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In a short Instagram video, we see Brazilian musician Caetano Veloso being invited by 

his wife to do a live. Humming his well-known song Nine out of ten: And I know that one day I 

must die / I'm alive, she attempted to convince him to sing. Clearly preferring not to participate, 

Caetano repeats the phrase without singing: “I'm alive”. The viewer may have the impression 

that he says he is “a Live”. Due to the widespread use of the term “live” in English language, 

even in Brazil (where the best translation would be “ao vivo”), the affirmation of life contained 

in the song from 1972 is now haunted by its antithesis, revealing that there is a space between 

lifes and Lives. 

If Lives provide new possibilities of communication, they also haunt our previous 

understandings of the world. In the film Ghost Dance (1983), where the philosopher Jacques 

Derrida makes his only appearance as an actor playing a philosophy professor, there is a 

scene in which he tells a student that modern developments in technology and 

communication, rather than diminishing the realm of ghosts, end up increasing their haunting 

power. For the philosopher, there is a “phantasmatic structure” inherent to techniques of 

reproduction such as cinema and the telephone because they create an experience in which 

the presentation of the body in front of us (its image, its voice) stems precisely from its absence 

or physical distance.  

Deceased in the year of Facebook's creation and years before Instagram started, 

Derrida did not witness the emergence of Lives: live broadcasts that have been a central tool 

in this pandemic era. Lives seem to allow the continuation of a certain artistic circuit and to 

collaborate for the maintenance of artists who made the construction and public exhibition of 

their own image part of their symbolic capital. Lectures, debates, virtual exhibitions, 

performances, virtual visits to studios or dances in the living room are more present and 

accessible than ever, continually jumping in front of the eyes of anyone who can afford a 

mobile phone and an internet plan (apparently an essential resource for the contemporary art 

production and reception chain). 

At this moment, when we read about the weight of the decision “between those who 

live and those who die” everywhere, it seems urgent that those who think of and produce 

images reflect on how to deal with this algorithmic regime of images in which the same feed 



overlaps the disclosure of a live talk and a photo of the pits opened in Manaus, capital of the 

State of Amazonas, called trenches by the local administration. Therefore, what can we think 

of this emergence of lives, of a supposed artistic life that proves itself continuing and 

functioning, when the imminence of death surrounds our thoughts, sharing an imagetic space 

with this same type of content? Thus, if the real need for artistic production during this period 

has already been questioned, I also wonder about the kind of content that is (inevitably) being 

produced by us. 

Performance art, a language that is especially important to me and that has a bodily 

dimension which reemerges in this time of physical distancing, has always been obsessed 

with the living presence of the body (its "here and now", as Thierry de Duve says) [1]. The kind 

of presence that is requested at the same time that it is challenged, while theaters around the 

world broadcast their plays online and performances are viewed via streaming. In 2002, 

performance theorist Philip Auslander wrote about how our concept of live has always been 

directly shaped by the technologies of reproduction that surround us [2]. According to him, the 

first register of the term live in English language appears in the BBC's annual book in 1934. It 

was used to differentiate what was previously recorded as sound content and what was being 

broadcasted live on the radio. The emergence of the radio, by not revealing the origin of the 

sound emission, demanded the creation of a term that could differentiate the moment of 

production from what was reproduced. 

Auslander’s argument, centered on the current chatbots (artificial intelligence 

programs that simulate human conversations) maintains that, in the temporal simultaneity 

between activity and reception assumed in “live”, these artificial intelligences would perform 

as vividly as we do, since they always perform in the present, altering reality as directly as we 

do (e.g. consider the role of bots in the last presidential elections in Brazil). What the new 

dimension of liveliness of bots still cannot do, even simulating a human, is to die in front of us. 

Not that death has actually happened in any performance work. Even if themed, tested 

or imagined, death always seemed to be a border crossed only by failure or error. However, 

it is precisely this virtuality of death that the performing arts have always revealed: by 

assuming a more radical commitment to the present moment, they attest that every process 

of documentation of ourselves is necessarily a process of objectifying our bodies, a process 

of loss of the only thing that makes a living being a living being: “its unique and unrepeatable 

time in life”, as Boris Groys wrote [3]. In the same text, Groys risks a definition of life itself: it 

can be documented, but not shown. 



In that sense, I think our growing engagement with a type of reproducible life must also 

mean getting used to death. If Andy Warhol seemed to prophesy the current possibility of our 

fifteen minutes of self-promoted fame, it was only because, as Thierry de Duve puts it, he 

equated such fame to the news which turned daily American disasters into spectacles. About 

Warhol, de Duve states that "one does not become a camera or a tape recorder, without taking 

into account the existence of all the machines, especially those that kill: the electric chair and 

the tombs in the steering wheel of car accidents" [4]. By stating that a horrendous image 

repeated many times ceases to produce effect, Warhol seemed to know that the great danger 

of turning death into spectacle may cause the impression that death is not part of life, and 

consequently touch us directly only when those who are considered grievable die. As posed 

by Judith Butler, the production of images of death produced and maintained by "powerful 

forms of media" determines "those for whom we feel an urgent and irrational attachment and 

those whose life and death simply do not affect us, or which we do not consider life" [ 5]. In 

the second case, it passes for something distant, which we can refuse or ignore as an 

unwanted product. 

As a kind of overwrought response, Warhol's procedure was to place in all images that 

seemed alive by the force of capital the violence “of the machines that kill”, and that was 

necessary for the production of the first: the face of Jackie Kennedy, for example, was 

subjected to the same serial process as the soup can. In Warhol's work, with the production 

tools the artist had at the time, human life was always in love with death. 

 Death, in turn, was always placed as potentially virtual within life, haunting it without 

turning itself into spectacle (especially evident in a video like Sleep [1964], in which John 

Giorno sleeps, practically immobile, for five hours, making the video both a vigil and a veiling 

of the body). Isn't reproducing yourself a way of working (with) death without the 

spectacularization that surrounds its recurring images in the media in general? Wouldn’t that 

be the emphasis of artists like the American Francesca Woodman, when amalgamating her 

own body with the architecture of a house, the Japanese On Kawara when sending telegrams 

with the message “I am still alive”, the Cuban Ana Mendieta when making the ground her 

graves, the Brazilian Flávia Pinheiro placing herself within the trash or the Thai Araya 

Rasdjarmrearnsook teaching classes to corpses? 

It is a fact that being visible and having autonomy over their own visibility has become 

imperative for artists and agents in the cultural field. But there is, in addition, in lives, the 

possibility of being remembered a little more, of overcoming death when it approaches without 

shame, of proving to others not only that we are still alive, but that we remain creative, 



producers and thinkers because we think of art as a “breath”, as a recent Open Call made by 

a huge Brazilian bank suggested. 

I would like to imagine, however, how these platforms can not only be fueled by this 

proven life as autonomous and self-owned (perhaps independent of the galleries, some would 

say!), but they could also be populated by some kind of awe or rupture within that very same 

circuit. When transforming overnight into ateliers and home-offices, domestic and private 

spaces do not need to put on the pure positivity of mindfulness and effective work, but they 

can also allow themselves to be inhabited by ghosts, absences and empty spaces, making of 

its momentarily public dimension, a symptom that something is not going well and that there 

is a contradictory space between lives that accumulate and lifes that disappear. The current 

situation may have opened up possibilities to understand death as a constituent part of life 

and not as its opposite, and art more as a way to reconcile with death than to overcome it. 

From this perspective, perhaps a central opposition to be debated  in the field of 

images, is not between life and death, but between life and its reproduction (even if live). I feel 

that this opposition is not an antagonism, but a haunt in which every live broadcast, when 

attentive to this problem, attests at the same time the desire and the impossibility of surviving 

death, becoming an image. In this story, the live says to life: "see how I resemble you", while 

the second responds: "everything that I own you hide, especially death". 

I remember de Duve’s reflection about Warhol's work: "perhaps, for the work to last, 

the man had to die" [6]. If we are really reconsidering what it means to live in these times, it 

would be possible to switch terms: perhaps for the human to last, the work needs to die. Or at 

least think of artistic work not as proof of effectiveness and progress, but as a way of getting 

used to the possible ends of the body to the sound of Caetano: And I know that one day I must 

die ... 

  

Renan Marcondes is an artist and researcher. PhD candidate in Performing Arts at 

ECA University of São Paulo, with a research on procedures of disappearance in the 

performing arts. + infos: renanmarcondes.com 

 

Translated by Renan Marcondes and Korina Kordova 

 

 



[1] DE DUVE, Thierry. Performance here and now: Minimal art, a plea for a new genre of theater. Open Letter, v. 

5, p. 5-6, 1983. 

[2] AUSLANDER, Philip. Live from cyberspace: or, I was sitting at my computer this guy appeared he thought I 

was a bot. PAJ: A Journal of Performance and Art, v. 24, n. 1, p. 16-21, 2002. 

[3] GROYS, Boris. Art in the Age of Biopolitics: From artwork to art documentation. Art Power, v. 2008, p. 53-65, 
2002. 

[4] DE DUVE, Thierry. Andy Warhol, or The Machine Perfected. October Magazine, vol. 48 (spring 1989). pp. 3-

14. 

[5] BUTLER, Judith. Frames of war: when is life grievable? Rio de Janeiro: Brazilian civilization, 2015. Pp. 80-

81. 

[6] Op. Cit. P. 14 

 

 


