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17. How can we build a structure to be alive inside? 

To to to-wards a building of space and commons that privileges movement and margins. 

(Emily Roysdon, from Uncounted) 

 

For her first solo exhibition in Austria, Emily Roysdon has developed a scenic environment whose char-

acter is deliberately left undefined, somewhere between installation art, stage setting, and performance 

space. Its conceptual point of departure is Roysdon’s essay Uncounted, which develops a vocabulary 

around the artist’s ideas on performance and time. Divided into twenty-three short sections, it collages 

quotes, poetic digressions, and philosophical meditations to chart her thoughts on time, theater, perfor-

mance, hierarchies, resistance, and emancipatory practices. Over time, the artist found that the text 

evolved into a sort of script. For the show, Roysdon focused her attention on three poetic phrases 

articulated in the text: “aliveness trespasses, it doesn’t know it’s marginal”; “to perform as an unsolved 

problem”; and “a structure to be alive inside”.  

 

Thinking through this last proposition led Roysdon to explore practices of experimental theater and 

theories of improvisation. It is the first time that the reflection on theater—which has always been present 

as an undercurrent in her work—moves to the forefront of an exhibition project. At the same time, the 

conjunction of the theatrical and exhibition formats raises new problems, since the two are defined by 

widely different parameters of time, sequential organization, and subjects. Hence the lack of protagonists 

in Roysdon’s setting. It is her attempt to investigate the fundamental questions of movement and 

aliveness, and for the Secession installation she is asking: what is the locus of movement in the absence 

of the body? 

 

Walls painted in different colors, an installation of handmade clocks, costumes positioned throughout the 

gallery, and a graphic vinyl carpet the visitors are invited to walk on: these are the exhibition’s main 

elements. The installation of ceramic clocks, some wall-mounted, some freestanding, incorporates a 

symbol Roysdon devised to signify “other kinds of time”: an upside down triangle with a wave motif at 

the top. The clocks, 20 of them side by side, form a new horizon line.  

 

 



 

The floor piece, the exhibition’s largest component at 83 square meters, consists of two distinct parts. 

The first part combines an image of exaggerated legs, text and hand written notes that refer to the 

writings of Virginia Woolf, Charlie Parker, Richard Foreman, and Jack Smith. The second part is a litany 

of text that may be read in either direction and introduces key terms for a discourse on theater, margi-

nality, and improvisation. Visible in both halves is a sign that might belong to a system of choreographic 

notation. This symbol O—O (“circle line circle”) stands in for Roysdon’s idea “how not to be the thing 

itself,” which is discussed in Uncounted and reflects her ethics of collaboration and improvisation. The 

floor design quite literally serves as a dramaturgical backdrop and immediate setting for live actions.  

 

The garments, meanwhile, take inspiration from legendary costume designs featuring architectural 

elements like brick walls and columns by the Italian artist Giorgio de Chirico, who designed them for the 

Ballets Russes in 1929. Roysdon’s creative adaptations, however, more closely resemble façades to be 

hung in front of the body; despite their architectonic appearance, they signal fragility and vulnerability 

and highlight the antagonism between the body’s mobility and the immobility of architecture, between 

subject and object. Displayed on movable metal racks scattered across the room, the costumes are 

transitional pieces that discompose the dramaturgy of the gallery and/or theatre. The wavy lines of the 

clocks meet the brick walls of arms and legs: animation clashes with rigidity.  

 

With these layers of method and material, Roysdon’s installation explores performance structures and 

invites the visitors into a “transitional space”. Is it a “comedy of marginal theatre,” a “theatre of limits,” a 

“theatre of unsolved problems,” or simply a “questionable theatre”? 

 

Roysdon’s text Uncounted also provides the conceptual framework for the artist’s book titled Uncoun-

ted: Call & Response published in conjunction with the exhibition. Roysdon has invited twenty-three 

other artists and writers working in a variety of fields to contribute responses to selected sections. 

 

 

Invited by the board of the Secession 

Curator: Bettina Spörr 

 

 

Emily Roysdon 
Emily Roysdon, born 1977 in Maryland (USA), is a New York and Stockholm-based artist and writer. Her 

working method is interdisciplinary and recent projects take the form of performance, photographic 

installations, print making, text, video, curating, and collaborating. She is editor and co-founder of the 

queer feminist journal and artist collective LTTR.  

 
Selected solo exhibitions and performance projects: 

2015 If Only a Wave, PARTICIPANT INC, New York; 2013-14 By Any Other Name, Stedelijk Museum and 

If I Can’t Dance, Amsterdam; Uncounted Future, T:BA Festival, Portland Institute of Contemporary Art, 

Portland; 2012 I Am a Helicopter, Camera, Queen, BMW Tate Live Performance Room,Tate Modern 

London; Minor Theatres + Queer Documents, tranzitdisplay, Prague; Pause, Pose, Discompose, Visual 

Art Center, University of Texas, Austin; 2011 Positions, Art in General, New York; A Gay Bar Called 



 

Everywhere (with costumes and No Practice), The Kitchen, New York; 2010 If Don’t Move Can You Hear 

Me?, Matrix 235, Berkeley Art Museum, Berkley; Sense and Sense, Konsthall C, Stockholm; 2008 

Work, Why, Why not, Weld, Stockholm 

 

Selected Group exhibitions: 

2014 Sites of Reason: A Selection of Recent Acquisitions, Museum of Modern Art, New York; 2012 

Coming After, The Power Plant, Toronto; 2011 Abstract Possible, Museo Tamayo, Mexico City; 2010 

Whitney Biennial, Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; Manifesta 8, Murcia; Greater NY, MoMA 

PS1, New York; Mixed Use: Manhattan, Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid; 2009 The 

Generational Triennial: Younger Than Jesus, New Museum, New York 

 

 

Publication  
Emily Roysdon 

Uncounted: Call & Response  

96 pages 

Format: 320 x 230 mm, inserts: 222 x 165 mm 

Softcover, hand-sewed spine, numerous illustrations in color  

Texts: Emily Roysdon and Marwa Arsanios, Doug Ashford, Babi Badalov, Morgan Bassichis, Gregg 

Bordowitz, Pauline Boudry / Renate Lorenz, Jaime Shearn Coan, Moyra Davey, Michelle Dizon, Grace 

Dunham, Celeste Dupuy-Spencer, Corrine Fitzpatrick, Miguel Gutierrez, Raquel Gutiérrez, Elisabeth 

Lebovici, André Lepecki, Robin Coste Lewis, Heather Love, MPA, Ridykeulous, Jen Rosenblit, Sarah 

Schulman, and Martine Syms 

English  

Secession 2015 

Distribution: Revolver Verlag 

EUR 36,- 

 
 
Performance 

Friday, September 11, 2015, 7 p.m.  

Ephemeropteræ 8: Emily Roysdon feat. Morgan Bassichis 

TBA21 Augarten, Scherzergasse 1A, A-1020 Vienna 

 

A joint event of TBA21 and Secession 
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secession 
Wiener Secession, Association of Visual Artists 

Friedrichstraße 12, A-1010 Vienna, Austria 

T. +43-1-587 53 07, F. +43-1-587 53 07-34 

office@secession.at, www.secession.at 

Tuesday – Sunday 10 am – 6 pm  

Permanent presentation: Gustav Klimt, Beethoven Frieze 
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