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Abstract: The article focuses on the creative work of two Berlin artists, EVA & ADELE, who 
for over twenty years have frequented the most important art events, including the Venice 
Biennale, the Documenta in Kassel or the Art Basel fair. The artists describe their actions as 
performance in public space, in which the general public plays a significant role by documenting 
the actions and interacting with the artists. Their stylized larger-than-life femininity belying their 
shaved heads, EVA & ADELE address social issues in their art, postulating the right of 
individuals to define their own gender freely. 

Employing EVA & ADELE as a case study, the article reflects on the contemporary 
definition of performance: the specific nature of the phenomenon, its semantic range and the 
role that it plays in the reception of art. EVA & ADELE's work is part of an artistic thread with 
a rich tradition in contemporary art – the actions based on artists’ interventions in the sphere of 
their own bodies. However, the artists from Berlin have gone further than most of their 
predecessors, who simply use their body as an artistic medium. EVA & ADELE are a consistent 
creation, which demands from them great personal commitment and sacrifice. By maintaining 
their performance 24 hours a day, as they would have us believe, they have crossed new 
frontiers of body art performance into a brave new world where art becomes synonymous with 
life itself.  

 
Keywords: performance in public space, living work of art, gender boundaries, identity, 
somaaesthetics. 

 
 

ON THE GENESIS AND CHARACTERISTIC ATTRIBUTES  
OF CONTEMPORARY PERFORMANCE 

 
The beginnings of performance as a phenomenon in contemporary art date 
back to the 1960s. Some art historians and critics see its signs appearing much 
earlier, in such movements as Futurism, Russian Constructivism, Dadaism, 
Surrealism, Bauhaus, and the group of artists working from the 1930s onward 
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at the Black Mountain College.1 Performance was often a discipline that 
straddled theater, dance, and happenings. The early 1960s, however, saw the 
emergence of the activities that on the one hand struck at the commercial art 
market, and on the other showed the social and political consciousness of 
artists regarding the reality they lived in. Among these were most certainly the 
artists of the Fluxus group, whose actions took place in various cities of 
Europe, from Wiesbaden to Copenhagen and Poznań. These artists included 
Joseph Beuys, who wanted to use art to affect human consciousness and 
revolutionize social life, calling what he did “social sculpture.” His goal was to 
expand the scope of art, which was meant to go beyond such activities 
performed by artists. 

The actions of the 1970s were highly diverse. The body of the artist/ 
performer was treated as an object, on the one hand, and on the other as a field 
of artistic activity occurring in a concrete space (e.g. the actions of Vito 
Acconci, Dennis Oppenheim or Chris Burden). The work of the Viennese 
Actionists was more expressive and emotionally evocative. The artists dealing 
with feminist issues also played a major role in socio-political performances 
(e.g. Hannah Wilke, Lynn Hershman Leeson, and Gina Pane). 

In spite of the many phenomena that fell under this heading, the genre of 
performance has yet to be precisely defined; it undergoes constant change 
through the appearance of new kinds of activities. Performances can be 
activities carried out individually or in a group. They can be accompanied by 
stage elements: added lighting, music, video projections or animation. They 
are performed in various places – from galleries and institutions associated 
with art to public and private spaces. They are aimed at the public, often 
involving its members, getting them to join in, so they become part of the 
action; at other times they become viewers watching a play. 

Initially, performance artists also initiated a discussion with the traditional 
view of art, i.e. that it needed to produce an artifact in order to exist. The result 
of performance was not a work of art to be bought or sold, and was thus a form 
of negation of the art market of the time.2 Crucially, however, performance 
was to reduce the distance between artist and audience. 

The body of the artist as well as his/her actions in a concrete space and 
time now became the tools of artistic expression. Amelia Jones suggests, with 
reference to feminist artists, that the phrase “the personal is political” applies 
to every artist involved in body-oriented art. In keeping with this under-

                                                 
1 R. Goldberg, Performance Art. From Futurism to the Present, Thames & Hudson, London 

2011. 
2 This changed, however, with the appearance of Hermann Nitsch’s Orgy and Mystery 

Theater, where oil paintings were made over the course of a performance that lasted several days. 
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standing of performance, the body of the artist becomes the work of art, and 
simultaneously a means of communicating with others, with society.3  
 
 
EVA & ADELE’S PERFORMATIVE ACTIONS 
 
Wherever EVA & ADELE (ill. 1)4 appear, they temporarily become the focus 
of attention. This German art duo is an example of a contemporary per-
formance as a lifelong project. For over twenty years, the artists have been 
appearing at the most important art events, such as the Venice Biennale, the 
Documenta in Kassel, and the Art Fair in Basel (ill. 2). No one passes them 
indifferently. These two figures with shaved heads, done up to look ultra-
feminine, always smiling and open to people in their every gesture and move-
ment, are utterly premeditated – ultimately it is they who are their own work of 
art, because, as they say, WHEREVER WE ARE IS MUSEUM (ill. 3). Gender 
is the most immediately apparent and yet complex factor here. Behind the 
picture they create is the body of a woman, and of a man who has been legally 
recognized as a woman without any invasive surgery or sex-change operations.  

In the light of the above reflections, EVA & ADELE’s performances 
would seem to be a radical execution of the earlier ideas. Their work is 
interesting not only in that it has prompted a change in how the phenomenon 
of the performance is perceived by today’s theorists and artists involved in the 
field. It has also brought about major socio-political consequences, indicating 
something that characterizes our modern reality. 

EVA & ADELE is a living art concept planned down to the finest detail. 
They simultaneously highlight their individuality and unity through their 
external appearance. Before appearing in the public space, they devote three 
hours to dressing and make-up. Each of the two has invented a recognizable 
look, corresponding to her character, to how she perceives herself and how she 
feels. The only shared elements of their make-up are the red lipstick and the 
red nail polish, which they both like. Since 1991 the artists have been appear-
ing in identical outfits, designed and tailored specially for them, always grabb-
ing attention with their unique appearance. These bear no resemblance to 
everyday clothing. The color pink plays a major role in their outfits, symboliz-
ing difference: it alludes to the pink triangle that homosexuals were forced to 
wear in the concentration camps. 

                                                 
3 A. Jones, Survey, in: A. Jones, T. Warr, The Artist’s Body, Phaidon Press, London 2000,  

p. 33. 
4 The artists always request that their names be written in capital letters. The same applies to 

their guiding principles / watchwords which they want to impose on the world, and also to the 
titles of their works. 
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EVA & ADELE have made schedules for their costumes before each trip 

since 2002, which reflects the artists’ meticulous process of preparing for        
a performance (ill. 4). This allows us to recreate the clothing – from the under-
wear and the stockings to the skirts, purses, and accessories – that they wore at 
a given art event. The artists compare their precisely planned appearances to 
the staging of a play in a theater, in which every detail is significant. Every 
gesture and step made by the artists is equally well planned. Always smiling 
and open towards the spectators, the artists are eager to converse on their art. 
Here too, however, there is a special etiquette – in greeting them, the con-
versationalist first greets Eva, and then Adele. In calling or writing e-mails, the 
artists call themselves EVA & ADELE; the same applies to their correspondence. 
When they speak with someone, they always speak in the plural. Thus, the 
whole that they create would seem to be quite solid.  

The artists have been working together since 1991, when their first per-
formance took place during the opening of the Metropolis exhibition at 
Martin-Gropius-Bau in Berlin (ill. 5). This was the first exhibition organized at 
the venue in the reunited Germany. The artists appeared as two brides, holding 
a symbolic wedding. It was also the moment when these two people of 
different artistic backgrounds, with different views on art and different ways of 
being, officially decided to declare themselves a single artist in two bodies. 
From then on, they began wearing the same outfits and making themselves up 
in a certain way. What sets them apart from other performances is the fact that 
they do it all the time, 24 hours a day, 365 days a year: the process has no clear 
beginning or end.  

EVA & ADELE’s art concept is predicated upon extensive interaction with 
the public. The artists have consciously decided not to document their per-
formances, nor to assign this task to someone else, who would accompany 
them with a camera so as to film or photograph their every appearance. The 
artists have consciously left it to the viewers to document their presence in the 
public space. This is why they label such photographs and films as CUM 
(from the Latin: by) to emphasize that the person who took the picture co-
created the work. They see the photographer as a person who creates a self-
portrait at the same time as he/she takes their picture. The photographs reveal 
the photographer’s world view or attitude. One example of this is a series of 
one hundred and seventy Polaroids taken from 1991 to the present (ill. 6-7). 
When asked to have their photo taken, the artists always ask for an extra copy, 
specially for them, which they sign or furnish with a dedication.  

Since 1991, EVA & ADELE have also been giving postcards from around 
the world to the people that photograph them. To date, they have distributed 
around forty thousand of these, with stamps of their main slogans, which are a 
direct, physical part of the performance which they create. The postcards also 
feature a request to send the photographs to their atelier in Berlin. 
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Important art events are the stage upon which EVA & ADELE execute 

their performances – at first, this was done subversively, because they were 
not invited. They attracted the world’s leading media, such as The New York 
Times, which featured their photograph in an article devoted to the Venice 
Biennale, although the artists were not officially taking part. The media spread 
their images, thus becoming a motor for their work. 

Other important shows were the previous WINGS-Performances. The first 
– WINGS I – took place during documenta 9 in 1992 and at the Venice 
Biennale in 1993. WINGS II took place during the next Venice Biennale in 
1995 (ill. 8). WINGS III, in turn, occurred during documenta 10 and the Venice 
Biennale in 1997. The wings, which were the main element of their costumes, 
were an unambiguous symbol of freedom, and thus art, as well as of a trans-
gressing of its boundaries.  

Initially, the artists encountered miscomprehension, mockery and insults. 
Today they no longer experience this in the art scene, where they are widely 
known. For everyday purposes they have set principles to ensure their safety. 
One of these is not to use public transportation at night in the larger metro-
polises. The artists are always vigilant as to what is happening around them. 
They avoid confrontation, and offer everyone a smile or kind words. 

The most important thing for them is to be present every day on the streets 
of big cities, such as Berlin or New York, where they are often anonymous, 
drawing attention with their appearance and behavior. As they themselves say: 
“Today everyday life is the space in which art can do the most.” This is also 
the biggest challenge for them when they are surrounded by passers-by who 
have no idea what their art is about. Various interactions come as a result. It is 
here that one of their slogans – WHEREVER WE ARE IS MUSEUM – is most 
fully realized. Until 1995 the artists did not comment on their work; they 
simply appeared in certain places and at certain events as EVA & ADELE, but 
did not speak with others. Only in 1995 did they begin to discuss the nature of 
their work. 
 
 
ON THE GENDER ASPECTS OF EVA & ADELE’S PERFORMANCES 
 
The free creation of gender identity is one of the most important strains of 
EVA & ADELE’s performances. The artists oppose typical transsexual 
behavior, involving the attempt to emulate the gender that one aims to be, 
mainly through external appearance. This is why they decided to give their 
creation an utterly new form, fashioning a wholly new image of gender. 
Gender is, to their mind, a question of inner feeling. They believe that every 
person should have the basic right to define his/her gender if the one assigned 
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by society does not quite fit, in terms of nature and behavior. This private 
definition and its refinement is, to some extent, the justification of their work. 
The artists claim to fit the social image of neither a man nor a woman; they are 
something new.  

EVA & ADELE’s artistic concept of their own identity has been reflected 
by their legal status, for which they battled long and hard. As such, they are an 
example of artists whose life is closely and literally linked with their art. In 
1999 the artists formed a civil bond, by which they became a two-person civil 
unit in the eyes of the German law. They introduced a clause to the effect that 
if either of them resigns from EVA & ADELE out of her own free will, then 
all the works and material goods will be transferred to the other. This radical 
step resulted from the nature of their project, which requires enormous 
unqualified effort and devotion to the chosen idea.  

The other form of bringing their art into the sphere of their everyday life 
was Eva’s decision to change her gender, albeit without surgically altering her 
body. To take part in the transsexual process, performed in 2009, Eva first 
changed her citizenship from Austrian to German, owing to the more liberal 
approach to gender in Germany, where the artists live to this day. The 
procedure itself was quite complex. To be recognized as a woman, Eva had to 
gain two qualified opinions, and then a judge’s verdict to crown the process. 
She had to write her transsexual résumé, taking into account various stages in 
her life, and beginning from early childhood. Eva also had to speak in detail 
about her sexuality. After Eva was officially acknowledged to be a woman, 
and the change was noted on her birth certificate, the artists also changed    
their first and last names in 2009. In 2011, following a change in the laws 
concerning marriage, the artists were also able to have a homosexual wedding. 

EVA & ADELE do not, however, reduce their art to this aspect; they do 
not call what they do transsexual art. They are decidedly more in favor of their 
concept functioning as aesthetic subversion, and wish to be treated normally, 
as part of the society. Through their work, they fight for the issue of gender 
boundaries, so that it may find its place in public life or the media, without 
being sensationalized.  

EVA & ADELE’s work is often compared to that of another couple, who 
have been working in the art world since the late 1960s – Gilbert and George. 
The latter artists called themselves a “living sculpture,” thus also equating 
themselves with a work of art. Yet EVA & ADELE themselves cite Claude 
Cahun’s photographic self-portraits of the 1920s and 30s as the genesis of and 
inspiration for their work. Their main attribute is the gender ambivalence 
created by the artist. 
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THE MEANING OF EVA & ADELE’S WORK 
 
Many people denigrate the artistic value of EVA & ADELE, and thus the per-
formative aspect of their work. It would seem, however, that their art merely 
expands the definition of performance. The very definition of the discipline is 
broad enough and thus their work may be considered performance in the 
public space, which has been running continuously for the past twenty years. 

The consistency with which the artists have been creating their art project 
out of their lives for all of these years also applies to the socio-political message 
found within their work. They literally personify a new social reality, 
decidedly more tolerant than the one in which we live. This is also revealed in 
the neologism that they have created – FUTURING – which has also become 
the main slogan of their work. It can also be understood as the artists’ active 
contribution to creating a future social reality. As EVA & ADELE say them-
selves: “WE ARE COMING OUT OF THE FUTURE and travelled with         
a TIME MACHINE (ZEITMASCHINE).”5 This is partly why their bio-
graphies never include their dates of birth or the art courses that they have 
completed. Instead, they list the dimensions of the various parts of their bodies.  

The artists believe that their work will be fully accepted and comprehended 
in the future, and in this way they are helping other people to rid themselves of 
their inhibitions in creating their own (gender) identities. Their work is thus    
a very interesting phenomenon on the sprawling map of contemporary art. 
This is the kind of art which actually exerts an active influence on reality. 

 
 
 

 

                                                 
5 On Various Aspects of Being a Living Work of Art. Delfina Piekarska talks to EVA & 

ADELE, in: EVA & ADELE: The Artist = The Work of Art, eds. D. Piekarska, M.A. Potocka, 
MOCAK Museum of Contemporary Art in Krakow, Krakow 2012, p. 108. 
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Photo 1. EVA & ADELE’s LOGO 
 
 
 

 
 

Photo 2. EVA & ADELE, performance at the Venice Biennale, 2007,  
CUM-Foto: M.A. Potocka; VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2012 
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Photo 3. EVA & ADELE, GOLD MANIFESTO, 1992-1997, oil on gilded wood,  
photo: R. Sosin; VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2012 

 
 

 
 

Photo 4. EVA & ADELE, COSTUME PLAN: Viennafair, 2011 [front];  
VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2012 
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Photo 5. METROPOLIS WEDDING, 11.4.1991, 
photo: Gerhard Westrich, www.westrichfoto.de; VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2012 

 
 
 

 
 

Photo 6. CUM POLAROID P. 129, Brandenburg, 1993;  
VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2012 
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Photo 7. EVA & ADELE, CUM 
POLAROID P. 175, 

Berlin, 9.9.2010; 
VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2012 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Photo 8. EVA & ADELE, CUM 
POLAROID P. 57, 

Venice, 1995; 
VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2012 
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ŻYWE DZIEŁO SZTUKI.  
PRZEKRACZANIE GRANIC PERFORMANCE’U W TWÓRCZOŚCI EVY & ADELE 
(streszczenie) 
 
Artykuł poświęcony jest działalności twórczej dwóch artystek mieszkających w Berlinie – EVIE 
& ADELE, które od ponad dwudziestu lat pojawiają się na najważniejszych wydarzeniach arty-
stycznych takich jak m.in. Biennale w Wenecji, documenta w Kassel czy Targi Sztuki w Ba-
zylei. Swoje działania określają one mianem performance’u w przestrzeni publicznej, w którym 
dużą rolę odgrywają odbiorcy, dokumentujący ich działania i wchodzący z nimi w rozmaite in-
terakcje. Te dwie postaci z ogolonymi głowami, ultrakobieco wystylizowane poruszają w swojej 
twórczości kwestie społeczno-obyczajowe, postulując wolne zdefiniowanie przez każdego czło-
wieka jego płciowości. 

Na ich przykładzie zostanie przeprowadzona refleksja nad współczesną definicją per-
formance’u – jego zakresem znaczeniowym, specyfiką samego zjawiska i rolą, jaką odgrywa on 
w odbiorze sztuki. Działalność artystyczna EVY & ADELE jest częścią nurtu, który ma w sztu-
ce współczesnej bogatą tradycję. Wiąże się on zawsze z ingerencją twórcy we własną cieles-
ność. W przypadku pary artystek z Berlina wywołane jest to nie tylko faktem, iż ciało artysty 
staje się medium działania artystycznego, jak ma to powszechnie miejsce w performance’ach. 
Poprzez rozciągnięcie ich w czasie i zatarcie granicy pomiędzy życiem prywatnym a działal-
nością artystyczną, stają się one konsekwentną kreacją wymagającą dużego poświęcenia i za-
angażowania.  
 
 
Słowa klucze: performance w przestrzeni publicznej, żywe dzieło sztuki, granice płci, toż-
samość, somaestetyka. 


