
	

  Transcribed by https://otter.ai - 1 - 

 

Interview with Louise Lawson 

Sun, 8/22 12:18PM • 49:41 

SUMMARY KEYWORDS 
documentation, artwork, Tate, performance, artist, document, conservation, thinking, realise, work, 
terms, collection, project, activation, archive, archiving, developed, performers, institution, capture 

SPEAKERS 
Louise Lawson, Sarah Wishart 

 
Sarah Wishart 00:00 
There we go. And so, yeah, so kind of like, just to give you a reminder of what, I'm just getting the 
questions. Oh, I found them and then I've lost them again. And so just to give you a reminder to my 
project is looking at the archive, I'm introducing performance students to the importance of the archive, 
to in relation to live art. And we I've interviewed Lois Keidan. On the last day she was working at LADA 
before she's changed directorship. And we talked about LADA as a sort of like repository or archive, 
even though Lois didn't like the word archive. So, but we're looking at looking at it in those ways. And 
part of that's to do with the idea that students, artists have all been operating under quite difficult 
conditions, obviously, in the last year, and it might be that their practice, they've not been able to kind 
of like do it, because conditions have changed. And that they might be stuck about, you know, how to 
kind of like, create a new practice. And so, what I was looking at was looking to the archive as a way of 
"getting out of stuck for the artist", and to talk to the students about the importance of keeping their 
own archive. So not only 'here are archives that are really important for you to think about as live 
artists', but and how do you 'what do you have to think about when you keep your own archive'. And so, 
I've gone back to my archive from the PhD, and I'm pulling different interviews out of that, and I'm 
going to turn it into like a soundscape. So, like Jeremy Deller is going to feature, Graham Miller's gonna 
feature so like, you know, to use those sorts of people to create a current little soundscape. And I want 
to talk to you obviously, because I think, I think your role within the archive of live art is like 
fascinating, like, way more fascinating to me than don't tell the curators but like way more fascinating. I 
mean, the idea of conserving kind of this stuff is like, at the heart of what live art is all about. So can you 
tell me, can you tell us about how you came to this role at the Tate and what you do at Tate. 
 
Louise Lawson 02:13 
So, my current role at Tate is I'm the interim head of conservation. And previously, I've been the 
conservation manager for time-based media, which is a position I've held for approximately 10 years. So 
how I came to the role at Tate I guess I have to go quite far back now. I took an undergraduate degree in 
conservation when I was 18. And so that was focused on the conservation of historical objects. And that 
took me into the world and realm of museums, and what it means to conserve different objects, their 
materiality, and over time, that's kind of moved from objects more to video, film, performance, live art. 
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And that's where my focus has been for the last five or six years has been thinking about how you can 
conserve or preserve performance artworks that are in permanent collections. 
 
Sarah Wishart 03:30 
And, and that's, and that's at Tate. And so, kind of like, has Tate been doing this for a while has Tate 
been conserving live art for some time? Or is it a recent sort of thing? 
 
Louise Lawson 03:45 
And no, since the first performance words were collected in 2004, Tate has worked actively to preserve 
those works that are coming into the collection. The reason that there's been a focus over the last five or 
six years is that we have started to collect more complex performance works. So that just required kind 
of going back looking at our standard practices and practices and thinking about how they needed to be 
reviewed and modified. And I guess, developed to kind of suit the changing nature of the works that 
were then coming in. So, when they first came in, it was really about using our existing documentation, 
tools and templates, which worked incredibly successfully. But the early works into the collection were 
very instructional based, and all of the works in the collection are delegated which made them much 
more straightforward, but that basis allowed us to develop and build knowledge around what it means 
to conserve performance. And then that has developed, as I say, over the last five, five or six years with 
this shift with more complex works entering the collection. 
 
Sarah Wishart 05:13 
Okay, and but so what kind, what are the different kinds of archiving that you do like in relation to 
performance artwork. 
 
Louise Lawson 05:24 
So, because these works sit within the art collection, Tate also has an archive. And for the podcast, I'm 
not going to talk about the archive, because that's something very separate. So, when I think about 
archiving, I'm really thinking about the different components that constitute the artwork. And really, 
what that means for performance works is starting by developing our understanding of what the work 
is, and what the intention of the artist is in relation to the work in terms of its ongoing materialisation 
and realisation in the institution, and then what that means for us. So, a lot of it is thinking around 
transmission, how knowledge is transmitted from the artist to the performer, or performers, and how 
we need to capture or document and understand that. And we have for each artwork in the collection, a 
conservation artwork record. And this captures lots of different information about an artwork from its 
acquisition through to its display, research, conservation treatment, strategies for works presentation, 
images, and lots and lots of different information. So as soon as an artwork enters the collection this 
record starts. And it builds up the history over time. So, it's always considered like a live document 
because you're constantly adding to it with each activation of a performance work. So, for works that 
have come into the collection, those first works in 2004. Every time there's been an interaction with 
that work in some way, information has been gathered and collated and saved in relation to it. But it 
helps you build up this emerging picture over time, which is incredibly helpful in terms of performance 
works, because they kind of ebb and flow and there are additions and omissions each time a work is 
shown. So, it helps kind of develop that picture. 
 
Sarah Wishart 07:53 
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And is that records like a digital record? Or is it you know, or does it have itself have many sorts of like 
strata? 
 
Louise Lawson 08:02 
Well, the artwork record exists in paper as well as digital, because depending on when the artwork 
entered the collection, it may have started off in paper format. But it's held in both. If it has digital 
component, then it will also be archived and preserved. So, if it's a video file, etc, we'll do video 
archiving. So, you might find that these things exist in different locations, but they all come together to 
create what is the artwork. And then I guess, a critical moment really was back in 2016 with the opening 
of the Blavatnik building. So, this was a moment where across the opening weekend in June 2016. Five 
performance works from Tate's main collection were activated across that opening weekend. And at 
that moment in time, that was half the collection. So, we had 10 performance works in 2016. And so, it 
just gave a real opportunity to kind of think about how, like our documentation practices, and where 
documentation kind of sat across the organisation that helps fulfil the materialisation of these works. 
And it was really as well interesting to see them in action. And what that meant in terms of how we 
might want to think about the information or documentation we'd want to gather at that point. If you 
fast forward to today, we have 27 performance works in the collection. And so, this is why we started to 
think about what are our processes and practices around performance art works? And what does that 
mean? From a conservation perspective? What are you actually conserving, particularly when you have 
something where there's no, nothing material? And so that was really incredibly helpful. And that's 
where we have the project, documenting and conserving -"Documentation of conservation of 
performance". And so that was working with lots of different lots of different individuals within the 
team and outside of the time-based media conservation team just to really think about our approach. 
And it kind of considered issues of authenticity, activation, performativity, and how to build on our 
existing practices and create new strategies to kind of address the challenges that were emerging in 
terms of the care of these works. That led to the development of an overall strategy in terms of ongoing 
care for these works, and the development of a suite of documentation tools. So, the critical, I guess, the 
key document would be what we now call "The Performance Specification", which is a single written 
document that the information about the work is this kind of documented on. So, it covers things like 
specific requirements, which we call artwork requirements: space time, audience, performer physical 
components, logistics. And that's really helpful as a, as a central tool that you can then kind of think, 
okay, have I understood what this work is, and we often share that back with the artist. Have we 
understood the work? But of course, you might have other information that's provided to you at the 
point of acquisition. So, an artist might have already produced guidelines or instructions or other 
information that they feel is really pertinent, what the work is. So, we will pull all of this information 
together in its disparate documents. And then we might create a central document that just kind of 
helps pull all these different strands together. And then we also document what we describe as material 
histories. So, this is where we want to map the history of the artwork. So, with the aim to kind of 
identify sort of those different material conditions of the different activations that happened over time. 
So that might be equipment that was used, material that was used, who might have been involved in 
curating, producing, directing, or performing the work. Where those activations have taken place, and 
maybe different interactions that have took place in terms of the realisation of these works. And we 
research that, in terms of, before the work has entered Tate's collection. And then every time it's then 
activated while it's in Tate's collection. And that, that builds a very full picture of the work overtime. 
And you can see, perhaps, where the artist has agreed to different types of parameters, different types of 
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spaces that help and form your own understanding of what the work is, and what is, you know, 
permissible within the overall scope, and intent of the work. And then with our whole work in terms of 
viewing these works in action, back in 2016, there was a kind of realisation about actually, we kind of 
need to document what's happening on site when the works are been activated. So, what are those very 
real material conditions that we need to understand like, that's happening within the institution outside 
of the institution, and that kind of reflect those different conditions and I guess, different decisions that 
might have been made. We don't do that for every activation of the single artwork we're trying to maybe 
do it once or twice or if we think there's a significant change, i.e., the performer has changed, will that 
influence different decisions or different rationale than we're aiming to capture that, and I say that 
because you might have a performance work that is activated 50 times. And that's obviously very 
intensive to capture those 50 times. And you really need to think about, well, what is it that I'm trying to 
capture it. So, you tend to find that it's in those in that kind of first activation moment that your kind of 
really interested in terms of seeing what's happening. And then the last tool that we developed was then 
just thinking about the relationships the artwork may have. So, this is specifically thinking about the 
interactions. So, for many performance works, that that reside within the collection, there are networks 
outside of the institution that you might want to connect with, or do need to connect with, to ensure 
that the work can be activated. And there's also lots of relationships internally that that exist. So, it's 
really trying to, to identify what these networks are, and how critical they are in terms of supporting our 
ability to be able to activate them. And it kind of helps you think about risk as well, or where maybe 
there are vulnerabilities. Because, again, if you have a work where there's nothing physical, how do you 
understand where those important relationships or interactions are? And how do you then start to think 
about how we maintain those. And so, this is a tool that kind of helps visualise, visualise that. You know, 
a very obvious one, which I think many people will have seen it at Tate is you know Tania Bruguera is 
“Tatlin's Whisper #5”, that has a relationship with the Metropolitan Police Force, you know, for that 
work to be realised. So, it's thinking around those sorts of issues. I guess, probably the last thing to say 
on that is that all of that is framed within a particular glossary of terms. So, sort of key words that we 
use so everybody within the Time-Based Media Conservation team. And wider than that, we sort of 
work to define particular terms that we use. So, we're all on the same page. You know, what do we mean 
by "activation"? What do we mean by "constant"? What do we mean by things that are "in flux"? 
Because very early on, we were using the same words but they all had slightly different meanings to 
each of us. So, I think that that notion of language is quite important to be on the same page, because I 
don't think that just sits within conservation. I think that's understanding what the artist is trying to 
explain or kind of share. What does that mean, have we understood that correctly? You know, because 
it's a huge responsibility to, I guess, conserve and preserve these works, not only for the artists, but you 
know, for, for the public, who are then coming into view and access these works, you know, because 
that's our primary aim, really, as a, as a public institution is to be able to provide access to, you know, 
the different artworks within Tate's collection. 
 
Sarah Wishart 18:36 
That glossary sounds like fascinating. Is that something that's just an internal document? Or is it 
something that like, is visible? 
 
Louise Lawson 18:44 
It's all online? So, it's all on the project web page? 
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Sarah Wishart 18:50 
Amazing. And, and so what do you think it means to artists to be able to access? Like, you know, I 
mean, I'm going to steer away from kind of like the archive, but obviously, because we're talking about, 
you know, your project, but what does it mean to the artists that you work with about thinking about 
stuff in this way, like accessing the archives, or accessing the documentation or the or the way that you 
guys have put things together or having those conversations around their work? 
 
19:23 
For the artist, it's really important for them to be able to reflect and review their work overtime. Because 
I think when a work is entering a collection or a decision has been made that it enters a collection, it's 
also thinking about the parameters in which it's coming in. And it could have had multiple lives outside 
of the institution, and what does that look like and what does that what does that mean to the artist? 
Because obviously, you can. Certainly, when a work is coming in into an institution people have a 
memory around certain works and you know, they'll say, well, I saw it here. And, you know, it looked 
different. Whereas here it, it looks different again. And you know, it's about that kind of understanding, 
but also, it's really helpful, you know, as an institution to kind of understand why things might have 
evolved or developed over time. But I also think for the artists themselves, you know, it's really helpful 
to kind of have this body of work as well, because I'm sure there must be influences as their practice 
develops over time. And that kind of evolving nature of their work. And I think that in itself must just be 
incredibly fascinating. 
 
Sarah Wishart 20:42 
Yeah, absolutely. And I mean, do you yourself, I mean, obviously, you've got a, I mean, doing an 
undergraduate in conservation that you knew yourself, like, I didn't know myself at 18 to kind of like 
make those sorts of decisions. But have you do you feel like you've got a long relationship with archiving 
and archiving networks, artworks, not networks, archiving artworks? 
 
Louise Lawson 21:06 
I do, I think, you know, when you're, you know, in education, and then moving into practice, one of the 
key things that you're taught is around documentation, the requirements for documentation, thinking 
about how you, you know, managing change, the decision making very much in particular is really 
strong in terms of, you know, conservation, ethos, and conservation of ethics around your own decision 
making that's very much rooted within our code of practice that exists within the UK, and then other 
codes of ethics that exist, you know, maybe in America or in Europe, within the conservation 
profession. So, I think I've always been documenting and archiving the artworks that I have an 
interaction with, you know, first from a very material perspective, because I'm making a direct 
interaction if I was cleaning or consolidating something. And then obviously, as you move into sort of 
time-based media that's been thinking about how you might create a component or copy something to 
create an exhibition format, etc. And it's really important that your interaction is understood and fully 
captured. That is to say, it doesn't change, you're not changing what the artwork is. But through your 
care, you want to be able to document your care processes, probably in a very simple way to kind of 
raise that up. And so, core to that is the information that you're generating. So, yeah, I'm a big fan of the 
F 12. button, you know, save email. 
 
Sarah Wishart 23:03 
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Oh, my God, like I, I didn't even know that's what it did. Okay. Yeah, like everybody else's shortcuts and 
like, fascinating, like, yeah, and what's the most interesting artwork you've worked with? To conserve at 
Tate? 
 
Louise Lawson 23:23 
I'm gonna say, it's the artwork, "Ten years alive on the infinite plane" by Tony Conrad. So, this formed 
part of a research project, called "Reshaping the Collectible: when artworks live in the museum", which 
is a was a significantly funded project by Andrew W. Mellon. And when this project started back in 
2018, it's just completed actually, in June of this year. This work was proposed for acquisition. And it's a 
complex multimedia performance that includes a music ensemble. So, a long what's called long drone 
instrument, which was designed by the artist himself to play a bass and a violin and four 16 mil film 
projectors, which are manipulated by a projectionist. And it's a durational piece, so it's approximately 
90 minutes long. And this is the first work that we acquired as a performance work where the artist is 
no longer alive. He knew that the work was going to be acquired and he and the curator had discussed it 
at length, but unfortunately, he passed just before the work came into the collection. So, the work itself 
doesn't have a written score in any way that you might find or a set of instructions, because Tony's sort 
of teaching style wasn't really about instructions. So, it brought together a set of new performers 
working with Tony's previous collaborators to re-perform it. And that was just such a really interesting 
process. And our documentation was at the heart of that. So, we conducted with the project team, the 
research project team, lots of different interviews with his previous collaborators. So, from previous 
performers in terms of musicians, projectionists, curators, I guess producers, to try and pull together a 
really full picture of the work. And we created our performance specification, and then other strands of 
documentation to build this dossier of information that went into a new set of performance performers, 
you'd never, you'd never perform Tony's work. And they kind of digested that information. And a month 
later, we brought them together in Tate Liverpool, and some of Tony's key collaborators came. So, they 
performed part of the work based on the documentation, how they understood it, did it make sense? 
Did they, could they really understand what the work was. And so, they did that. We had a huge 
feedback session, made some alterations, and then they went on to perform the work the next evening, 
with everyone kind of saying, yes, this is you know a good representation of what the work is. And that 
allowed us to kind of go back and reflect and update our documentation to say, would this then transmit 
the work? Could we do that successfully, through documentation. Of course, on site, you know, you 
realise very early on that the artist is not there. And that is a huge component that's missing. So, our 
documentation also thought about how to introduce individuals to the artists through different 
documentaries about him, and trying to get over his character, because that's something that really 
influences what the work is. And it's really interesting, because you, you do know that, but when it's not 
there, it's amazing how much you realise it's not there. And I think that's just a really interesting, I 
guess, criticality when it become comes to performance works. But all of his previous collaborators, and 
the estate were really pleased with the outcome. And so, it'll be interesting to see how that manifests 
itself next time the work show? 
 
Sarah Wishart 28:04 
Because it's almost like, I mean, how do you not mean, there's such a responsibility there, isn't there? 
Because like, now, it's like that that documentation? I mean, it doesn't stand in for him having done 
instructions. But it probably feels like the closest thing you're going to get to that right, like, 
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Louise Lawson 28:22 
Well, I think for this, I think the critical thing is it's not a single voice that's represented in the 
documentation. I think that's really important to come in, put across that, you know, for the first time 
we annotated the performance specification, so, you know, if there's a particular statement or reflection, 
it's tied to Tony's, you know, close collaborators in terms of who said that, why they said that. So, it's 
made up of multiple voices. And I think that in itself is really important to reflect. So, it's not a single 
authored document. Because certainly, you know, Tony's close collaborators are trying, I guess trying to 
put the best care and thought process into one's work was an is you know, and I think across the board, 
though, you always have that sense of responsibility as the collecting institution, as a close collaborator, 
as the estate, you know, and everyone's trying to work towards this kind of common goal. 
 
Sarah Wishart 29:41 
Like I know, this is slightly off our list of questions, but I just think this is really fascinating. And if, 
if/when you do that, again, like would you still bring in like a larger I mean, obviously, you don't know 
yet and it all depends when it is and but you wouldn't use it. You know, do you feel like the 
documentation of that event with all that multiplicity of voices that you feel? Yeah, we’re good like this, 
we could use this as the sort of stepping off point, or do you think you'd have to do a bit more around, 
you know, the entry that you've got? 
 
Louise Lawson 30:18 
Well, I think the document is the document, all the documentation isn't static. So, we wouldn't assume 
that it would be something that would continually evolve, we also, you know, have put forward the 
recommendation that one of Tony's close collaborators, or one of the new performers are involved each 
time. Because also, what you want to be able to do is you want to be able to transmit the work to others. 
So, it creates this longevity, not just through the documentation, but through the practice of performing 
itself. And so, there's like, two strands there, because the documentation will go so far. But there's these 
nuances that cannot be captured, though, I guess, through the written form. And then I guess it's 
something we also realised that some things are just not said, they're kind of implicit or explicit, you 
know, it really does vary. So, you know, I think that's something as well. And so that that's our kind of 
proposal or strategy moving forward to have one of the close collaborators, and ideally one of the new 
performers kinds of involved, but also working with new performers, so that they experience the work. 
And then you start to build up this network that can support the performance of the work. So, it's not 
just related to documentation. But there's other factors at play that we're trying to support, as well. And 
I just think that's, that's really critical, particularly when you start to move into other works that, you 
know, are more body to body, you know, how you transmit that through the body, you know, 
documentation kind of might provide the structure for that, but there's so much detail in that 
transmission that just can't be captured through written form. So, it’s looking at that aspect as well. So, 
the archiving is not necessarily this physical thing, in a folder on a shelf, it's something else that's, you 
know, alive. 
 
I think it's exciting that Tate acquires performance works, and live works. I think that's, that's exciting 
in itself. To be bold in that area, and want to collect works, that, you know, we're able to enter 
collections. I say that in this isn't a discussion about what should come into collections, but not 
everything, you know, will come into a collection or should come into a collection. But I think when a 
decision has been made by an artist, working with a collecting institution, I think that's just really 
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exciting. You know, when you can think about, you know, the challenges that these works present, and I 
think that's the absolutely fascinating thing, that's what keeps me excited and motivated. Particularly 
those that I work with, within these meaningful station on this topic. 
 
Sarah Wishart 33:47 
I think the pros that I mean, yeah, I'm obsessed about process. So, this to me is just like, you know, 
unbelievably fascinating, and just, you know, the idea of the conversations that you as a team have to 
have around the process and the processes and the artwork. So, I just think, I don't know, it just ever 
evolving, I think just absolutely fascinating. 
 
Louise Lawson 34:07 
That's right. And I think that's probably an important message really, that these are not static 
documents, they love it very much. mimic the works, you know, it's alive work, you know, it will evolve 
over time, it materialises itself in different ways. And in some ways, our documentation and I guess 
strategies towards conservation and preservation, mimic that kind of process. And I think that it's just 
important to do that, which is why, you know, earlier on, I was talking about, you know, conservation 
artwork records are not ever finalised. They're just an ongoing living piece of documentation, source of 
information. 
 
Sarah Wishart 34:51 
When you did that first one in 2016. And you were putting that together, you know, the performances 
were happening and you were documenting it at the same time as everything was being set up, like, you 
know, performances are happening. Okay, this is our opportunity to sort of start that process. Were you 
finding that there were new things you hadn't thought about? Like, as you're in the midst of the 
process? Just I mean, like, oh, we haven't thought about that we need to capture this. And like, you 
know,  
 
Louise Lawson 35:18 
oh, yeah, absolutely. So, I was working at the time with Acacia Finborough, who was our PhD, student 
with Exeter University. And we started to identify sort of gaps. And this is where the development of 
what would become the performance specification developed from and evolved from, because first of 
all, we thought, oh, we might need this information. And actually, we were very lucky because we 
started by using the Live List, which was an output from the project "Collecting the performative" at 
Tate. And this kind of had a number of different kind of headings and considerations. But as we started 
to think about that, and then what we were seeing, and then what we had within the conservation 
documentation, we started to realise actually, this information needed to be consolidated in one 
document, primarily, and then obviously, subsequent documents and templates developed from that. 
But we started to think well, actually logistical information isn't captured very well. Information 
around, I guess, you know, space or time, some of it was captured, but maybe not all of it in terms of 
what it means to present a work in an institution. And so, all of that developed and evolved over the 
next couple of years. And we did test the performance specification with then more complex works. And 
it's a document that kind of ebbs and flows. So, it can be longer or shorter, because not all of the 
headings will apply. And we might find that other headings in the future that we don't have that we 
need. So, it's this ongoing sort of reflection, that happens as well. So, we're constantly going back to the 
performance specification. I think when we first developed it, it might have had 10 headings, we 
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narrowed it down to seven, because we were talking about previous documentation, then we realised 
actually, that needs to be a separate document from and this is where we start to think about material 
histories, then we thought about future displays and whatnot, well, we have a folder for that we capture 
every single sort of display in terms of its information. And, you know, certain headings change slightly, 
you know, such as 'artwork requirements' previously, that was 'artwork conditions', and then we 
changed it to 'requirements'. So, it was really clear for anyone who came to that artwork, and that 
record that these are the things, so the constant things as we would describe, that need to exist for the 
work to be the work. You know, so for example, with the Tony Conrad work, that's the long string 
instrument or the long string drone. He's talking about it, the bass, the violin, the four projections. And 
then there's other things that are variable within that. So, these things that are in flux around the space, 
the size of the space, the positioning of certain things, you know, all of that can move and shift. So, it's 
really quite interesting to see, you know, those kinds of developments and thinking about how you 
capture that, because you still need to be able to say you need to have these things for these for it to be 
the work. 
 
Sarah Wishart 
I think actually, kind of like what we just had a conversation about is a lot more interesting. Anyway, the 
idea of process because the process is what we're trying to kind of like get over to students, like you 
know, how you'd think about all this sort of stuff and the kinds of questions you'd be thinking about 
your own artwork. So yeah. Is there anything that you would like to say about your work that we 
haven't? 
 
Louise Lawson  
Well, I guess I should probably do a thanks to those that I work closely with in terms of performance, 
performance conservation at Tate, particularly within the time-based media conservation team, past, 
present and future and also the reshaping the collectible project team in terms of their work and 
contribution to the Tony Conrad case study. 
 
 


