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“I have always thought of art as a calling.”1—Meredith Monk 
 
Preliminary Remark 
 
As I write this essay, Meredith Monk’s voice sounds in my ear. From the street in front 
of the museum, the haunting calls of Offering softly reach my desk through the 
window, mingling with the hum of cars and the murmur of people outside Haus der 
Kunst. It is a melody I do not recognize, as if from a distant past, and yet so familiar 
that it makes me receptive and alert. 

The melody of Offering, which to an extent is the leitmotif of the exhibition, is 
one of the solo pieces from Monk’s album Volcano Songs (1997), for which the artist 
set herself the goal of penetrating the essential human form of expression. She 
described these short pieces for solo voice as thumbnail sketches or portraits of five 
different beings; each song explores a particular vocal quality. The image of the 
volcano exemplifies the intertwining of life and death: “there’s a tension between death 
and destruction on the one hand and rebirth and fertility on the other,” Monk has said. 
“These processes imply transformation, which is one of the underlying themes of 
Volcano Songs.”2 In the context of the exhibition, the gentle calling of Offering is able 
to awaken the potential of another dimension of sensation within us. 

Three and a half years passed between the initial idea for this show and its 
realization in late 2023. Three and a half years in which war, the climate crisis, and the 
COVID pandemic changed our world, so that the project’s starting point and the first 
visit I paid to Meredith Monk in her loft in New York now feel as if they took place in 
the distant past, like a journey through time. And this feeling brings us straight to the 
themes Monk explores in her works, evoking a human civilization hidden in the furthest 
recesses of the Earth and, at the same time, a post-apocalyptic vision of the future. 
She does this by creating works in which she travels into the past while also seeing 
into the future and thus perceiving the cyclical dimension of time.  
 
The exhibition Calling is devoted to the lifework of the composer, singer, director, 
choreographer, filmmaker, and visual artist Meredith Monk, born in 1942 in New York  
City. The title Calling refers to both her confidence in the immediacy and the power of 
the human voice as a universal language and to her faith in following her own path—a 
path which she has consistently forged for more than sixty years now. As an iconic, 
legendary artist and trailblazer, she has had and continues to have an enormous 
impact on subsequent generations of artists and performers with her visionary work. 

In the mid-1960s, Monk began to develop her innovative, site-specific 
performances in the milieu of New York’s Downtown arts scene and, following a 
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personal “revelation,” to explore the possibilities of using voice as a multifaceted 
instrument. In doing so, she has pointed out that she was also following a tradition in 
her family, which has numbered professional singers and musicians for four 
generations. Hers is a unique, idiosyncratic vocal style that has been repeatedly 
described as seeming at once ancient and futuristic. Monk uses the voice’s ability to 
create the full range of sounds, known as “extended vocal technique.” She largely 
forgoes narrative and language-based structures in order to lend expression to 
universal human experiences. Her musical work ranges from solo pieces for voice and 
keyboard to compositions for ensemble and orchestra. Thirteen of her albums have 
been released on ECM Records, the label cofounded by Manfred Eicher, with whom 
the artist has been collaborating for over forty years. 

Considered historically, what is now referred to as vocal performance art 
emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, and thus in a period that marked the United States 
with social upheavals as well as the civil rights, the anti-war, and the women’s rights 
movements. At the same time, world politics were dominated by anti-colonial struggles 
for liberation and the uneasy atmosphere of the Cold War. The art form had a direct 
affinity with the actions and events of Fluxus and happenings, as well as a movement 
in the performing arts away from text-based narrative structures and the proscenium 
stage, and it had ties to the tradition of sound poetry that emerged from the avant-
garde movements of the early twentieth century. Although Monk was active at the 
same time as John Cage, La Monte Young, Steve Reich, and Philip Glass, she 
developed a unique position with her vocal innovations that could scarcely be 
compared to those of minimal music. If we look for connections in music history, 
female artists such as Laurie Anderson, Joan La Barbara, and Diamanda Galás are 
likely to be mentioned.  

Influenced by Monk, each experimented with voice in her own way, all of them 
also using it as an instrument tied to the female body, capable of directly expressing 
emotion and individuality. The potential in this newly emerging art form to transform 
one’s own voice from a usable object into an autonomous subject, and thus to lend 
musical form to personal or gender-specific issues, also made vocal performance art 
a feminist practice. Drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of a cultural “force field,” the 
musicologist Marie-Anne Kohl has emphasized that as a fertile milieu for inspiration, 
collaboration, and advancing an unbounded artistic practice, the social space of 
Downtown New York was enormously important for the formation of Monk’s artistic 
language in the 1960s—even though her work is ultimately unique in its combination 
of voice, movement, and images.3 With this in mind, it may be noted that Monk 
performed several times at the Judson Memorial Church, for instance, and hence 
could count leading figures of the Judson Dance Theater among her audience—
including Yvonne Rainer, Trisha Brown, and Carolee Schneemann. 

Monk also concentrates on the absolutely essential in her aesthetic decisions. 
She removes the superfluous from everything—from sound, images, objects, 
movements—so that what remains is pure and raw expression, from which we cannot 
hide. She utilizes everyday objects and materials such as stone, wood, salt, and 
beeswax, and makes effective use of primary colors. Her multisensory, 
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interdisciplinary works combine sound, image, and movement into a new entity, 
thereby expanding the boundaries of music, theater, dance, video, and installation. 
Monk’s pictorial language is characterized by its ability to bridge irreconcilable worlds, 
to transform the ordinary into something magical, to link irony with profound 
experience, to fuse poetic and political realms, and to point out the connectedness of 
all matter on both a cellular and cosmic level. 

Visitors to the exhibition are already greeted by Monk’s bewitching voice in front 
of Haus der Kunst and in the main stairwell of the museum. Under the heading 
“Invocations,” a participatory work and a presentation of silent videos along the stairs 
provide a tonal, visual, and tactile introduction to the artist’s thinking, aesthetics, and 
multi-layered cosmos. Her major works and their underlying motifs can then be heard 
and experienced in three additional thematically organized galleries. Monk’s early site-
specific projects from 1966 to 1976 are reconfigured in the first space, entitled “Time 
Capsules,” in the form of large-scale tableaux. The “Archive Dream Room,” by 
contrast, offers a condensed and kaleidoscopic overview of Monk’s sources of 
inspiration, her creative process, and her oeuvre. Her more recent, multimedia pieces 
created from 1981 to 2023, which the artist—a practicing Buddhist for over forty 
years—describes as “shrines” in what she describes as “immersive environments,” are 
presented in a pavilion-like structure that lends a meditative aura (“Shrines and Other 
Offerings”).  

 
 
Time Capsules 

 
“I work between the cracks, where the voice starts dancing, where the body starts 
singing, where theater becomes cinema.”4—Meredith Monk 

 
Monk developed her interdisciplinary, site-specific performance style with its porous 
boundaries in the 1960s and early 1970s. Her innovative performance structures and 
wordless music compositions challenged existing forms of stage art—opera and 
cabaret alike—as well as visual art and art exhibitions in a radical way. 

The Time Capsules gallery presents three installations based on Meredith 
Monk’s central works from 1966 to 1976 accompanied by historical film material and 
concept sketches to contextualize the original creative circumstances. Each of the 
three installations is reconstructed as a large-scale tableau, emphasizing Monk’s 
synthesis of music, objects, movement, sound, and film. 

With the work 16 Millimeter Earrings from 1966, which she has called her artistic 
breakthrough, Monk succeeded in creating a fusion of dance, film, music, and text for 
the first time. Realized just a few years after graduating from Sarah Lawrence College 
and at a time when she had primarily created more movement-based performances, it 
is still characteristic of her performance style today. As Monk has remarked, “What I 
had been intuitively glimpsing and hoping came together: a complex interweaving of 
multiple elements adding up to a kind of poetry of senses.”5 A few years later, in 1969, 
Monk presented the performance Juice: a theatre cantata in three installments at three 
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different venues within one and a half months, making a name for herself as an artist 
who creates site-specific work and whose expansive, experimental approach involved 
a large number of performers. Quarry: an opera in three movements from 1976 
explored archetypical musical forms and the format of opera in an abstract way. 
Dispensing with a linear storyline, the piece addressed the horrors of World War II from 
the perspective of a feverish bedridden child. Conceived by Monk using multimedia 
means, all three installations in the gallery present self-contained, poetic interior 
spaces. As is typical of the artist’s working method, all three pieces initially took on 
different forms—as live staged works and films—before being given shape as 
installations. 

Even in these early creations, in which Monk appeared as the main performer, it 
is evident that she placed an emphasis on female characters, without overtly claiming 
them as feminist statements. 16 Millimeter Earrings, at its core addressing different 
perceptual modes, may also be read as a work that investigates the rite of passage, 
sexual awakening, and emancipation of a young woman. The choreographic idea for 
staging Juice in the rotunda of the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, on the other 
hand, drew on the image of a pulsing vein filled with blood—hence the title, which 
equates blood with the juice of life. In Our Lady of Late (1973), too, an abstract song 
cycle for solo voice, in which Monk accompanies herself exclusively with the sound 
produced by continually running a finger along the wet rim of a glass, she explored a 
wide variety of vocal qualities and characteristics inherent in her own voice. It is thus 
not surprising that some women have chosen this song cycle to accompany the birth 
of their child. In her solo from Education of the Girlchild (1972), the artist underwent a 
metamorphosis, transforming from an old woman to a younger one. And with Joan of 
Arc in Vessel: an opera epic (1971), she also chose a woman—indeed, a female icon—
as a protagonist. Still, we should not forget to mention that Monk has never seen 
herself as an artist who wanted to act solely in an explicitly political or feminist way, 
but rather has emphasized universal principles of inclusion and commonality. It is, 
however, worth mentioning that Monk’s arrival in Downtown New York as a young 
woman set her at odds to an art world profoundly shaped by the abstract 
expressionism of the 1950s and the burgeoning pop art and conceptual art of the 
1960s, both movements strongly influenced by central male figures, even if not wholly 
heteronormative. She describes her manner of working generally as a response to the 
reality surrounding her, not as an analysis or depiction of reality. Rather, her form of 
resistance can be seen in the fact that she has throughout her life resisted an object-
based and thus marketable way of working and has consistently pursued her own 
path. She is interested in breaking down the boundaries of conventional art categories 
and thereby finding new forms of expression. Monk sees herself as a humanist, driven 
by the idea of opening up a poetic space within us. 
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Archive Dream Room 
 

“To create an art that cleanses the senses, that offers insight, feeling, magic. That 
allows the public to perhaps see familiar things in a new, fresh way—that gives them 
the possibility of feeling more alive.”6—Meredith Monk 

 
The Archive Dream Room consists of reconstructions of architectural elements found 
in the New York loft where Meredith Monk lives and works. Objects from her living 
space and studio lend the visitor intimate insights into her sources of inspiration and 
her creative process. Moreover, a diverse range of materials, including drawings, 
notes, photographs, posters, music, films, objects, and costumes offers a 
kaleidoscopic overview of Monk’s work as well as the extensive artistic network in 
which she operates, a broad network which has also fundamentally changed our 
understanding of art. 

Notebooks, watercolors, drawn sketches of spatial arrangements, and mood 
boards that simultaneously display musical, choreographic, and visual ideas, illustrate 
the creative process of an artist who, throughout her life, has more strongly identified 
with oral traditions than with the written notation of her music. And thus, it follows that 
both her compositional process and her work with her vocal ensemble function 
primarily via singing together in a space. Monk’s approach is holistic and 
multidisciplinary, and she draws inspiration from literature and film as well as 
observations of the everyday. What becomes particularly evident in the overview of 
the different material is her interest in time as a structural and rhythmic element, or 
more precisely, her interest in human, historical, geological, and spiritual time. The 
slowness of her pet box turtle, Neutron, whom she had for over forty years offered as 
much of a creative impulse to her work as the analysis of a film technique, whose quick 
edits and virtuosic interlocking of images, as evinced by the film versions of the 
choreographies and musical compositions Paris (1982) and Turtle Dreams (1983). 
Shoe Timeline (1996/2023) also plays with different perceptions of time: on the one 
hand, individual biographical time, which can be read via the signs of wear on the shoes 
worn for various performances, and on the other hand, a sort of “museum time,” which 
is accentuated by the means of presentation in a display case. 

In its conception, the “Archive Dream Room,” with its intertwining of a multitude 
of objects deriving from different worlds of ideas and thus from the artistic creative 
process as well as the various developmental stages of Monk’s works, is less a static 
archive of documents than it is aimed at making the artist’s life and work tangible in a 
multisensorial fashion. 

 
 
Shrines and Other Offerings 

 
“Art is about giving. Art is a spiritual practice.”7—Meredith Monk 

 
In interviews, Meredith Monk has repeatedly expressed her belief in the healing power 
of art, in its life-affirming, edifying ability, and that art can serve as an antidote in a 
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world saturated with greed, violence, and injustice. A practicing Buddhist, Monk 
describes her more recent multimedia works as “shrines.” Several of them created 
since 1981 are on view in the exhibition section Shrines and Other Offerings. 

The immersive environments are designed to facilitate an intimate and 
meditative encounter with Monk’s vision of life’s cyclical structure, universal values, 
humanity’s relationship with nature, and a comprehensive planetary consciousness. 
The rotational and spiral movements that repeatedly emerge in her work, such as in 
her recent pieces Rotation (2021) and Songs of Ascension (2023), appear as a 
consistent expression of her lifelong spiritual quest to arrive at the connection 
between heaven and earth and to achieve an alternative, “more poetic” reality. Even 
though her works are dedicated to holistic and spiritual thinking, they quite precisely, 
rigorously, and at times almost prophetically reflect current topics of great social 
relevance, be they illness and death, confronting fascism, or advocating a more 
respectful approach to nature and its cycles. 

 
 
Twinning 
 
It is as unusual as it is fitting that the first ever retrospective presentation of Meredith 
Monk’s art in Europe—as well as the first comprehensive exhibition of her work since 
the highly influential show Art Performs Life: Merce Cunningham/Meredith Monk/Bill T. 
Jones of 1998 at the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, Minnesota—is on view 
simultaneously in two cities, in Amsterdam and in Munich. The exhibition venues could 
not be more different. In Amsterdam, the exhibition takes place at the Oude Kerk, a 
church first founded in around 1250, which is considered the city’s oldest surviving 
building and is famous for its organ and extraordinary acoustics. In Munich, by 
contrast, the exhibition is being presented at Haus der Kunst, which inhabits the 
monumental neoclassical structure built at the instigation of Adolf Hitler following 
designs by Paul Ludwig Troost and opened in 1937 with an aim at underscoring the 
National Socialists’ narrative of superiority, also in terms of cultural policies. On a 
purely metalevel, the two concurrent exhibitions highlight important aspects of Monk’s 
working method. They stress the site-specific practice that the artist has pursued 
since the outset of her career in the 1960s. Even then, Monk demonstrated her ability 
to experiment with the effect of her work in different locations and at different points 
in time, opening up a new relationship between the site of performance and the 
audience. She did this with the performance Juice, a piece that was presented at three 
different venues and featured a large ensemble, and also with Needle-Brain Lloyd and 
the Systems Kid (1970) and Vessel. Her concepts took into account the dimension of 
memory, different physical proportions, the experience of proximity versus distance, 
and the mobility of the audience. Similarly, the simultaneity of the two exhibitions in 
Munich and Amsterdam also raises the question regarding the significance and 
centrality of the Original. Since Monk’s installations are mostly derived with the logic 
of performance and theater, it made sense to remain true to that logic, producing the 
majority of the works anew and adapting them to the particular conditions of each 
location. This decision made it possible to respond to the space and to analyze the 
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elements from the “world of objects” used for the installations in terms of their 
essence and expressiveness, making them legible for each particular site. 

The twin exhibitions also trace the elements of similarity and difference in 
Monk’s work. They reflect one another, rub against each other, become one, and are 
thereby an “archetype for closeness” and also an “archetype for difference,” as Hilton 
Als has defined the trope of “twinning.”8 The constellation raises one question in 
particular, namely, whether the presentations at the two venues each develop different 
meanings. If we regard each of the two Calling exhibitions as an echo of the other, we 
see that they highlight and sound out different facets of the artist’s work and 
personality, characterized by astuteness, humor, spirituality, and incorruptibility. The 
film Hand Mandala (2018), for instance, exudes a hypnotic effect in the setting of the 
church interior of the Oude Kerk. As in a vision, the movements of the hands on the 
huge LED screen meld with the idea of a light-bringing rose window. Presented in the 
stairwell of Haus der Kunst on a much smaller scale and in interplay with other silent 
videos by Monk, the piece lends insight into the visual instrumentaria that have been 
decisive for the artist since her beginnings and which we encounter time and again: 
the gestures of hands, the slowing zooming in on human faces, the graphic 
representation of human bodies as silhouettes. 

Similarly, the presentation of Rotation in the Oude Kerk, on a large LED screen 
set against the backdrop of the church architecture, uplifts us by highlighting the film’s 
imagery like paper cuttings rotating around themselves. The spiral staircase behind it 
appears like an echo that speaks of the human striving for spirituality. In the spaces of 
Haus der Kunst, on the other hand, the cyclical experience takes place in a specially 
built circular room. Forming the final chord of the exhibition, so to speak, the 
installation invites visitors to block out the exterior space completely and devote 
themselves entirely to the images and music. The architecture of the Oude Kerk does 
not prescribe any particular direction for making one’s way through the space. There, 
visitors are instead encouraged to meander, letting themselves be drawn and moved 
by Monk’s voice and her images, to revel in them in the best sense, whereas in the 
linear architecture of Haus der Kunst they wander through the artist’s work in the 
manner of a chronologically arranged choreography. 

The basic intentions of the two different buildings—one designed to facilitate a 
spiritual experience, the other, as a museum, whose architecture is geared toward 
mediation and education, which at best also allows visitors to maintain a critical 
distance—remain formative for the encounter with Monk’s work, as well. The spatial 
conditions thus inevitably draw attention to different aspects of the artist’s works. 

In their conception and spatial realization, both exhibitions are similar to 
individual living bodies that establish a pulsing rhythm comparable to the contractions 
of a chest that stretches and expands as one breathes. Viewed together, however, 
they show the visitor above all the multifaceted nature of the artist, who, with her voice, 
elements of everyday life, and intricately woven structures, succeeds in articulating 
universal human truths beyond words. 

In the intertwining of two voices that become one, Meredith Monk has proven 
herself to be a master. 

 



 

 
8 

Essay by Anna Schneider 
 
1 Meredith Monk in conversation with Mark “Frosty” McNeill, Fireside Chat, Red Bull Radio, 2019. 
2 Meredith Monk, “Of Volcanos and Vocal Archaeology: A Conversation with the Composer,” edited interview by 

David Gere, June 19, 1996, liner note for Meredith Monk, Volcano Songs, 1997, reprinted in Meredith Monk: the 

Recordings, ECM New Series, 2022, 13 compact discs. 

3 Marie-Anne Kohl, Vokale Performancekunst als feministische Praxis: Meredith Monk und das künstlerische 

Kräftefeld in Downtown New York, 1964–1979 (Bielefeld: transcript Verlag, 2015), 16. 
4 Jan Greenwald, “An Interview with Meredith Monk,” February 28, 1981, EAR Magazine April/May 1981, 5. 
5 Meredith Monk, “Wearing Three Hats: Process Notes from a Polymath,” in Envisioning Dance on Film and Video, 

ed. Judy Mitoma (London: Taylor & Francis, 2003), 90. 

6 Meredith Monk, “Mission Statement, 1983, revised 1996,” reprinted in Meredith Monk, ed. Deborah Jowitt 

(Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1997), 17. 

7 Meredith Monk in conversation with Mark “Frosty” McNeill. 

8 Hilton Als, White Girls (San Francisco: McSweeney’s, 2013), 29. 

 

 

 
 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/noi3iabt655fwrv/07_Red%20Bull%20Radio_Fireside%20Chat_Mark%20frosty%20McNeil%20and%20MM%20in%20conversation_4.11.19.mp3?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/noi3iabt655fwrv/07_Red%20Bull%20Radio_Fireside%20Chat_Mark%20frosty%20McNeil%20and%20MM%20in%20conversation_4.11.19.mp3?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/noi3iabt655fwrv/07_Red%20Bull%20Radio_Fireside%20Chat_Mark%20frosty%20McNeil%20and%20MM%20in%20conversation_4.11.19.mp3?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/noi3iabt655fwrv/07_Red%20Bull%20Radio_Fireside%20Chat_Mark%20frosty%20McNeil%20and%20MM%20in%20conversation_4.11.19.mp3?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/noi3iabt655fwrv/07_Red%20Bull%20Radio_Fireside%20Chat_Mark%20frosty%20McNeil%20and%20MM%20in%20conversation_4.11.19.mp3?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/noi3iabt655fwrv/07_Red%20Bull%20Radio_Fireside%20Chat_Mark%20frosty%20McNeil%20and%20MM%20in%20conversation_4.11.19.mp3?dl=0

