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On the heels of protesters descending 
upon the Guggenheim Museum in May, 
calling for improved conditions for the 
workers who will build a future branch of 
the museum in Abu Dhabi, the artists 
Gerard & Kelly have partnered with the 
Guggenheim to hammer out fair labor 
standards for themselves and the other 
performers in “Timelining,” part of 
“Storylines: Contemporary Art at the 
Guggenheim.” 

Ten couples of all stripes — siblings, 
romantic partners, mother and daughter, 
mentor and prodigy — take part in 
“Timelining,” by Brennan Gerard and 
Ryan Kelly, which was acquired by the 
Guggenheim last year for its permanent 
collection after a premiere at the Kitchen. 

Each Monday evening through Sept. 7, 
pairs recite fragmented chronologies of 
their personal and shared histories as they 
circle the rotunda floor in interlocking 
patterns. Mr. Gerard and Mr. Kelly spent 

the last year developing a 75-page document that would determine 
how performers would be paid, lay out how the piece would be taught 
and ensure that it would live on in perpetuity. (The museum has 
acquired seven performance art works.) 

The artists saw performer compensation “as a blind spot in how 
performance was entering collections,” Mr. Kelly said. Mr. Gerard 
added that they “know that the labor of the work is inextricable from 
its aesthetic content.” They said that they learned that the going rate 

Lauren Bakst, center, and Parker 
Gard, right, in “Timelining,” by 
Gerard & Kelly at the 
Guggenheim Museum. 
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museums paid performers in major 2010 exhibitions was about $20 
an hour, which they found low and arbitrary. (This includes Marina 
Abramovic’s piece at the Museum of Modern Art, they said, and Tino 
Sehgal’s at the Guggenheim, the first performance piece that museum 
acquired.) 

Mr. Gerard and Mr. Kelly consulted Heather McGhee, a public policy 
specialist who is also performing in “Timelining” with her brother, the 
choreographer Hassan Christopher. They proposed that the museum 
link minimum payment to New York’s established “living wage” 
(currently $13.13 an hour) multiplied by eight hours, or $105.04 per 
appearance. They needed to persuade the museum to pay the 
performers for eight hours, even if they were performing for less than 
two. This would take into account an artist’s preparation time and 
other work given up to perform. The Guggenheim ultimately agreed 
and offered a better rate to “Timelining” performers than the living 
wage, which will vary according to inflation and the city where the 
piece is performed. 
 
“No one can show this work without following these standards,” said 
Mr. Kelly, who added that he and Mr. Gerard hoped other artists 
would find it empowering to think about what a museum “owns” 
when it acquires an ephemeral performance. 

“Having this ethical framework so clearly laid out will be influential 
on our future work with performance, a field still defining itself,” said 
Nat Trotman, associate curator at the Guggenheim. “We agree with 
Gerard & Kelly that it’s important the performers feel valued and 
compensated properly as they are executing and becoming the 
artwork.” 
 
 
 


