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duo instead of four), “On the basis of one pace per second and allowing for time
lost at angles and centre approximately 25 minutes,” at first crossing paths “without
rupture of rhythm, [but] if rupture accepted” (Beckett asks in stage directions:
“how best exploit?”’)—they’d exploit by increasing the pace, two bodies repeatedly
passing (but without the gowns and cowls, naked as not in Quad), gradually touching
each other, then colliding at high speed, perhaps at quad’s E, “supposed a danger
zone,” and then they’d pace, collide, pace, collide—no instruments necessary, “All
possible percussion combinations given,” until they “complete their courses” (Quad
291-93), as they did in utter exhaustion, in 1976 at the Venice Biennale, “Time 58
minutes.” In their work, as in Beckett, duration was also an issue, and when
Abramovic and Ulay stared at each across a table for 16 hours—with “Thoughts,
no, not thoughts. Profounds of mind” or in that commodius vicus, as desideratum,
“mindlessness”—not only the table (“say 8' x 4'“) might have been borrowed, but
the profounds too, from Ohio Impromptu (285, 288).

Yet these performance events, transmuted as they were into rituals of high
risk, were also meant to give access to otherwise forbidden consciousness or, without
self-jeopardy, consciousness unattainable. But for Abramovic particularly, there is
also in the danger zone, as if she were listening to Hamm when he insisted we use
our heads, a residuum of the reality principle: thus, on this earth, there might be a
sense of the sacred, but without transformative powers. With a despair almost beyond
Beckett’s, who didn’t bother much with the sacred, except at the furious thought of
it, with the most disdainful humor, Abramovic said mournfully. “It is too late, the
destruction is already such that the world can no longer be ‘cured’. . . . Its destruction
will continue, inevitably. I only want to prepare people for the fact that we are all
on a dying planet and that we will all be destroyed. I see a chance or a possibility
of at least dying in union with the earth, at last grasping reality one single time.”!
Grasping the possibility if not the reality, there was, in her Relation Works with
Ulay, an impetus toward the dissolution of boundaries, psychic and sexual, with
such intensity as to exhaust or exceed the body, its capacity to withstand the
ceaselessness of a singularity entailed by two, as in the seeming binary of the
tramps in Waiting for Godot, one of whom would seem to exist only in the pulse of
the other, the waiting itself an endurance. Thus, in Breathing In/Breathing Out
(1977) Abramovic and Ulay relinquished autonomy, as they’d done of course before,
but this time by sharing a single breath. Nostrils blocked, they pressed mouths
together and synchronized their breathing, she inhaling air exhaled by him, he
breathing the air exhaled by her. With ever-increasing concentrations of carbon
dioxide, they breathed to the point of asphyxiation. Time: 19 minutes.

If there is in its sadomasochism an intimate theater of cruelty, the same might
be said of Beckett’s. For all the compassion there, or, in the inconsolably deep
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