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In this conversation with Christina Lehnert, American artist DAWN
KASPER speaks about beginnings and the development of her
performance series, the role of the audience, the institution, and
her collaborators, as well as the use of time, space, and sound
as ritual to prove or disprove a hypothesis underlying her dura-
tional performances. Scores and sculptural props are the in-
visible and visible structures of her practice, establishing grounds
for exchange and conversation and therefore chance as
a medium in an exhibition - that is, for magical thinking to occur.
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DAWN KASPER (b. 1977, Fairfax, Virginia)
is a New York - based interdisciplinary
artist working in performance, installation,
sculpture, drawing, photography, video,
and sound. Recent solo exhibitions include
CONVERSO, Milan (2017); David Lewis,
New York (2016); Portland Institute for
Contemporary Art, Portland (2015); Tang
Museum, Skidmore College, New York
(2015); Issue Project Room, New York (2015);
ADN Collection, Bolzano (2015); and CCS
Bard College, New York (2012), among
others. Group exhibitions include the 57th
Venice Biennale (2017); American Academy
in Rome (2016); the Whitney Biennial, 
New York (2012); the Hammer Museum, 
Los Angeles (2010); and the Migros Muse-
um für Gegenwartskunst, Zurich (2005), 
among others. She recieved her MFA from
UCLA in 2003. Her first European muse-
um solo exhibition is currenlty on view at 
Portikus, in Frankfurt am Main.

CHRISTINA LEHNERT is a curator at
Portikus in Frankfurt am Main. Previously,
she was interim director at Kunstverein
Braunschweig in 2017. From 2015 to 2016,
she was a recipient of a grant fro curators
from Gebert Stiftung für Kultur in
Switzerland, where she realized various
group and solo exhibition. She has worked
as a curatorial assistant at various institu-
tions such as Kunstmuseum Liechtsenstein.

The Sun, The Moon The Stars, 2017, VIVA ARTE VIVA installation view at 57th International Art Exhibition
La Biennale di Venezia, Venice, 2017. Courtesy: the artist and David Lewis, New York
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The Key installation views at CONVERSO, Milan, 2017. Courtesy: the artist and David Lewis, New York. Photo: t-space studio

The Key installation views at CONVERSO, Milan, 2017. Courtesy: the artist and David Lewis, New York. Photo: t-space studio

Mousse Magazine 68 221

 
Dawn KasperDavid Lewis



& sun & or THE SHAPE OF TIME installation views at David Lewis, New York, 2014. Courtesy: the artist and David Lewis, New York 222

 
Dawn KasperDavid Lewis



Mousse Magazine 68 D. Kasper, C. Lehnert 223

CHRISTINA LEHNERT
Could you tell us about the exhibition The Wolf and The
Head on Fire, currently on view at Portikus in Frank-
furt am Main?
DAWN KASPER
The exhibition is inspired by Aesop’s fable “The Wolf
and the Kid.” It’s a story about a billy goat that goes
astray from the herd, wanders off, and runs into a wolf.
The wolf then persuades the billy goat to become din-
ner. So the billy goat tricks the the wolf into playing one fi-
nal song, the rest of the herd hears the flute, the shep-
herd dogs race back, scare the wolf off, and the billy
goat is saved by the herd. The allegory of the fable is
to stay your course and continue on your path: “Do not
let anything turn you from your purpose.” This is the in-
spiration and the metaphor for the xhibition: being an
eight-week durational performance that changes ev-
ery day, with the intent of representing in some way
the passage of each day.
In the show, photographs of sunsets offer visual cue
affirming, despite life’s challenges and distrac-
tions, energies come and go, we can always count
on strength of the sun. Understanding that moving 
through challenges faced, we discover we’re not alone.
The theme invites the viewer to come and spend time
in the space and become part of the work. The exhi-
bition will also host a performance series. Collabora=
tion is and important component to the work, offering
some foundation to the structure as the weeks pass.
CHRISTINA
I think this general metaphor is quite powerful also in
relation to what you have been referring to working as
as artist, and the trouble one has on a daily basis or
the doubts. It’s quite powerful because - as it is given
in your Nomadic Studio Practice Experiment (2008 -
ongoing) - you actually do work in front of an audience.
This variation of what is happening at Portikus during 
the eight weeks is part of a longer performance series
you conceived many years ago. Could you expand on
the Nomadic Studio Practice Experiment?
DAWN
The Nomadic Studio Practice Experiment comes out of
necessity, born from the need to continue the perfor-
mance of exploring ritual and routine as material, rep-
resentatives of practice and process, art and life. To
begin, I investigate topics and research interests; the
idea of implementing ritual and routine offers the foun-
dation for potential “magical thinking” to occur. Every
performance has a very specific approach. I generate a
hypothesis to build on and coduct action to prove or 
disprove the theory. The titles used play a crucial role
in each iteration, setting the scene in order to invest-
gate concepts. Props are used to enact and enhance 
the experience, allowing the viewer to step inside of
the work, not just as an environment alone but also as
a living organism. The installation could be viewed as a
sculptural performance environment and experienced 
as improvised performance.
In  the best possible way, using hypothesis through
conducting actions to prove or disprove a theory of-
fers the viewer an entry point to the work. Through the
frame of the exhibition, they can choose to engage and 
become an active participant or passive voyeur, but
still all the while investigating theory through visual art,.
Portikus is a transitional work. The Nomadic Studio

was very much based on caricature of me in my twen-
ties. Whenever I was invited to perform or interact in
a space, I would set up and use the time as studio.
At that time, the studio was in my truck, first realized as
performance action through the performance Repeater
(2008), performed in Chinatown, Los Angeles. I lost
my job and had to give up my studio. I was faced with
a challenge: How do I continue to have a studio prac-
tice, without a studio? I started to question everything
through performance actions exploring the tension be-
tween public and private, art and life.
Experimenting with the potential that are spaces pos-
sess, both inside and outside: In Repeater I used my
truck as the art space, as a place to perform the cover-
sations that I would normally have in the studio. Expos-
ing the process of what goes into making; also begin-
ning to investigate the blurring of art and life. The work
is predicated on exposing the process - it’s referenc-
ing art making and practice as material, what it was like
to be a young artist at that moment, in this day and age.
These thoughts come to me on a case-by-case basis,
responding to the environment and set of curatorial
circumstances. For example This Could Be Some-
thing If I Let It (2012) performed at the Whitney Bien-
nial in 2012, then I ended up making it about my life,
moving everything I owned into the museum and uti-
lizing the Whitney Museum as studio space for three
months. I would talk to people, and it became the per-
formance of being the artist. Now it’s much more fo-
cued on the environment and performance actions.
being host to inviting community awareness, collab-
oration, educucation, and challenging current expect-
ed art conventions.
CHRISTINA
As you are talking about the possibility of an exchange,
the exhibition becomes not a hermetic entity but a very
open structure, a place for interacting with the audi-
ence that is also somehow part of the performance or 
the installation.
DAWN
Yes, exactly. The audience and community play an im-
portant role in the work. A suspension of disbelief can 
occur between the performer and the audience, or dis-
mantling this expectation of a preconceived exhibi-
tion. What happens when the fourth wall is broken or
passed through, what is the role of the audience then?
What’s the role of the viewer? As a performer, these 
are important questions: Who is the audience? Who 
is this work for?
At the Whitney, in the beginning, I referred to the works
produced as “data collection” in a sense, as a way to 
archive these experience I was having. In Venice, as
I had seven months, I proposed this very pronounced
exhibition schedule. I considered creating the exhibi-
tion in reverse: creating the work on location, under
the pretense of presenting the “performance of mak-
ing” as the exhibition concept; in the end, exhibitng
the final outcome produced from months of working
in the studio, in public, on location. Going to Venice
with only studio material and time; add the environ-
ment and people.
As the result, magical things started happening, by the
nature of the work, things were able to form on their 
own. It all takes time to build and develop, which is why
it’s so incredible to have the time in performance; sev-
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en months in Venice, three months at the Whitney, and 
two months here at Portikus. What connects Portikus,
the Whitney, and Venice? All three institutions are on
islands, surrounded and connected by the presence
of water. Magical thinking used in psychology or an-
thropology - for example, Joan Didion’s book, The Year
of Magical Thinking (2005). Have you read the4 book?
CHRISTINA
Yes, I did.
DAWN
It’s incredible. This human ability to rise from suffer-
ing and struggle to create, in order to make sense of
a situation - in the case of Didion, to write about her
situation and account for the process. It didn’t feel
good for me to lose my studio. A a practicing studio
artist, it’s been difficult not having a studio, but then
to pull through and to get to the other side of that has
been the success of the work. The opportunity that
I get to continue to make and create, ask questions.
David Foster Wallace’s “This is Water” (2005) comes
to mind as another reference; in this example, I’m the
cender of my own universe. I’m always this sort of nar-
rator of my own stories. We all have our own stories
to tell. What if we used these institutions now as the
campfire that we sit around together to share each
other’s stories? I think that’s interesting. Inspired by
indigenous cultures, the legacies of our ancestors and
elders, the respect that comes from self-awareness,
is passed down from generation to generation, told
through stories of ritual, routine, and daily life prac-
tices. In this way, art is representative for our collec-
tive archiving of contemporary cultures. 
CHRISTINA
As you referring to yourself throughout the per=
formance situation, I want to ask you about your role
within the performances. You are here at Portikus now, 
but you’re constantly referring to yourself as a charac-
ter that is created through a repetitive daily practice.
Could you say something about that?
DAWN
There’s something to be said for repetition and prac-
tice over a period of time, hence duration. The idea
that a certain set of characteristics remain the same,
in order to repeat over and over. Dismantling itself af-
ter a while. Breaking feelings and emotions down into 
fragments. The fragments become more manageable.
This idea of playing a character of myself in my twen-
ties dismantles this attachment I have to whoever
I thought I was.
CHRISTINA
You approach the institution as a community, with all
its dimensions and functions, for visitors, students,
and staff. How does your performance and the struc-
ture of the institution relate to each other?
DAWN
Learning and respecting that every community has
their own process, everyone has their own ways of 
communicating and working. We are humans, we grav-
itate towards stabilities, toward each other, towards
routine. Think about when you go to a party or use so-
cial media: what keeps you engaged? Now consider
the responsibility of the institutions and having to keep
things interesting for the community. For example, how
many times can you recontextualize a museum perman-
nent collection? How many times can you show the

same installation? Do the same shows over and over,
show the same work from the collection? How often
can an institution reimagine itself?
Talking once again about the show: there’s a birch tree
in the space, and there’s something that will come from
that birch tree and it plays a role in the history and be-
ing here in this time. It’s all a part of a story.
So there are parts that move in the space, representing
the movement in life. There’s always a point either to be 
made or investigated. The actions and movements that
occur within the space become traces, marking po-
tential collective change. Often it’s sound - that’s sort 
of always what I come back to in the end, sound. As a
character, playing a role that uses sound makes it pos-
sible for just enough detachment from reality to occur.
CHRISTINA
Could you talk about the score you wrote for the exhi-
bition at Portikus?
DAWN
The score/ A visual score, represented through mov-
ing sculptural parts. The parts are interactive and mal-
leable. Ten wooden panels with photographs of sun-
sets; the panels are designed after Hollywood flats.
Three sets of bells hang from the ceiling. Musical 
equipment, a video monitor. The video started out
with me walking from my apartment in Castello to the
Giardini in Venice. The video changes, then I’m making
these two plaster sculptures. One will be a worlf and the 
other a head on fire, at the moment only a conver-
sation piece. There’s also a performance series.
Harnessing energy, the sculptural objects offer poten-
tial for holding energy, becoming part of the instru-
muentation of the space. Toying with the sense of trac-
ing the movement of a space, how it affects people’s
viewing experience is more interesting. In a very sim-
ple way, certain very specific components remain the
same and provide clues to the various different possi-
ble exhibition scenarios. In a sense, observing where
to put energy but also where those collective deci-
sions can affect us over time. I’m intrigued with how 
to alter the art environment collectively, daily, through
creating a layered soundscape. Offering an individu-
alized viewing experience for each patron that enters
into the building. The collaborators will come for the
performance series; their input will affect and alter the 
space. As the environment, community, and life energy
shift and transform the space, the performance shifts
and transforms. Relationships between people, places, 
 and things build. 
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The Wold and The Head on Fire installation views at Portikus, Frankfurtm am Main, 2019. Courtesy: the artist and David Lewis, New York. Photo: Diana Pfammatter
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