonders of the piece from my experience is how we 
navigate the very personal along with the very political, how the conversation 
can take any kind of turn, and can go deeply into one space or another. And the 
other thing I’m loving is that the debate among the players can get very, very 
contentious, but always remains very civil. It’s an example of how that can hap-
pen. People don’t have to yell and scream.

So now I’ll turn to Gilbert to talk about then and now. Concerning your ex-
perience in the early version versus this one, are you finding that the two experi-
ences have been quite similar or quite different?

GT: Both. The differences spring to mind, but it’s also the same. This Situation is 
This Situation. I noticed this on three levels. There’s the piece itself, the players, 
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and the visitors—the three branches. And for the piece itself, I realized that this 
time there’s a mixture of simplicity and complexity.

DD: More than before?

GT: Yes. This is new, so something I haven’t yet said: I think that in the 2013 
version, the notion of bilingualism created complications. I have to say that most 
Anglophones twelve years ago were thinking, “Oh, if it’s bilingual, it’s okay to 
speak English.” But so many of them then were not able speak and understand 
French. Sometimes we had a partial conversation because when it was in French, I 
felt they completely retired because they didn’t understand what was being said.

DD: In this 2025 version, I noticed that they just politely say, “I’m so sorry. My 
French is not great, but I can speak it.”

GT: Since this one has been officially designated a French version, it’s simpler and 
there’s fewer of these complications. But complications are different than com-
plexity to my mind. Complexity is interesting! And I think one strength of the 
piece is that the rules of the game are very simple but they also create complexity 
and thoughts in movement.

Yesterday I went to see it for the first time in my life [as a visitor]. I was aston-
ished by the beauty of the tableaux vivants. I was frustrated because two people 
didn’t do the poses correctly. They were too far apart, so that the fishermen were 
too separate. So I thought, “No! Stick closer to one another!” And because it was 
so beautiful, I realized that I was not in a hurry to join in the conversation be-
cause I wanted to let the visitors take time to look at that moment of real visual 
art. I had heard Louise say, “Don’t forget that this is a work of art.” I don’t remem-
ber that from the earlier version. Maybe it was said and was too abstract for me 
then, but I never forgot this time that This Situation is a work of art. This is not a 
thought exercise. Back then, it was more of a thought exercise, more intellectual.

This time it’s playing out on more of an existential level for me, clearly. It has 
joined one of my secret goals, one which is connected to the situation of culture, 
in the world I know. It’s about freedom of expression at a time when there’s 
immense polarization. So I said to myself, I will use my freedom of speech and 
won’t self-censor. Of course, freedom comes with responsibility. You have to be 
aware; you have to find the right tone, a diplomatic way of expressing yourself. 
But before, I sometimes shot myself down by thinking that it would be badly 
received. It had an effect on me, causing me to intellectualize everything. So this 
time, I tried more and was more focused on my personal life. Louise had given us 
permission to do that when she said, “Be yourself.” And so for the players, I think, 
this time it’s been more fulfilling in a human sense. I was really happy doing it 
before. I’m mad about this piece. But this time I have a deeper love for the piece 
itself and to its pertinence in terms of how we live here.

My third observation is about the visitors. They are so happily involved, they 
have such a presence in the space. It’s as if they were saying to us, “At last, here 
is a place where I feel that people are expressing themselves, and they invite me 
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to do it too; and we are witnessing amazing confessions or just human truths. 
Amazing things.”

DD: Polarization wasn’t as intense a social issue at that time . . .

GT: Maybe that’s why, this time, I’m much more aware of the visitors. There is no 
conversation without them. So that’s another difference about my own partici-
pation. The level of consciousness I have of the visitors and the importance that 
we are doing something along with them.

DD: I have noticed as the weeks go on and the work evolves, as we master the 
citations we prefer, we’re more often making choices specifically for the kinds of 
visitors who appear, including the children, teenagers, and the elderly. We are 
searching for quotations that will bring them into the conversation.
	
GT: Maya said it, and I noticed more this time than before, that any quote can 
be related to the same conversation. We can move across centuries, differences, 
even oppositions in quotes, and we are able to continue our conversation on the 
same passage longer, building on thoughts a little more than last time.

DD: It’s crazy that just as we start to build these relationships between things a 
visitor could just walk in, and we have to begin again from the beginning. But 
then sometimes we wind it backwards, as the rules allows us to do, because we 
really desire to continue and somehow to find the thread again of the previous 
conversation.

MM: It’s like a safe space. I remember when on the first day someone asked if 
we had to dress in a particular way. And I said that I sometimes use my clothes 
to express things which are important for me, when I was an indigenous kid and 
now a woman. And one day, I remember that I brought my eagle feather. I kept 
it with me.

DD: And that led us to an intense discussion about the notion of “the tool.” 
We asked if this feather was actually a tool. It was one of those very interesting 
twists. Returning to Lesley, who was there in 2013, what would you say about 
then and now?

LJ: A few things. I think that what I’m struck with first of all is how different the 
context is. In 2013 at the MAC there were other exhibitions in the other galleries, 
and Kiss was downstairs in the entrance, and there were people that were coming 
to see other works before they arrived in Tino’s space for This Situation. They had 
seen The Kiss downstairs in the entranceway, so there was then a different kind of 
preparation for the visitors. Now we’re in a university gallery, and I think it’s kind 
of interesting to have it here, close to students and professors. Here the work is 
primarily in French, and because it is in the context of a Francophone university 
it seems to be easier to maintain then the bilingual version in 2013.
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I’m also struck by the different approaches between Asad [in 2013] and Lou-
ise in terms of the people that he chose, and in the way that you [Louise] care for 
the work now. It seems to me that there is the structure of the work—which is 
unbelievably fascinating and beautiful and smart and so well thought through—
which just blew me away, every single day. twelve years ago. Now, that’s part 
of my understanding of the work. And now, as a visitor, I’m seeing more of the 
vulnerability of the players. I don’t think anyone would have described it as a safe 
space twelve years ago, because I think a lot of people felt very confronted by 
the work. Participants in this version are, for instance, very much telling us their 
personal experiences, while twelve years ago it stayed on a more cerebral level.

And I’ll just add that when we decided to do the work now, the first conver-
sation I had with Tino and Cora in the studio was my concern that the polarized 
political context at this moment would perhaps make it complicated. It’s kind of 
unbelievable the way in which it has just not been like that. I was very worried 
that people would come in and fight. But you have managed this time to create 
a kind of a beautiful space where emotions and personal experiences, blend with 
philosophical and economic reflections and discussions. The final thing to add 
would be that I think this is the most contemporary artwork that I have ever 
seen. Every artwork reflects its moment of creation, but This Situation is always 
only about right now, what’s going on now, how people are thinking. Who peo-
ple are, who the community of people is. Twelve years ago, I didn’t really grasp 
its level of . . . pertinence, of how it marks a moment.

There is also a greater diversity of participants this time, both in terms of age 
and background. It was very important to include participants from the First 
Nations.
	
MM: This time we were all from different places. And my presence was appreci-
ated. I remember that one time I got a hug from a visitor. After what I had shared, 
I asked them, “What do you think?” And they said, “I just want to give you a 
hug!” Then someone clapped. And I am thinking that it’s an excellent antidote 
after the pandemic that we can touch again. Not only touch but talk to each 
other in a decent way.

LH: I do think that the world has changed since 2013, pre-pandemic. We are all 
human beings now. Now it is more about “Who is speaking? Who is the subject 
speaking?” I know for me and Tino, it’s always been a concern. And I remember 
when we first did the piece in Paris in 2008–9, we had an emergency meeting, be-
cause nobody was actually speaking as themselves, as an embodied person. How 
can we make these people more personal? It’s always been a goal to be yourself 
in the work, but maybe not one that we achieved as well then as we have now.

In the English version, the players introduce the quotes by saying “somebody 
said.” This is very carefully considered phrase by Tino: that it’s an embodied per-
son who said it. And I’ve understood now why player Catherine (Lalonde), in 
this French version, instead of just saying quelqu’un, she also always says “some-
body said” in English afterwards. For her, it’s very important that it’s an embodied 
person.
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DD: “Quelqu’un” is a rather anonymous term.

LH: One thing that may be interesting, is that 2007 is the reference point for 
all of you [in this second Montréal version] and of other visitors in Montréal. 
But there is actually no original. There are the rules of the game, that I agree 
are incredibly sophisticated and simple, magic producing. And as you see in the 
article, they were then exactly the same. But it’s the people who change. And 
that is why it’s a reflection on the times. It’s incredible that it is still successful 
and possible. Tino refers to the piece as his “history painting.” What’s interesting 
is that rather than it being a frozen moment in time, it is the history painting 
that keeps evolving even though, when the piece was first exhibited in 2007, the 
quotes haven’t changed.

LJ: And how much was it different, or not, when you went to Iran for instance, 
or to other cities with the work?

LH: I mean, Iran was very specific case. The funny thing is that the piece itself 
was the same. And this is maybe hopeful to some people these days who worry 
that the world is changing beyond recognition. Even in Iran they were reading 
the same books as we were. They were listening to the same music. We were in a 
taxi. It was 2011, after the revolution. In the taxis, they were all playing hip-hop 
artists like Lil Wayne. So the piece was more or less the same, but the political 
context obviously not at all. And there were several games being played. Those 
of us who did not come from Iran had no idea what these games were that were 
being played at the same time. So this was very uncomfortable, especially for me 
and Desha who were both there, and we couldn’t control all aspects of the This 
Situation game. The language used was English. It would have been in Farsi, but 
this was a very specific context in which the Goethe Institute had invited Tino 
to do a tour with The Situation, using it as a kind of intercultural platform for 
exchange. It was shown for a very limited time as we toured from Berlin to India 
by land. It was a very specific context.
	
LJ: But what if it went to South America or to Asia?

LH: It’s the same, you know, and I guess what’s interesting now is that the quota-
tions, from which the piece emerges and reflects upon, come from an Occidental 
canon. Not only of thought, but also of art and tradition of art making. What’s 
also interesting is that the quotations, once you reflect on them, can end up 
meaning the opposite of what they’re actually saying. As long as one takes the 
quotations and the spirit of the work in a playful way, all sorts of things and ex-
changes are possible. The Situation hasn’t traveled in as culturally wide a context 
as some other pieces like This Progress, which we’ve shown in Russia and China.

And then again, through globalization I think that people of a certain gener-
ation have very similar artistic and intellectual lived experiences. On an intellec-
tual level, the same aesthetic ideas are being circulated. But where you see the 
striking differences is with the younger generations and the older generations in 
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Russia or China, who are really from another world. It may be more and more of 
that will happen here too. I don’t know, but here, clearly, we had quite an age 
range of participants, and I didn’t feel that we were from different worlds.

MM: You should try in a reservation in a First Nation’s community.

LH: That’s interesting because even though Tino is a visual artist, he’s more inter-
ested in rituals and sees the museums as places for contemporary Western rituals. 
This is part of what we’re doing, and so he’s very happy if people understand 
his work as rituals rather than Art (with a capital A). There are many things hap-
pening at the same time in the work. I haven’t previously had the sensation that 
This Situation is a ritual space quite as strongly as I had here in Montréal. Even 
though I knew it to be true intellectually, I hadn’t experience it myself before this 
last week.

DD: That’s an evocative statement, one that I’d like to end with. And I thank 
everybody for this rich conversation that took us . . . everywhere!
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rector of Curatorial Affairs from 2014 to 2024. At the MAC she curated over forty 
solo and group exhibitions. Johnstone was previously Artistic Director of the In-
ternational Garden Festival at the Jardins de Métis and Head of Publications at 
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d’art dramatrique since 1996.


	h.fub6y5oeow52
	h.gjdgxs

