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There are two versions of this piece:

71 the interactive online version, where we maintained
the meandering texture of our live conversation’

M1 the written version, where we streamlined the
content to focus on the core ideas

Mel Evans and Rhiannon Armstrong met for the first time at
The Art of Care-full Practice symposium. They share a belief
in the importance of acknowledging the fluidity of roles of
giving and receiving in participatory performance practice.
Through their encounters with participants and public in
Birthmark and Can I Help You?, Mel and Rhiannon reflect
on the complex and profound relationships of trust at work
in these performances, and attempt to be open about
vulnerable questions of personal agency and what we get
out of the work as artists and activists. They do this with the
intention that acknowledging the fluidity between when we
are giving and when we are receiving will lead to a better,
more sustainable practice.

Birthmark is a performance intervention work by Liberate
Tate, an art collective of which Mel is part. Founded in 2010,
Liberate Tate takes action, and its performance
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interventions have involved hundreds of people. After six
years making unsanctioned live art interventions in Tate
galleries, Liberate Tate succeeded in ending BP sponsorship
of Tate. In Birthmark, performers receive a permanent
tattoo of the parts per million of carbon dioxide in the
Earth's atmosphere in the year of their birth. As of 2017,
around 150 people have birthmarks: some of them from
Liberate Tate tattoo-givers as part of interventions inside
Tate (December 2015) and the National Portrait Gallery
(June 2016), or by commission at galleries and events.

Birthmark
Photo: all rights reserved, copyright Martin LeSanto-Smith
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Rhiannon’s performance Can I Help You? toured to eight UK
towns as part of Battersea Arts Centre’s Collaborative
Touring Network in autumn 2016. In it, Rhiannon offers free
help to strangers by basing herself on the local high street
wearing a T-shirt saying ‘FREE HELP! and a tool belt
equipped with items such as an umbrella, the Little Book of
Calm, MP3 player, bin bag, change for a tenner, etc. The

resulting interactions and encounters form the work.

Can I Help You? at Heads Up Hull, Autumn 2016
Photo courtesy of Jerome Whittingham @photomoments
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Rhiannon and Mel continued their discussions for this
special issue of the journal in the form of a writing
exchange, and a (transcribed) meeting over lunch in
Manze’s pie and mash shop on Walthamstow High Street,
London. By exchanging stories, the two seek to form a
common understanding around ideas of care, giving,
receiving and holding space for others to give and receive.

The questions

The questions Mel and Rhiannon reflected on, in writing
and in person, were:

1 What does care mean to you in your work?

1 What does vulnerability mean in your work?

1 How do you understand personal agency and the
exchange of care?

1 How do we receive care as we give it, and vice versa,
and allow the work to sustain ourselves as artists and
activists?

What does care mean to you in your work?

Mel writes: For me, it means taking care of each other in a
collective throughout the creative process. As Liberate Tate
explores different ideas for performances, the collaborative
process is—almost necessarily—fraught with disagreement
and competing theories, both strategic and aesthetic. We
always make each other laugh: this is caring. It softens the
debate and loosens our collective grip on the shape of the
thing, allowing the artwork to take its own form between us
and our respective thoughts and ideas.
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Later, care takes on a different centrality to the work. Care
means involving other artists, activists and performers in
the piece: requiring questions around how to make it
enriching and empowering; how to sneak adequate amounts
of food and water into the gallery for people to last the
duration of the performance; leaving enough space in the
performance design for the creative licence of performers;
and considering which decisions will need to be made by
consensus on the day, for example when the intervention
ends. Interventionist practice necessitates care for agency
as well as for physical and emotional needs. Oh, and legal
care—should it be necessary—is always ready and waiting!
Tate has called the police multiple times during Liberate
Tate’s performance interventions, and although no
performers were ever arrested, we needed to take care
around that possible eventuality.

Rhiannon writes: I like how you begin your thoughts on care
with a description of conflict and the collaborative process.
Also, when you describe the physical and legal needs side of
care with Liberate Tate—the basics—it makes me think of
the phrase Tl take care of it’. When you are going through
something major (an operation, a bereavement perhaps)
you might need people to just take care of certain basic
things for you, like food or cleaning, so that you can focus on
recovery. Have the basics covered, so that you can focus on
the important stuff.

There is another intention that can exist in the phrase take
care of it: when a security guard is told to take care of a
group of street drinkers, they are supposed to move them
on. So, in some instances, take care can mean get rid.

Something basic with Can I Help You? is that there are no
collaborators to negotiate with ahead of time. My
preparation involves spending a whole day in the town
centre I'll be working in, looking and listening, getting to
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know whose space it is. The premise of the work is that I am
standing around offering free help of any kind, to anyone. It
is a way to meet, to begin a conversation.

I scope out the location the day before, sit and observe the
environment and its inhabitants, speak to anyone whose
territory I might be entering into (Big Issue sellers, people
who are street homeless, café and market stall owners). I
consider it part of my job to explain my presence and
interruption here.

When I think about care and what it is in this work, in one
way I am thinking about taking care over how we bring
about a meeting between strangers:

To take care with how we meet one another.

To take care over being together.

To care about what people are saying.

To listen.

Mel writes: It’s interesting to me that practising observation
within the site of the performance is so important to both of
us. This suggests observation is a core part of the care
taken—to understand the movements and flows of people in
a space, and therefore how to act or intervene in that space
care-fully; to think critically about the social politics of the
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site in order that our entries into it are able to be

transgressive and progressive; and like you say, to listen
and to observe is to be respectful.

What does vulnerability mean in your work?

Mel writes: Vulnerability goes to the core of what Liberate
Tate does. By blending forms of live art and direct action,
our vulnerable bodies become the site of the performance.
In direct action, people put their bodies in the way of the
harmful activity they are trying to halt. In live art,
performers explore the world and ideas from the site of
their individual bodies, experiences and identities. In
Birthmark, the centre point of the performance is the tattoo-
needle inking our skin. This is a bearably painful act, and
the tattoo-receiver is vulnerable to this sharp object held—
extremely carefully—by the tattoo-giver. I was one of four
women in our collective who learned to give tattoos to make
this performance ritual possible. When giving tattoos, I ask
people why this piece spoke to them, why they wanted to be
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