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February 2026, Cambridge, MA – The MIT List Visual Arts Center announces Performing 
Conditions: Artistic Labor and Dependency as Form (April 11–August 2, 2026), a major group 
exhibition spanning all of the List Center’s galleries. Curated by Natalie Bell and Ramona Ngin, 
the exhibition features twenty-five artists and collectives whose works enact debt and 
dependency through various formal strategies. It is accompanied by a robust schedule of live 
performance, rotating programs of film and video, and a large-scale outdoor installation by 
Xaviera Simmons; a hybrid catalogue-reader publication will follow.  
 
Rather than depicting labor or representing exploitation, many of the works in the show build 
dependence and debt into their very structure—and, in doing so, often enact the relations they 
examine. Performance is paradigmatic because it operates through embodied action and 
creates social relations in real time. It also reveals something essential about artistic labor: that 
creative work is fundamentally relational. These dynamics, however, are often structured by 
asymmetries of power, need, debt, and obligation—where resources flow one way, where 
pressure is exerted from above, where structural inequities organize relations. The works in the 
exhibition employ these dependent forms (a contract that must be signed, a score that needs 
interpretation, a reenactment requiring hundreds of people) as a way of revealing the 
obligations, collaborations, care, and coercion that organize creative work and social life.  
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The exhibition’s attention to dependency reflects a broader critical reframing of artistic labor. For 
decades, artists have argued that art is labor, and that artistic production is work like any other. 
While that formulation has political value, it overlooks crucial questions raised by socialist 
feminism’s attention to unwaged care work, disability studies’ rejection of productivity as the 
measure of human worth, and Black radical thought’s insistence on racial capitalism’s 
unpayable debts to enslaved and colonized people. Many artists and thinkers have turned to the 
language of debt and dependency to better describe forms of work, including artistic labor, that 
labor discourse (too often centered on individual waged work) overlooks.  
 
Performing Conditions focuses largely on artworks made in the years following Occupy Wall 
Street (2011), a period marked by global uprisings against racial and imperial violence, as well 
as a surge of labor organizing and unionization efforts in US arts and educational institutions. 
The exhibition places deepening economic inequality within the longue durée of slavery’s debts, 
colonial dispossession, and capital’s extraction—whether through unpaid labor, wage 
exploitation, or appropriation of land and life. It also traces how art and art workers are put to 
work, made to perform, and bound to appear; and how artistic labor functions not just as the 
output of those anointed as artists but also as a total field of social activity, an ongoing and 
endless rehearsal. Formed amid the very conditions it critiques, Performing Conditions aims to 
refine the analytical tools we need for collective refusal of capitalist enclosure and extraction. ​
 
ABOUT THE ARTWORKS 

At base, performance is a relational condition. It cannot exist autonomously—it depends on the 
presence and participation of others. A number of works foreground these social and relational 
dependencies between performer and audience, and artist and institution, as the most basic 
condition of artistic labor, if inevitably intersecting with other valences. 

Autumn Knight’s live performance of M___ER  (on April 11) makes relational dependency 
visceral, and even uncomfortable. Knight improvises the role of a mother whose birthday the 
audience has forgotten, casting them as negligent children and turning a party into a charged 
ritual of care and debt. Informed by her job as a discotheque dancer, Adrian Piper’s early work 
Some Reflective Surfaces (1975–76) reflects her dual consciousness of being simultaneously 
subject and object—willfully becoming a “performing object,” as she puts it—suggesting that 
performance’s relational condition can also be internalized. Elizabeth Catlett’s 1947 linocut I 
have given the world my songs depicts a performance of everyday artistic labor that exceeds 
the frame of professionalization or the wage. Part of her Black Woman series, made during her 
political exile from the US, it centers Black women’s labor as a collective creative force—yet, 
against the backdrop of racial violence depicted in the print, the title’s claim of “giving” begs the 
question: Are these songs given or stolen? 

Where Catlett figures labor as a kind of collective utterance, Cally Spooner’s Self-Tracking 
(2018/2026) visualizes how artists are individually subject to overlapping regimes of 
measurement. A mural of fluctuating notation that envelops the gallery walls, the work plots the 
artist’s career ranking and metabolism alongside financial indices. Sophia Giovannitti formalizes 
how artistic labor can be negotiated. Her lecture-performance Confession Prototype 1 (2025), a 
meditation on debt, sabotage, and extralegal revenge, can only be viewed after signing a 
nondisclosure agreement (thereby staging the possibility of its own violation). From May 5–10, 
Giovannitti will perform a new iteration of Contract (2022/2026), in which visitors can purchase 
one-on-one appointments with the artist to enter a private “choreography” of negotiation. 
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Drawing on her previous work around economies of desire in sex work and art, Contract seeks 
to expose the ways in which desire exceeds contractural terms. 

  

 

Contracts appear in other works in the exhibition as both creative instruments and objects of 
critique, and particularly to stage how artistic labor is subject to both unwaged (or underwaged) 
precarity and the whims of financial markets. Goldin+Senneby’s performance M&A (2013) uses 
duration to give formal expression to labor precarity in the contemporary art museum’s 
experience economy. An actor continuously rehearses a script (itself a parable of job insecurity) 
during gallery hours, his compensation invested in an opaque financial algorithm that 
purportedly predicts corporate mergers and acquisitions. The algorithm’s performance 
determines the contract’s duration, making the actor’s livelihood dependent on the alchemy of 
financial speculation. Joshua Schwebel’s The Employee (2020–21) similarly reveals a kind of 
double bind. In this year-long performance project, Schwebel used a project grant to hire a 
performer to apply for further grants on behalf of Forest City Gallery, a long-standing yet 
underfunded artist-run center in Ontario. Documented largely through email, the work 
dramatizes how reproductive institutional work (fundraising) and artistic production can collapse 
into one another within precarious infrastructures. 

If those works underscore the financial dependencies of art institutions, Cassie Thornton’s early 
works attempt to find a form for the debt assumed by her and her classmates as art students. 
Through guided meditation sessions called “debt visualizations,” Thornton asked fellow MFA 
students to imagine the physical form of their debts. When her peers repeatedly used language 
that evoked Richard Serra’s monumental steel sculptures—heavy, crushing, 
inescapable—Thornton leaned into the irony that to become an artist of Serra’s stature requires 
acquiring debt his work unwittingly represents. She led “Debt Tours” of his retrospective at 
SFMOMA, translated his video Television Delivers People (1973) through the lens of student 
debt, and even attempted to enlist Serra himself as a collaborator. ​
​
As a formal gesture, delegation can make explicit art’s dependencies. Artists who employ 
delegation formally—or reference mediated forms of reproduction—may replicate exploitative 
labor relations, or expose them as the work’s subject. Reba Maybury’s works, for example, are 
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made by her submissives: compensated in pleasure rather than wages. For Performing 
Conditions, Maybury commanded three subs to execute paint-by-numbers versions of 
Toulouse-Lautrec’s Two Friends (1895), which depicts Parisian sex workers in a scene of 
ambiguous repose, simultaneously working and socializing. Mapping BDSM’s voluntary 
submission onto paint-by-numbers’ prescribed labor, Maybury reveals how sex work, kink, and 
industrial art making all traffic in similar economies: the desire to please (or survive), the tedium 
of performing prescribed tasks, and an erotics of control.  

Ghislaine Leung’s “context contingent” works consist of pithy textual scores that both delegate 
artistic labor to others and seek to index institutional conditions—financial, spatial, affective—in 
the process of their execution. Her score for Maintenance (2025)—“The exhibition space is left 
as it is.”—makes evident the reproductive labor of the art institution through its withdrawal: walls 
remain unpatched from the prior exhibitions, surfaces remain unswept, dust accumulates. Her 
work Budgets (2025), meanwhile, stipulates the display of the exhibition’s budget. These 
conceptual scores turn limits—on the artist’s time and the institution’s resources, for 
instance—into a creative resource, reflecting, in part, Leung’s experience as a mother and 
caretaker. Sidsel Meineche Hansen’s Baby Mould (2023) transforms a terracotta mold for 
producing Christ figurines into a lead crystal sculpture, presenting the apparatus of endless 
reproduction as the object of aesthetic admiration. The absent infant in this “mother mold” offers 
a reflection on autonomous creation myths: Virgin birth and artistic genius both deny the 
material, reproductive labor that makes creation possible, claiming instead a miraculous 
independence from bodily processes and social conditions. 

In a number of works, reenactment and monumentalization are formal strategies manifesting 
historical debts: restaging uprisings, revisiting utopian ideals, putting institutions on trial, 
demanding payment for what can never be repaid. In Slave Rebellion Reenactment (2019), 
Dread Scott assembled hundreds of Black and Indigenous people to restage the largest 
organized uprising of enslaved people in US history. Captured modestly in six photographs, 
Scott emphasizes the parallels between the performance’s making—word-of-mouth recruitment, 
sewing circles for costume-making—and ongoing practices of rebellion and resistance.  

Artur Żmijewski’s Sculpture Plein-Air, Swiecie (2009) loosely restages collaborations from 
late-1960s communist Poland, when artists and steelworkers created public sculptures together, 
united in a belief in a classless society and a productivist utopia. The artist’s 2009 effort brought 
seven artists to work with steelworkers in post-socialist Świecie, documenting not unity but 
frictions, class asymmetries, and the artists’ material dependency on industrial labor. Irena 
Haiduk’s Nine Hour Delay (2012–58) revives a women’s ergonomic pump developed by 
Yugoslav factory workers for nine hours of comfortable standing labor. Production ceased in 
1991, but Haiduk revived the Borovo factory via her corporation, Yugoexport. With Nine Hour 
Delay, Borosana becomes the official work shoe of the host institution. At MIT, staff and visitors 
may receive shoes, but must contractually agree to only wear them while working. By keeping 
the Yugoslav shoe’s utilitarian design alive (or, as the artist puts it, “in productive undeath”), 
Haiduk’s project delays the former country’s dissolution. 

The work of Cercle d’Art des Travailleurs de Plantation Congolaise (CATPC), a cooperative of 
plantation workers based in Lusanga, Democratic Republic of Congo, underscores the ongoing 
debt museums owe to plantation workers whose labor has historically funded the art world. 
Their video The Judgement of the White Cube (2023) performatively puts museums on trial for 
these crimes. The collective’s model of participation in the international art world also reverses 
the flow of colonial extraction: The sale and circulation of their sculptures now funds the 
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sustainable purchase of land on a former plantation. A monumental outdoor sculpture held aloft 
by diagonal supports, Xaviera Simmons’s The structure the labor the foundation the escape the 
pause (2020) is a large-scale text painting that borrows from Special Field Orders No. 15, better 
known as “Forty Acres and a Mule,” a Union general’s 1865 order allotting land to formerly 
enslaved people. Language here operates as a (failed) contract, exposing unpayable and 
deferred debts: Simmons asks what is owed to Black and Indigenous communities that speech 
(and reading) alone cannot fulfill.  

Refusal and withdrawal offer another set of formal strategies for contending with artistic labor’s 
contradictions: Chauncey Hare quit his day job as an engineer at Standard Oil to pursue 
photography, attempting to document the alienation and breakdown of social bonds in American 
life. Although he found success as a photographer, he realized the art world was just as 
hierarchical and reified as the corporation he had left; he withdrew his images from circulation 
and became a therapist focusing on “work abuse.” A selection of Hare’s photos and 
correspondence document his attempts to picture labor’s dehumanization and refuse his own 
work’s instrumentalization. Yazan Khalili’s conceptual photograph I, The Artwork (2016) depicts 
an impossible, unsigned contract, pinned on a wall over a sofa. The drafted contract is between 
a hypothetical collector and the artwork itself and enunciates both practical and political 
demands, ultimately asking if an artwork is capable of enforcing a boycott or evading the 
proprietary grip of colonialism. The work stages the fantasy of art’s autonomy—and its ability to 
refuse—while simultaneously acknowledging the impossibility of these terms. As an unsigned 
contract, it remains an unfulfilled demand, a gesture toward refusal that cannot be completed. 

A constellation of works centers reproductive labor and care. Blondell Cummings’s landmark 
choreographic work Chicken Soup (1981) draws on childhood memories of her grandmother at 
work in the kitchen, combining postmodern dance’s interest in pedestrian movement with a 
particular attention to the rhythms of domestic labor, care, and ritual. Senga Nengudi’s works 
from her R.S.V.P. series (1976–ongoing)—including a nylon stocking sculpture and a studio 
performance photograph—foreground the history of Black women’s gestational labor in the 
United States. Referring to the works as “abstracted reflections of used bodies,” Nengudi 
likened the nylon sculptures to “black wet-nurses suckling child after child—their own as well as 
those of others, until their breasts rested on their knees, their energies drained.” Carolyn 
Lazard’s film Fiction Contract (2025) documents a medical simulation at a hospital in Queens, 
featuring a Black birthing mannequin named Jayda. The mannequin’s endless rehearsal of birth 
points to reproduction’s stubborn continuance amid entwined conditions of care and violence. 
The simulation—a routine part of many medical professionals’ schedules—is both a 
performance of labor and is labor.  
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Works by Gabrielle L’Hirondelle Hill and by Hill, Jeneen Frei Njootli, Chandra Melting Tallow, and 
Tania Willard, collectively, consider the materials and practices of Indigenous economies. 
L’Hirondelle Hill’s rabbit sculptures—made from tobacco, nylon stockings, and found 
materials—reference rabbits’ reputation for prolific breeding to dramatize reproductive labor, 
abundance, and dispersal. Tobacco references overlapping and unsettled forms of value as the 
first cash crop tied to slavery and land dispossession, an early form of American currency and 
an important material in Indigenous kinship economies. The collective’s video Coney Island 
Baby (2018) was made at BUSH Gallery, a space for artistic and reproductive labor “founded 
with the land” in Secwepemcúĺecw. It depicts the artists learning to trap rabbits, a traditionally 
feminized form of Indigenous labor, alongside scenes of housework and childcare. Zavitsanos’s 
contributions highlight minor, everyday sites of debt and dependency. 
LEAVE-A-PENNY/TAKE-A-PENNY (2024) casts a quotidian convenience store dish in bronze, 
monumentalizing a micro-commons in which giving and taking occur without accounting. There 
doesn’t seem to be anyone around (Host) (2020–25) is a memory foam mattress topper shaped 
by “five years sleep with many.” The saggy post-minimal sculpture finds support in its lean while 
exerting pressure on the wall: Zavitsanos describes it as congealing a durational performance of 
shared rest, creation, and recreation.  

In the Bakalar Gallery, a rotating moving image program organized by Ngin addresses 
expansive legacies of labor struggles. Each of four thematic programs contends with recurrent 
debates around the image’s use-value as document—more specifically, the social documentary 
tradition that haunts the representation of labor. Acknowledging both moving images’ power 
within social movements and how they exceed such instrumental uses, the program lingers on 
the flickering edge between documentary and experimental practice.  
 
The thematic programs, each of which will be on view for three weeks, focus on subjects 
including the shared ground of labor struggle and anticolonial struggle; feminist representations 
of domestic work; and labor’s relationship to cinematic form and abstraction. Artists participating 
in the program include Razan AlSalah, Karimah Ashadu, Kevin Jerome Everson, Letícia 
Parente, Morgan Quaintance, Margaret Raspé, Alanis Obomsawin, Joyce Wieland, Yugantar 
Film Collective, and more. 
 
The moving image program is joined by a selection of archival material that narrates three 
episodes of refusal in 1969, in and around MIT. Critically, each of these episodes blurred the 
boundaries between student, scientist, artist, and worker: the inauguration of the Art Workers 
Coalition with the withdrawal from an exhibition at MoMA of a work by Takis, then a fellow at 
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MIT’s Center for Advanced Visual Studies (CAVS); the March 4 “Scientists Strike for Peace” in 
protest of the Vietnam War and weapons research at the Institute; and the international boycott 
of that year’s São Paulo Biennial due to Brazil’s military dictatorship, leading to the cancellation 
of the CAVS-organized American delegation. 
 
The film and archival material in the Bakalar Gallery—the List Center’s smallest space, located 
across the atrium from its main galleries—supports the main exhibition even as it is dependent 
on the whole. These spatial and historical dependencies are underscored by Leung’s Monitors 
(2022), a baby monitor that transmits a live video feed from one gallery to the other.  
 
 
IMAGE CAPTION 
​
Carolyn Lazard, Fiction Contract, 2025 (still). Single-channel video with sound, 9:11 min. 
Courtesy the artist and Trautwein Herleth, Berlin. [In a small, dark control room, a person sits in 
front of multiple computer monitors while observing people in an adjoining patient room via an 
interior window] 
 
 
Exhibiting artists: Elizabeth Catlett, Blondell Cummings, Sophia Giovannitti, Goldin+Senneby, 
Irena Haiduk, Sidsel Meineche Hansen, Chauncey Hare, Gabrielle L’Hirondelle Hill, Yazan 
Khalili, Autumn Knight, Carolyn Lazard, Ghislaine Leung, Reba Maybury, Senga Nengudi, 
Adrian Piper, Joshua Schwebel, Dread Scott, Xaviera Simmons, Cally Spooner, Ced’art 
Tamasala, Cassie Thornton, Constantina Zavitsanos, Artur Żmijewski, and collectively authored 
works by Cercle d’Art des Travailleurs de Plantation Congolaise (CATPC) and Jeneen Frei 
Njootli, Gabrielle L’Hirondelle Hill, Chandra Melting Tallow, and Tania Willard​
 
 
Film and video program artists: Razan AlSalah, Karimah Ashadu, Kevin Jerome Everson, Mike 
Henderson, Mako Idemitsu, Alanis Obomsawin, Letícia Parente, Amol K Patil, Morgan 
Quaintance, Margaret Raspé, Joyce Wieland, Fronza Woods, and collectively authored works 
by Yugantar Film Collective and Brigitta Kuster, Isabell Lorey, Marion von Osten and Katja 
Reichard 
 
 
Performing Conditions  
MIT List Visual Arts Center 
April 11, 2026–August 2, 2026a 
 

Performing Conditions schedule, Bakalar Gallery 

The Bakalar Gallery will host the exhibition’s accompanying film and video program, which takes 
place in four rotations, as well as a performance by Sophia Giovannitti (by appointment only). 

Program 1: Strike and Sabotage (April 11 - May 3) 
  
Alanis Obomsawin, Spudwrench: Kahnawake Man, 1997. 58 min. 
Razan AlSalah, A Stone’s Throw, 2024. 40 min. 
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Contract (May 5 - 10) 
Performance by Sophia Giovannitti (by appointment only) 
  
Program 2: With and Against Housework (May 12 - 31) 
  
Margaret Raspé, Der Sadist schlägt das eindeutig Unschuldige (The Sadist Whips the 
Unquestionably Innocent), 1971. 6 min. 
Letícia Parente, Tarefa I (Assignment I), 1982. 2 min. 
Fronza Woods, Fannie’s Film, 1981. 15 min. 
Yugantar Film Collective, Molkarin (Maid Servant), 1981. 25 min. 
  
  
Program 3: Solidarity and Form (June 2 - 21) 
  
Joyce Wieland, Solidarity, 1973. 11 min. 
Karimah Ashadu, Lagos Sand Merchants, 2013. 10 min. 
Kevin Jerome Everson, Sound That, 2014. 12 min. 
Morgan Quaintance, Repetitions, 2022. 24 min. 
  
  
Program 4: Non/performance for the Camera (June 23 – July 12) 
  
Brigitta Kuster, Isabell Lorey, Marion von Osten, and Katja Reichard, Camera Running! A Small 
Postfordist Drama, 2004. 32 min. 
Amol K Patil, Black Masks on Roller Skates, 2022. 10 min. 
Mike Henderson, Dufus (aka Art), 1970/73. 6 min. 
Mako Idemitsu, Kiyoko’s Situation, 1989. 24 min. 
 
 
IMAGE CAPTIONS (top to bottom, left to right) 
​
Carolyn Lazard, Fiction Contract, 2025 (still). Single-channel video with sound, 9:11 min. 
Courtesy the artist and Trautwein Herleth, Berlin. [In a small, dark control room, a person sits in 
front of multiple computer monitors while observing people in an adjoining patient room via an 
interior window] 
  
Elizabeth Catlett, I Have Given the World My Songs, from The Negro Woman (Mexico City: 
Taller de Gráfica Popular, 1947). Linocut printed in color, 7 5/16 × 5 in. (18.5 × 12.7 cm). Art 
Museum, University of Saint Joseph, West Hartford, Connecticut. Gift of the Reverend Charles 
J. Topper, Ed.D., 2004. © 2026 Elizabeth Catlett / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York 
  
Autumn Knight, M_ _ _ ER, 2018–ongoing. Performance: MCA Chicago, 2022. Courtesy the 
artist and the MCA Chicago. Photo: Jeremy Lawson 
  
Constantina Zavitsanos, There doesn’t seem to be anyone around (Host), 2026 (2020–25).​
Queen mattress topper, wood, five years sleep with many, 71 ¾ × 52 ½ × 6 in. (182 × 133 × 15 
cm). Courtesy the artist and Galerie Max Mayer  
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Sophia Giovannitti, Contract: Choreography 1, 2022. Performance view: Duplex, New York. 
Courtesy the artist. Photo: Daniel Arnold 

​
### 

  
ABOUT MIT LIST VISUAL ARTS CENTER 
 
The List Visual Arts Center is a creative laboratory that provides artists with a space to freely 
experiment and push existing boundaries. As the contemporary art museum at MIT, the List 
Center presents a dynamic program of six to nine special exhibitions in its galleries annually, 
including a program of evolving site-specific work by emerging artists known as List Projects, as 
well as a broad range of educational programs, events, and scholarly publications. Beyond the 
full slate of special exhibitions and projects it presents each year, the List Center maintains and 
adds to MIT’s Permanent Collection, a collection of more than fifty site-specific artworks 
throughout the campus; commissions new works through the MIT Percent-for-Art program; 
oversees the loan of artwork for the campus (in the President’s House, labs, and administrative 
offices); and oversees the Student Loan Art Program, which lends approximately seven hundred 
works of art annually to MIT undergraduate and graduate students. ​
​
MEDIA CONTACTS 
DEPARTMENT PR 
Sarah Brown McLeod | sarah@department-pr.com 
Roberta Zertuche | roberta@department-pr.com 
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