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ABSTRACT

Artist around the world were experimenting with new medium, in search of new techniques, inspirations and concepts.
These experiments were outstanding against formal prevalent art form of the times, like against painting and sculpture
and they brought art form outside of boundaries of museums and galleries. They use body as a canvas for performing
art and other environmental objects like material. It is an international revolt by artist against painting and sculpture,
emerging out of conceptualism. This research presents a comparative analysis of the artistic explorations of Marina
Abramovic and Sonia Khurana within the broader thematic context of contemporary performance art and embodied
practices. Both artists engage deeply with the body as a site of resistance, vulnerability, memory, and psychological
intensity, yet their cultural positions and methodological approaches offer contrasting perspectives that enrich global
performance discourse. The study addresses the gap in scholarly comparison between a globally established performance
artist and an Indian contemporary practitioner whose work interrogates identity, femininity, and lived experience through
subtle yet powerful gestures. The primary objective of this research is to critically examine how Abramovic’s endurance-
based, ritualistic performances and Khurana’s introspective, video-based practices articulate themes of presence,
selfhood, gendered embodiment, and audience interaction. Through visual analysis, case studies of key works, and
contextual reading of their artistic philosophies, this study highlights how each artist constructs unique experiential
spaces that challenge traditional boundaries of performance, perception, and participation. Findings reveal that while
Abramovic foregrounds extremity, discipline, and heightened physicality to confront existential limits, Khurana employs
tenderness, slowness, and intimate bodily language to question socio-cultural narratives and internalized conditioning.
Together, their practices illuminate diverse pathways through which the body becomes a medium for artistic inquiry and
socio-political reflection. This comparative framework aligns with the conference’s thematic focus on contemporary
artistic narratives, critical discourse, and interdisciplinary research. This extended research paper presents a
comprehensive comparative analysis of Marina Abramovic and Sonia Khurana, two significant artists in the field of global
contemporary performance art. Although separated by geography, culture, generations, and artistic histories, both
artists share a profound commitment to exploring the body as a central medium of expression. Abramovic’s oeuvre,
grounded in endurance, risk, and spiritual transcendence, positions the body as a site of discipline and ritual. Conversely,
Khurana’s practice emerges from feminist critique, cultural negotiations, and intimate examinations of vulnerability,
offering a quieter yet deeply political approach to embodied performance. Through an examination of their major works,
conceptual frameworks, cultural contexts, and audience relations, this study highlights the varied ways in which both
artists challenge bodily representation, gendered norms, and socio-political structures. It also analyses the tensions
between extremity and subtlety, spectacle and intimacy, universality and locality, theatricality and everyday gestures.
The findings contribute to broader conversations on global performance art, feminist aesthetics, identity politics, and
cross-cultural embodiment practices.
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INTRODUCTION

Performance art emerged in the mid-20th century as a gendered expectations, vulnerability, and bodily

radical alternative to conventional art practices. Rejecting
the dominance of painting and sculpture, artists turned to
the body as a living, immediate, and politically charged
medium. Performance art became a site for
experimentation, protest, identity exploration, and
philosophical inquiry. Within this rich global history,
Marina Abramovic and Sonia Khurana stand as powerful
voices whose works expand our understanding of
embodied art. Marina Abramovic, a Serbian-born artist, is
widely recognized as a pioneer of endurance-based
performance art. Her works from the 1970s onward
engage with pain, risk, extremity, and spiritual
transcendence. She often positions the body as a
battlefield of emotional, physical, and political tensions.
Her presence is monumental, iconic, and ritualistic. Sonia
Khurana, an Indian contemporary artist, challenges

representation through quieter, introspective gestures.
Working with video, photography, text, and live
performance, she foregrounds the social conditioning of
the South Asian female body. Her practice is rooted in
lived experiences, humor, fragility, and resistance. This
study examines their artistic explorations in a comparative
manner. Despite their differences, both artists expand the
expressive possibilities of the body and contribute
significantly to the global discourse on identity, gender,
and performativity. Performance art since the late
twentieth century has positioned the body as a critical site
of artistic, political, and ethical inquiry. Marina Abramovic
and Sonia Khurana represent two significant yet culturally
distinct trajectories within this field. Abramovic, an
internationally recognized artist, has shaped global
discourse on endurance performance and spectatorship.
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Khurana, a pioneering Indian artist, has contributed to the
development of performance and moving-image practices
in South Asia. This paper undertakes comparative analysis
to explore how their practices converge and diverge in
form, intention, and reception.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Performance art scholarship has evolved significantly, and
the literature on embodiment, feminist critique, and
audience engagement provides critical frameworks for
understanding both artists. Abramovic’s work has been
widely discussed in relation to endurance, ritual, trauma,
and institutionalization of performance art. Scholarly
discourse often focuses on her early risky performances
and later museum-based durational works. Khurana’s
practice, documented through curatorial texts and
regional scholarship, is situated within Indian feminist and
postcolonial frameworks, addressing issues of visibility,
embodiment, and mediated presence.

Literature on Marina Abramovic

Scholars describe Abramovic as a transformative figure
who challenges human endurance and examines the
psychological limits of performance. Her memoir Walk
Through Walls and analyses of works like Rhythm 0 and
The Artist Is Present highlight themes such as:

e endurance as transcendence

e pain as purification

¢ audience participation

e Eastern spiritual influences

Her works often appear in discussions on the politics of
spectatorship and the ethics of vulnerability.

Figure 1: Walk Throug Walls A Memoir (2016), It
metaphorically reflects Abramovic’s lifelong artistic
mission to break physical, psychological, emotional, and

cultural barriers.

Literature on Sonia Khurana

Research on Khurana centres on:

o feminist self-representation

e gendered dynamics of public space in India

e the body as a site of resistance

e vulnerability as political critique

Her work is framed within postcolonial feminism,
contemporary video art, and South Asian identity politics.

There is limited academic work comparing Abramovic and
Khurana directly. This study bridges that gap by analyzing
how two culturally distinct performance artists use the
body in radically different yet parallel ways.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative, interpretative, and

comparative methodology. The study adopts a

comparative qualitative methodology, drawing on visual

analysis, performance documentation, artist statements,

and critical literature. Selected works from both artists are

examined as case studies to identify thematic and formal

parallels and contrasts.

Data Collection

e Primary sources:

performance videos

interviews

artist talks

personal writings

Secondary sources:

academic books

peer-reviewed articles

exhibition catalogues

museum archives

Analytical Framework

e The comparative analysis is organized around the
following themes:

e The Body as Medium

e Endurance and Vulnerability

e Feminist and Political Dimensions

e Cultural and Historical Contexts

e Space, Audience, and Affect

e Aesthetic Strategies and Art Language

O O O O ¢ O O O O

MARINA ABRAMOVIC: ARTISTIC EXPLORATION
Marina Abramovic's performances revolve around
extremity, presence, and transformation. Over five
decades, she has created a body of work that challenges
fear, pain, and psychological limits.
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Figure 2: : Rythem 10, 1973 Figure 3: Rythem 0, 1974

Figure 4: Rythem 5, 1974

Early works like Rhythm 10 and Rhythm O explore the
body as an object of risk and surrender. Rhythm 10, 1973
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Performance photograph, exhibited at her first Lisson
Gallery exhibition, 2010. It was first performed by her in
Edinburgh in 1973 as part of her Rhythm series. In Rhythm
0,1973 she placed 72 objects- including a gun- before the
audience, allowing them to interact with her body. The
performance exposed the violent potential within
spectatorship. The following year, she performed Rhythm
0, in which she offered herself as an object of
experimentation for the audience. A crowd free to do
anything. And Marina Abramovic, ready to endure it all. In
1974, she presented Rhythm 0: an extreme performance,
a brutal mirror held up to humanity. That day, she almost
died on stage. This experiment as, there is a good and bad,
some people have boundaries called ethics, and for some
they don't, we should have boundaries and we should set
boundaries for other also if not we will be an object. As
well as Rhythm 5 (1974), where she lay in the centre of a
burning five-point star to the point of losing
consciousness. Her partnership with Ulay produced
performances that examined intimacy, trust, and conflict.
Examples:
e Relation in Space (1976): bodies collide repeatedly
e Breathing In, Breathing Out (1977): shared breath,
suffocation
e Rest Energy (1980): Ulay holds a bow and arrow aimed
at her heart
e These works combine emotional vulnerability with
physical extremity.
Ritual, Meditation, and Presence
Abramovic’s more recent works emphasize mindfulness
and transformation. In The Artist Is Present (2010), she sat
silently across from visitors for 736 hours. The
performance highlighted endurance, presence, and
empathy. She established the Marina Abramovic Institute
(MAI), which formalizes her training methods to prepare
artists for long-duration performances.

SONIA KHURANA: ARTISTIC EXPLORATION
Sonia Khurana explores vulnerability, gender, and identity
through softness, humor, and introspection.

The Politics of the Ordinary Female Body

Her work Bird (1999) features the artist attempting
imperfect levitation. The struggle between desire and
failure becomes a metaphor for feminine aspiration
within restrictive cultural structures.

The film Bird shows the artist herself trying, defying the
earth’s gravitational pull, to ascend like a roundish bird
that has lost its power but not its will to fly. The humor,
the effervescence and simultaneous ponderousness, tells
of a hopeless but insatiable longing for freedom and levity.
On the significance of feminist discourses for her work,
Khurana says: “I work with a discourse of power that is
deliberately tangential. Even as | try to re-map established
realms, my natural predilection is to do this through

deliberately poetic intimations, through which |
persistently explore and re-define the space of the

Figure 5: Bird, 1999, 1 min 10 sec, looping

political. | like to believe that anyone who engages with
their own humanity, and to whom equality is integral, is
feminist.” Works like: Lone Woman Don't Lie, Sleep, Pearls

of Wisdom, Logic of Birds. These works foreground rest,
stillness, or introspection- acts often denied to women in
patriarchal systems.

Figure 6: Logic of Birds, 2006, sleep series.

Logic of Birds was a direct consequence of the recent
spate of incidents in her life, leading among other things
to a sense of profound loss. This got translated into a
query about the psychological implications of loss. The
impulse to lie on the ground and feel the cold asphalt
recurred several times. She supposes this was a way of
playing out a certain state of dereliction inherent within
us.

Video and the Feminist Gaze

Khurana uses video as a reflective mirror of bodily
experience, often shot in intimate spaces like bedrooms,
corridors, or elevators. Her work emerges from everyday
gestures rooted in Indian cultural contexts, making her art
relatable yet critically loaded.

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS
The Body as Medium
Dimension Abramovic Khurana
Tone Extreme, Intimate,
ritualistic introspective
Purpose Transcendence Cultural
critique
Body type Monumental Vulnerable
presence everyday
body
Aesthetic Dramatic, Subtle,
Confrontational poetic
Minimal

Both treat the body as central, but their strategies differ
significantly. Both artists engage feminist concerns
through the body. Abramovic’s explicit exposure and
endurance challenge traditional representations of the
female body, while Khurana’s subtle gestures and
mediated performances negotiate cultural norms and
gendered visibility within the Indian context.
Endurance vs. Vulnerability

Abramovic employs endurance—fasting,
exhaustion—as a pathway to enlightenment.
Khurana uses vulnerability—fatigue, failure, stillness—to
reveal gendered oppression.

Feminist Positioning

Abramovic’s feminism is symbolic and indirect.

pain,
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Khurana’s feminism is explicit, rooted in lived experiences
and social constraints.

Cultural and Historical Context

Abramovic draws from Balkan history, shamanism, and
universal spirituality. Khurana draws from Indian urban
life, postcolonial identity, and feminist resistance.
Abramovi¢’s work operates within global art institutions,
often intersecting with spectacle and commodification.
Khurana’s practice is shaped by localized institutions and
postcolonial  conditions,  emphasizing  contextual
specificity and resistance to spectacle.

Audience and Space

Abramovic  choreographs audience participation,
sometimes placing viewers in ethical dilemmas. Khurana’s
audience relationship is contemplative rather than
participatory. It means Abramovi¢ directly involves the
audience, transforming viewers into participants and
raising ethical questions about power and consent.
Khurana maintains a mediated distance, inviting
introspection and critical viewing without direct
interaction.

Language, Tone, and Affect

Abramovic speaks through extremity and silence. Khurana
speaks through softness, humor, and the mundane.
Artistic Practices and Key Works

Abramovié¢’s performances frequently involve long
durations and physical endurance, exemplified by works
such as Rhythm 0 and The Artist Is Present. These works
foreground vulnerability, audience participation, and
ritualized presence. Khurana’s works, including Bird and
her video performances, employ repetition, silence, and
mediated imagery to explore interior states and gendered
subjectivity.

Time, Duration, and Endurance

Abramovi¢ uses extended duration as a transformative
tool, demanding sustained attention from both artist and
viewer. Khurana'’s approach to time is cyclical and poetic,
often mediated through video loops and repetition,
emphasizing contemplation rather than endurance.
Comparative Synthesis

The comparison reveals shared concerns with
embodiment and spectatorship, yet distinct aesthetic and
political orientations shaped by cultural context.
Abramovi¢’s ritualized endurance contrasts with
Khurana’s introspective, mediated poetics.

DISCUSSION

Abramovic and Khurana together represent two poles
within contemporary performance art. Abramovic
stretches the body's limits to dramatize human resilience,
creating performances akin to ritualistic cleansing.
Khurana reclaims the body from patriarchal and cultural
constraints, emphasizing small gestures, emotional labor,
and quiet defiance.

Both artists challenge the gaze- Abramovic by confronting
spectators with their own capacity for violence or
empathy, Khurana by exposing how the female body is
regulated and disciplined in everyday life.

Together, they demonstrate that performance art need
not be spectacular to be powerful, and vulnerability can
coexist with resistance.

CONCLUSION

This extended comparative study reveals that while
Marina Abramovic and Sonia Khurana differ in style,
technique, cultural grounding, and artistic lineage, they
share profound commitments to the body as a site of
inquiry and transformation. Abramovic’s work is rooted in
endurance, ritual, and transcendence, while Khurana’s
explores vulnerability, feminism, and cultural critique.
Their practices illuminate the complexities of human
experience, gender politics, and the transformative
potential of embodied art. This comparative analysis
demonstrates that performance art strategies are deeply
inflected by cultural, institutional, and political contexts.
Abramovic and Khurana expand the field through
divergent yet complementary approaches to the body,
time, and spectatorship. Their practices underscore the
importance of contextualized readings in contemporary
performance studies. Collectively, they expand the global
understanding of performance art, offering critical
insights into the body’s expressive, political, and
philosophical depth.

REFERENCES

e “Performance Art in India as a Para disciplinary
Practice: Problems in Documenting and Historicizing
Contemporary Performance Art in India.” (Paper on Indian
performance practice and archival challenges). Academia
e Phelan, Peggy. Unmarked: The Politics of Performance.
Routledge, 1993. (Classic text on performance theory,
embodiment, and spectatorship)
References for Marina Abramovic -

e Abramovic, Marina. Rhythm 0
documentation). Details of audience
vulnerability, and endurance art. -Wikipedia
e Britannica Editors. Marina Abramovic | Biography,
Facts, The Artist Is Present, & Art. Encyclopaedia
Britannica, overview of her career, major works including
Rhythm 0 and The Artist Is Present. - Encyclopedia
Britannica

e The Artist is Present: Marina Abramovié¢ at MoMA,
discussion of the silent eye-contact work and its reception.
- ARTMargins Online

e ¢, Marina. Interview by Iwona Blazwick (Art Monthly).
Insights on endurance, risk, and the role of pain in her
practice. - artmonthly.co.uk

e De Maria, C. “The Performative Body of Marina
Abramovic.” Cultural Studies / Critical Methodologies
(essay discussing meaning effects of Abramovic’s work). -
Saga Journals

o  Museum of Modern Art (MoMA). Marina Abramovic:
The Artist Is Present. Exhibition materials and page.

e Smart history / Rebecca Taylor. “Marina Abramovic,
The Artist is Present.” Contextual analysis and image
documentation.

(performance
interaction,

6™ INTERNATIONAL DESIGN RESEARCH CONFERENCE 2026 114



Comparative analysis of Marina Abramovic’s and Sonia Khurana’s artistic explorations

References for Sonia Khurana -

e Wikipedia contributors. Sonia Khurana (Wikipedia
article) - biographical info and overview of her media and
performance art.

e “Bird, and Other Body Events: Sonia Khurana”, Kiran
Nadar Museum of Art - discusses Bird (1999) and her
evolving body-oriented practice. KNMA

e Sinha, Chinki. Interview: Artist Sonia Khurana talks
about her aesthetic - context on Bird performance and
gender/identity engagement.

e Performance Art: Conversations with Body and Space -
addresses Khurana’s themes of gender, memory, and
bodily negotiation; discusses and Logic of Birds Bird. -Map
Academy

e “Sonia Khurana: Container Project”, India Art Fair -
shows her interdisciplinary approach to body, space, and
context. -India Art Fair

e Nazima Rangwala Kalita. The Art of Re-Interpreting
Self: Self Imagery in the Works of Indian Artists. (Analytical
text discussing Bird and self-representation in Khurana’s
video work) -pubs2.ascee.org

e Khoj International Artists’ Association. Artist profile:
Sonia Khurana. (Biography and practice overview). Khoj

e Mercedes-Benz Art Collection. Sonia Khurana, Bird
(2000). Short documentation of the work and its
acquisition.

6™ INTERNATIONAL DESIGN RESEARCH CONFERENCE 2026

115



