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Times have doubtless changed sine Hegel wrote that the basic sentiment of his time was 
expressed in the proposition, 'God is dead.' But is 'our' time... really so different? And is the 
phenomenon, know rightly or wrongly as the 'religious revival' (though more in parliaments, 
terrorism and the media than in the churches, which continue to empty), really anything other 
than 'the death of God'? That is the question... everyone else is [asking] today... Gianni Vattimo 
 
 
 
Working in cities throughout Europe and the US, Milan-based photographer, video and 
performance artist, Liuba, has created a powerful body of work over the past 20 years. The city 
– Milan, Bologna, Modena, the Vatican, Breman, New York – and high profile art exhibitions – 
the Venice Biennale, New York’s Armory Show, Art Basel, Artissima Art Fair – are the mise-en-
scènes for performances video taped and photographed with multiple cameras and then 
meticulously edited into a series of video-poems and video-actions. They take a number of years 
to both perform and to produce, as she adapts her projects to the specific character of each new 
location. Her Slowly Project, for example, has been performed many times between 2004 and 
2011 in such places as Basel, Prague, New York,  Modena, and Cantu. For each performance, she 
dressed with impeccable elegance to draw as much attention to herself as possible, as though 
she were an actor on a movie set, while walking as slowly as possible and with contrived gait, 
through carefully selected cross sections of various cities while completely ignoring systems and 
etiquettes of pedestrian movement, like street lights, stop signs, and the frenetic pace of rush 
hour, that govern our day-to-day passage through urban settings. But unlike the film actor, she 
plays no role, does not seek to convey the psychological state of her character; she is only ‘some 
woman’ in pure, if eccentric and enigmatic, motion. She draws attention to herself only as 
performing the simplest of actions, walking, in order that the camera may focus on the fact and 
heterogeneous life of the metropolis itself, making it, rather than herself, the protagonist of her 
videos. While she embodies the paradoxical synthesis of fact and fiction as she cuts Situationist 
dérives through the cityscape.  
 
It’s a brilliantly simple strategy for revealing the complexities of ‘everyday life,’ a term that Henri 
Lefebvre has raised to the level of a philosophical concept in order to recognize it as an invisible 
but profoundly revealing, (because so thoroughly a product of social construction), aspect of our 
human condition. Liuba’s Slowly Project is a highly sensitive, poetic work that answers Michel De 
Certeau’s Lefebvre-inspired question: ‘To what erotics of knowledge does the ecstasy of reading 
such a cosmos belong?’ The ‘cosmos’ he refers to here is New York City, but applies equally well 
to all cities; as does Liuba’s answer – through the strategy of the dérive she elicits a collective 
and often contagious spontaneous play from those who witness and participate (sometimes 
actively, sometime passively) in her performances, a kind of play that melds the voyeuristic gaze 
with its constitution as ‘exposed’ in public through and as, non-instrumental interaction that 



achieves nothing if not, a wide panoply of emotional responses: pleasure, laughter, anger, 
frustration, boredom, puzzlement, or indifference. Her use of media allows such erotics of 
knowledge to reveal itself as species of cinéma vérité that forms itself around the provocative 
artifice of her de-pyschologized persona. 
 

 
Figure 1: Left - Marcel Duchamp, his twine, and the 1942 First Papers of Surrealism Exhibition, 
New York; Right – Liuba, Intersecazioni, PAC, Padiglione d’Arte Contemporanea, Milano 2007. 
 
 

 
Figure 2: Left - Yayoi Kusama, Self-Obliteration by Dots (detail), 1968, performance; Right – 
Liuba, Virus - Contagion, Bologna, Artefiera Opening, 2007: interactive performance with the 
participation of 10 Bologna Fine Art Academy students. 
 
 
While photography and video art, both staples of art practice for over a century and half and 
four decades, respectively, have now been thoroughly historicized and canonized, they have 
also been eclipsed as aesthetic forms by the de-essentializing powers of ‘the digital.’ Both 
photography and video, once, were technology-specific media formed by the adaptive strategies 
of the various avant-gardes then carving out their niches as they roamed the aesthetic plains 
(planes) of planet Art. Today, avant-gardes are no longer possible as the mash-up of capitalism 
insinuates itself with ever finer resolution into the Spectacles’ ‘fusion-istic’ leveling of 
differences, in general. Universalism, today, is indeed threatening to be EVERYTHING, now – one 
seamless, globalized market emblemized by the franchise, such as Starbucks. Similarly, 



blockbuster exhibitions travel around the world for that very purpose. An exhibition in Bogata or 
Mumbai looks exactly the same as one in Istanbul or Los Angeles, and museological institutions 
have to rely on ticket sales to fund themselves. Meanwhile, art histories are packaged and 
stowed away only to periodically resurface in order to fuel future sales. Once upon an avant-
garde historical time, curators sought to serve the politics of revolutionary aesthetic aspirations, 
and sadly, such curatorial risk-taking is now very rare indeed. The ethical mandate to follow art’s 
lead to challenge cultural normativity has largely disappeared. In this context, to recognize the 
importance of Liuba’s work requires that we take stock of a number of aesthetic strategies and 
movements to which her practice is differentially comparable.  
 
Another aspect of Liuba’s body of work is particularly important in this respect. Several of her 
performances address the art market and its institutions, and should be compared to artists 
working in the area of institutional critique such as Martha Rosler and Louise Lawler, whose art 
practices address the politics of public and private space and the means used to market art. 
Liuba’s work, Intersecazioni (2007), for example, is reminiscent of Duchamp’s his twine (1942) 
(Figure 1),i deploying the same Dada strategy in order to oppose art objects displayed for sale to 
an amorphous installation work with no economic value, and shifting the focus of the exhibition 
to the visitors who become unwitting actors on the gallery-stage, where the artworks are fused 
into the tableau dominated by the string-web, as they are forced to physically navigate through 
its playful chaos. Similarly, Virus – Contagion (2007), aesthetically echoes Yayoi Kusama’s 
obsessive use of the dot while simultaneously referring to the red dots used to designate the 
works which have already been sold (Figure 2). The ‘virus’ becomes contagious as it spreads to 
other performers. Such layering of appropriated aesthetic references and strategies, is 
fundamental Liuba’s performative works, and other artists working with performance today. 
 
 

 
Figure 3: Left - Hugo Ball at the Cabaret Voltaire, with 1917 sound-poem; Right – Liuba, Unreal 
Exit, Grace Exhibition Space, Brooklyn (New York), 2011. 
 
 
Liuba’s work, then, synthesizes several avant-gardist aesthetic strategies, including Alfred Jary’s 
theater of the absurd, Dada, surrealism, performance, and the use of the body to breakdown 
the borders between the public/private, individual/collective dichotomies, and the complexity 
and inevitability of the sociopolitical complicities endemic to art system social construction.  It’s 



important to note that Liuba includes in the list of materials that comprise her work, ‘public 
interactions,’ which her works provoke into being. It is as though it’s not simply Liuba who takes 
part in absurdist theater, but that we all become ‘box men’ like the protagonist of Kobo Abe’s 
1973 surrealist novel, The Box Man: “This is the record of a box man. I am beginning this 
account in a box. A cardboard box that reaches just to my hips when I put it on over my head.” 
 
 
Not only is Liuba a fearless and disruptive intruder into institutional and commercial spaces, (at 
the 2005 Venice Biennale, she stood in front of artworks and screamed, Figure 4), but she 
sometimes takes considerable risks of incurring wrath, arrest, and possibly even bodily harm. 
One of her most recent projects, The Finger and the Moon (2007-2012), takes on today’s most 
intensely charged cultural issue – religion. (see Figure 5) On 9th May 2009, she walked  
 

 
Figure 4: Liuba, Side-by-Side, Venice Biennale, 2005 
 
with deliberate slowness and great courage dressed at a glance as a Nun, into the Vatican’s St. 
Peter’s Square to serially perform the prayer rituals of five of the worlds’ leading religions. After 
praying to Yahweh, she spread with equal devotional virtue an orange cloth, and using a 
compass as Muslims do to face east toward Mecca with scientific accuracy, she prayed to Allah. 
She then prayed the prayers of Hindus, taking the yoga position of the ‘Life Tree’ with open 
hands, fingers touching thumbs; she prayed as Zen Buddhists do, with crossed legs and left over 
right hand while chanting the nam mioho renge kio mantra; she traced the path of the Native 
American “circle of life” wearing the colors of the four directions, yellow, red, black, and white, 
burning sage in a sacred shell; she read from Judaism’s sacred book, Mincha e Arvith, while 
rocking as Jews do at the Wailing Wall. Given the religious zealotry of our moment, the risk she 
took cannot be underestimated; and it is not overreaching to imagine that she walked into a 
contemporary lion’s den of persecution. What would have been the consequence of her act if 
she had attempted this on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem, or indeed, in the square of the Great 
Mosque in Mecca? It is particularly important to point out that, as with the Slowly Project, this 
work is not about herself; she came to pray not FOR herself, others, or causes, but for the equal 
rights of prayer itself. She came to Piazza San Pietro to pray WITH, to direct the religious 
traditions of her culture toward those of others. 
 
 
 



 
 

 
Figure 5: Liuba, Finger and the Moon, 2009 
 
 
While it is apparent that the emphasis on simplicity and minimalism in Liuba’s work may be 
compared to another of the avant-garde movements, the Fluxus performances and films of Nam 
June Paik and Yoko Ono, with their direct stylistic references to simple acts, everydayness, the 
meditation and koan practices of Zen Buddhism, we must compare her to other artists working 
in the intersection between art and religion in order to evaluate the sociopolitical content and 
potential impacts of her work. Of the many possible comparisons, I site only those of Chris Ofili’s 
The Holy Virgin Mary (1996), Andre Serrano’s Piss Christ (1987), and Shezad Dawood’s film, 
Piercing Brightness (2012). Ofili and Serrano’s works, both visually quite remarkable were 
politically consequential, not to say, effective, in that they garnered the wrath of the political 
right wing in the US; of New York’s Republican mayor Rudy Giuliani in the former case, and of 
Republican Senator Jesse Helms in the later. But there was severe backlash in both cases: the 
consequences of these two works was that the state and federal funding for the arts was 
severely cut back, and grants were no longer awarded directly to artists, but only to art 
institutions. Both relate only to Christianity, and convey a perspective on it governed by an 
aesthetics of ambivalence and ambiguity. Ofili’s emphasis on decorative flatness risks 
diminishing the affective force set in motion by the opposition between the abstracted images 
cut from pornography magazines, and the use of dung as breast and physical supports on which 
the painting rests. The painting’s content revolves around the ambivalence of his and perhaps 
Africa’s relation to Christianity as provoked by the ambiguous collision of the sacred and the 
profane; the work in no way resolves the conflict it establishes so powerfully. The same critique 
may be applied without alteration to Serrano’s Piss Christ. The palpable beauty of the image is 
pitted against the ‘golden shower’, and the lengthy process of filling the jar in which the 



crucifixion is submerged, suggests a sustained commitment to denigration, and succumbs, as 
Ofili does, to scatological one-linerism, without either addressing the complexities of the 
subject, or resolving just what the sociopolitical critique actually is. Both works reflect only the 
private views of the artists, and so both leave themselves open to the charges of reductive, 
oversimplifying aestheticism on the one hand, and of provoking the far right’s political backlash 
that led directly to an erosion of public support for the arts. On the political level, then, both 
works are ‘abject’ failures precisely because their use of abjection was mired in both ambiguity 
and ambivalence delimited by individualism. 
 

 
Figure 4: Left – Chris Ofili, The Holy Virgin Mary, 1996; Right – Andres Serrano, Piss Christ, 1987. 
 
 
But even the failure of these two religious art works is sufficient to counter the proposition put 
forward by James Elkins in On the Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art, that “to talk 
sensibly about religion and at the same time address art in an informed and intelligent way” is 
impossible. (Elkins, 2004, 116)ii What Elkins means by ‘sensibly,’ ‘informed,’ and ‘intelligent,’ is 
far from clear; but the works of both Ofili and Serrano are certainly all three; my critique of their 
political failure and significance in no way puts their status, as powerful, intelligent artworks in 
jeopardy. Forays into religious art since Elkins’ book was written further demonstrate how 
erroneous his thesis is. Enrique Martínez Celaya's exhibit, "The Four Holy Gospels" at the Dillon 
Gallery, and his show at Manhattan's Museum of Biblical Art, entitled "The Wanderer," and 
parallel installation at the Episcopal Cathedral of St. John the Divine entitled "The Crossing”, all 
held in 2011, and David Mack’s extravagant collage and sculptural ‘illustrations’ of the Book of 
Revelations in Glasgow last year, are some indication of just how much interest there is in 
‘religious art.’ It is also apropos to mention the fatwa’s against Salman Rushdie and the Danish 



political cartoonist, Kurt Westergaard, as well as the most recent row over Gerald Scarfe's 
cartoon depicting Binyamin Netanyahu cementing with blood the blocks of the ‘apartheid wall’ 
his administration has built along the UN’s 1967 designation of the border between the two 
‘states’ called the Green Line. Meanwhile, Alf Lohr’s abstract painting, Black Flower, has been 
hanging in the Parish Church of St John-at- Hampstead in North London,  in direct opposition to 
the tired figuration that adorns Catholic and Presbyterian ecclesiastic architectural interiors. 
 

 
Figure 5: Left- David Mack Name, date, place; Right – Alf Lohr, Black Flower (date), Parish Church 
of St. John-at-Hampstead 
 
A far more sustained examination of the art/religion nexus is found in Shezad Dawood’s feature 
film, Piercing Brightness (completed in 2012 but not officially releases yet), which takes on the 
Sci-fi apparatus like no other contemporary artist has, precisely because of the aesthetic 
strategies it deploys against the twin exhaustions of realism and modernism, those of the 
theophanic imagination of Sufism, about which more in a moment. In the film, aliens return to 
Earth to retrieve ‘the glorious 100’ of their species who had been sent there decades earlier in 
order to ‘secretly observe the birth and development of another planet for the mutual benefit of 
our world and their world.’ Dawood creates a cinematic ‘third space’ in which the normalcy of 
the everyday is neither concrete nor abstract, but both. It is a space in which an Arabic response 
to something said in Chinese is possible, and where inter-subjectivities are able to inhabit a 
variety of inter-zones: an alien migration officer who inhabits the body of a middle-aged white 
Englishman wishes to remain on Earth; an alien who has forgotten that she’s an alien, thinks 
she’s human, and conceived a ‘human’ daughter who falls in love with an illegal alien from 
China; a South Asian shopkeeper faithful to his alien mission, bent on return, yet who has learnt 
to laugh, love food and Buster Keaton. Though of course, all who wander from the third space 
risk becoming lost, as some of the film’s 100 have, with variable degrees of losing their racial 
identity, though no more than the indigenous humans. This is one of the central motifs of the 
work. 



 

 
Figure 5: Shezad Dawood, still from Piercing Brightness, 2012. Top – Aliens about to ascend into 
the mothership; Bottom – Alien as hoodie floating in third space. 
 
 
Dawood’s appeal to religion is not easily exposited, for a few reasons. First, his tendency is to 
subvert direct religious references by allowing them to migrate into several different registers all 
at the same time. That said, he is committed to a specific ‘religious philosophy’, as opposed to 
any specific ‘theology’ – Sufi’s appropriation of Gnosticism, as formulated by the 13th century 
Sufi philosopher Ibn Arabi: ‘When one wishes to penetrate this Earth…,’ says Arabi, ‘the 
condition to be fulfilled is the practice of gnosis… He encounters the forms that by divine order 
stand watch at the entrances of the avenues… this Earth has the characteristic of giving to all 
who enter it the understanding of all the languages that are spoken on it.’iii  Such is the case 
with Dawood’s characters. The ‘Earth’ referred to, however, is not the secular Earth of mundane 
existence, but its eclipsed twin entwined with it, like the moon’s dark side, accessible only 
through the practice of gnosis, of seeing through the mundane into a world only knowable, 
spiritually, through imagination. ‘Seeing through’ in this way locates us somewhere between 
theoretical abstraction and concrete reality. Such is the syncretic force represented in Figure 5 



that operates like the condensation of images in dreams – that when pushed on a bit, spring 
open like a box of tricks. Conceptually, the science-fictional narrative dissolves concrete realism, 
while preserving the realism of the everyday, true-to-life characters. They are representative of 
Gnostic seeing through into the third space, and allegories of passage to Arabi’s Gnostic Earth.  
 
This work offers another occasion to think through the historical relationship between the 
avant-garde and religion that is essential for situating Liuba’s Finger and the Moon project. 
Unlike Ofili and Serrano, both Liuba and Dawood stress the necessity of religious heterogeneity, 
of its relationship to broader social and political contexts, and avoid the trap of individualistic 
and aestheticizing expressions. The both seek to mobilize and represent the collective nature of 
any type of culture-making. And they both make use of the opened ended possibilities of 
performance to achieve that end. And while they are inevitable ambiguities in their works, that 
no ambivalence. But is their acute sensitivity to cultural differences and otherness that 
addresses most directly the problems of religion and spirituality. Jacque Derrida’s critique of 
what Vattimo above called the ‘religious revival’ addresses what is really at stake in Dawood’s 
synthesis of science fiction and Gnosticism, and Liuba’s syncretic performativity.   
 

Never treat as an accident the force of the name in what happens, occurs or is 
said in the name of religion, here in the name of Islam. For, directly or not, the 
theologico-political, like all the concepts plastered over these questions, 
beginning with that of democracy and secularlization... Here we are confronted 
by the overwhelming questions of the name or noun 'religion', of the names of 
God, or whether the proper name belongs to the system of language or not, 
hence, of its untranslatability but also of its iterability (which is say, of that 
which makes it a site of repeatability, of idealization...), of its link to the 
performativity of calling in prayer... of its bond to that which, in all 
performativity, as in all address and attestation, appeals to the faith of the other 
and deploys itself therefore in a pledge of faith.iv 

 
What Derrida has done in his analysis above, is to reappropriate ‘faith’ as a species of 
‘knowledge;’ though it takes a peculiar form, a ‘knowledge’ without, yet also of, knowing – it is a 
‘Knowledge’ of the Other that can take one of two forms: absolute ignorance or no knowledge 
at all; or, misunderstanding. This is the very function of prayer, the means through which ‘faith’ 
is performed, the calling to an unknowable entity who can only ever be misunderstood. It is this 
kind of knowledge, the knowledge of not or mis-undertanding that is the very subject of 
Gnosticism and Liuba’s characterless character. What both Dawood, with his Sufi and Gnostic 
science fictional third space, and Liuba, with her reenactment of the precise prayer rituals of 
Catholicism, Judaism, Hinduism, Islam, and Canadian First Nations indigenism, have achieved is 
to put the differences between them in the form of reciprocal appeal and attestation – in the 
form of an address, modeled on prayer, that is itself a pledge of faith because otherness is the 
only possible mode by which they are mediated, can ever communicate with each ‘other.’ Faith, 
performed in this way, is fundamentally secular because it is a pledge not to the various names 
of God, but to the right to prayer of each individual devotee, of whatever religious persuasion.  
 
 



 
Figure 5: Liuba, Finger and the Moon Diptych, photograph, 2013. Left – Liuba, wearing a 
modified Nun’s habit reads from Judaism’s sacred book, Mincha e Arvith; Right – Liuba prays 
while holding the Catholic rosary and sitting in the Lotus position.  
 
 
The Finger and the Moon, then, is a crucial critical reflection on religion as a cultural and political 
force that has seen an unprecedented rise in influence on our contemporary global stage; and 
while it is representative of her many other works, it is also and extension of them that suggests 
new directions her work will take. Her photographs, videos, and performances offer an avant-
garde, aesthetic tension between strict limits and pure chance, between spontaneously 
generated collective of participants who volunteer to take part in the ‘everyday’ situations she 
creates. Her works, because they change from performance to performance remain open, 
indeterminant and surprising. But most importantly, because she so stringently adheres to self-
denial and authorship, she is able to repeatedly translate, and iterate, what is untranslatable – if 
performativity is that which brings the event into existence through its enactment, then it is 
secularized faith in otherness that she stages over and over again, in concrete places like Rimini, 
Avignon, Brussels, Modena, and Frankfurt, in order to call to, to pray for, heightened attention 
to the everyday.  
 
 
 
 

                                                
i Duchamp’s famous work has for decades erroneously be called, Mile of String. It’s proper title, his twine, 
was announced in the catalog Andre Breton’s exhibition in New York, First Papers of Surrealism. For a 
revisionist history of this exhibition and Duchamp’s contribution to it, see Vick, John, A New Look: Marcel 
Duchamp, his twine, and the 1942 First Papers of Surrealism Exhibition, 
http://www.toutfait.com/online_journal_details.php?postid=47245 (accessed 1/2/2013) 
ii Elkins, J. On the Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art. 
London: Routledge, 2004. See also, Elkins, J. and Morgan, D. eds., Re-Enchantment. Routledge, 2009 
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Press, Princeton, 1969, fn. 10, p. 351. 
iv Derrida, J. Religion, "Faith and Knowldege: the Two Sources of 'Religion' at the Limits of Reason Alone," 
in Religion: Cultural Memory and the Present, edited by Derrida, J and Vattimo, G. Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1998, 7. 


