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 P Kingori:	Welcome to After the End from the ETHOX Centre at the University of Oxford funded by the Wellcome Discovery Award Scheme.  I’m Patricia Kingori, Professor of Global Health Ethics at the University of Oxford.  

In this series, we explore endings and their aftermaths - who decides when an ‘end’ has been reached, whether ‘the end’ for one person is the end for everybody, and what happens after these so-called endings?

In this podcast, we hear from performance artist Martin O’Brien from Queen Mary University London on living beyond predicted life expectancy in what he calls ‘zombie time’.  
 
M O’Brien:	I’m a performance artist and senior lecturer in live art at Queen Mary University of London. I make performance work around the politics of illness, death, and dying, and explore ideas of mortality, what it means to be born with a life-shortening disease, and the potentials for living on. 

I was born with cystic fibrosis, and I was diagnosed when I was just a few weeks old, six weeks old. It had, at the time, an extremely short life expectancy. They thought that I might not live into adulthood because I quite ill. The average life expectancy for someone with cystic fibrosis was 30. So, as I was growing up, that really became a kind of defining condition of my childhood, actually, the relationship to mortality and death, and the idea of time being something towards the end, towards death, and death as an ending. So, I became really obsessed with death, with ghosts, with vampires and zombies, and all undead beings. I didn’t articulate this at the time as a kid, but looking back, I really feel as though I was invested in the potential of life after death, of continuation. I became quite religious. I’m no longer religious, but that all became part of the childhood experience of growing up with death as a kind of sidekick. Not in a sort of depressive way either. It was just there, and it was part of being. 

I grew up, not thinking, but knowing, I would die when I was 30. Somehow, I had this feeling in me, that’s when I’ll die. Of course, it was because of all the posters for the charity appeals for the CF Trust, that would say, “These people don’t live beyond 30,” so I had that in me, growing up. As I got to 27, 28, I started to figure, “Oh, actually, I’m really close to the end, but also, I’m probably not going to die when I’m 30.” That became quite clear. I was doing pretty well, so unless something changed dramatically within a couple of years, I wasn’t going to die. 

So, I started to really think about, what does it mean to reach, and surpass the time when you should have died? You almost get this prophecy, from a kid, you’re going to die when you’re 30, and then you reach it, and you surpass it and everything is fine, and you just continue as normal. How do you make sense of that? That’s when I came up with the idea of zombie time, which is a sort of temporal experience of living on when death was supposed to have happened, because you’re alive, but you’re alive at a time when you really shouldn’t be, and you’re carrying death within you in a different way. It changes your relationship to mortality, but it changes your relationship to time, because as a kid, as a teenager, and as a young man, time was about a movement towards 30, which was death. 

And then after it, all of a sudden, time isn’t that anymore. It’s not really towards death for me anymore, it just feels like death is in me. It’s part of me now. I’ve sort of surpassed it. It’s a little tongue-in-cheek, obviously, the idea of the zombie, but I feel like I am living on with, and as death, almost. Both exist in me, and so that’s zombie time. It’s no longer linear straight towards a death point, it’s more complicated, more fluid, more strange, in terms of your temporal experience. 

Cystic fibrosis is a disease of the secretory glands, where the body overproduces mucus, and overproduces salt as well. So, someone with cystic fibrosis would usually die from a buildup of mucus in the lungs that grows a lot of weird bacteria, infections, and that’s usually what kills you. You have to do constant clearing of your airways, because they get clogged with mucus. But research is quite intense into cystic fibrosis, and there’s been a lot of new drugs constantly being made. Very recently, in the last five or six years, a new drug that, in the UK we call Kaftrio – in the US, it’s called Trikafta - it’s a triple therapy drug, and it is revolutionary. That has really transformed people’s lives. Before I started taking this, I would be, throughout this interview, coughing every 20 or 30 seconds. Now, I’m only coughing a few times a day. So, it’s really transformed the everyday experience, and my lung function has gone back up to where it was when I was about 27 or something. I’m 37, so I’m almost 10 years back healthier than I would have been or should have been. 

It’s unclear what Kaftrio is going to do to life expectancy, because it’s only been out for a few years. I’ll be the first older generation of cystic fibrosis people to live with this drug. Who knows what it’s going to do for the young people with cystic fibrosis, though? Because, my lungs are already scarred and deteriorated, so it can’t reverse the effects of that, but it can stabilise us. So, for the young people that are starting to take that now – I think you’ve got to be 12 or 13 before you can take it – for those kids, who knows what it’s going to do to life expectancies of cystic fibrosis? It might make no difference, but it might make a huge difference. We just don’t know. 

I was invited to speak at the After the End event, for the launch of the new project. I already knew Laura Salisbury, who was the principal investigator on another project called Waiting Times, which was exploring ideas of temporality and waiting. I was commissioned to make a piece of performance work as part of that project, and so I was invited to contribute to this After the End symposium, thinking about endings, which really makes sense in relation to my practice as an artist. 

As an artist, I work through different mediums, but I’d say the central element of my practice is performance, live performance that explores, as I said earlier, the politics of death and dying. One of the main formal approaches that I often take is something called durational performance, which is a mode of performance-making that deals with time as a material. It's often process-based, and it can go on for many, many hours, even days, and audiences are invited to come and go. They can stay for 10 seconds. They can stay for the whole duration, and I’ve done performances which have been 30 hours, 24 hours, 10 hours, five hours, two hours. The duration is different for each work. 

Durational performance, it’s about having that invitation for people to be able to come into the work, to engage with it on their own terms for as long as they want, and leave, and the possibility of them coming back, and you just continue regardless of who or how many people are there. You just continue this process across time. That’s always been a really attractive form to me, because dealing with issues of time, of mortality, I’m really interested in the idea of somebody with this shortened life expectancy working in these long, stretched-out durational periods of performance making, framing these sections of life as art, and existing within that, and allowing people to drop in and drop out. 

Each performance I make, often the same materials or the same actions come through for years and years, and then they drift away. So, each one really develops on from the last. Over the last few years, I’ve been working a lot with coffins as a material. I made a performance at the ICA. It’s the Institute of Contemporary Arts in London. It was an eight-day performance, four hours a day, where I was working with nine coffins in the space, moving them, stacking them, creating different actions in and on them. It was a cycle that would begin again each day. 

At the Whitechapel Gallery in London, we did a four-hour, sort of, ceremony, which was framed as a kind of attempt to become immortal. I’ve done research into characters from mythology or from fiction, who were immortal, and how did they become immortal, and I developed actions out of these stories, in attempts to become immortal. Useless attempts to become immortal, because obviously we can’t! But it was about the staging of the attempt to be immortal. 

I think my work does address the taboo of death, and I think, breaks the taboo of death, because as soon as you come into one of my spaces, it’s saturated in death, and it stinks of death. It sounds like death. It looks like death. You’re immersed in death. You can’t help but think about your own mortality, even though the work is dealing with my mortality. It’s a memento mori. You’re going to die, too, not just me. My dying is more visible because of illness, but you’re also dying here in the room with me. We’re actually dying together. 

I’ve never really thought of it as an invitation to think about, or talk about illness and death, but that is a byproduct with the work, because usually when I’ve finished doing a performance, I go to the bar and sit with my friends and have a drink, but always, people come up to me, who’ve seen the performance, and they start to tell their own story.  “I’ve got this illness,” or, “this person died,” or, “I cared for this person as they were dying,” or, “this person is really sick, in my life.” I think, when I first started making work, I used to get a little bit annoyed by that, because doing this sort of work is really exhausting. But I’m starting to realise, actually, that is in the politic of the work, and the work, whether I want it to be or not, is an invitation to speak, and the role of the artist does become this person who has to take on other people’s stories. You’re inviting someone to think about something, so they’re going to come back at you with those thoughts. 

At the workshop, the one talk that really stuck with me, and has haunted me a little bit, was about the immortal jellyfish, by Miranda Lowe, who is from the Natural History Museum. I didn’t know that there was a creature which is immortal. From what she said, it goes through this cycle of transforming, then it keeps living. Immortality is something that I’ve been obsessed with in my work. I really think about the potentials of posthumous art, of art after death, and of turning death into art, thinking about what I want to happen to my body after I die, planning a work, which is a series of scores for corpses, like what to do with a corpse. I’ll have to choose one to do with mine, eventually, including taxidermy, or cryonic preservation, different sorts of processes that could happen to the body after its death. 

But yeah, this has haunted me, the immortal jellyfish, because the ocean has also got quite a big part in my work, images of the ocean, particularly sharks, which have become a big metaphor in my performances. The shark has haunted me since I was a child. I see sharks everywhere. Shark is constantly in my psyche. It’s been an obsession of mine, and it creeps through into my work. Often, when these images come, and I start making things, I don’t necessarily know why, or what they are, but I really think that the shark holds within it something really important to me, because in pop culture, it’s probably the most feared thing in the world. It's associated with death. People call it, “Death with teeth.” So, it holds in the cultural imagination, this idea that it’s a killing machine, that it thrives on death, that it’s just there to kill. So, when the shark is in my work, it’s usually a personification of death, floating through the work. 

But I also think it says something about illness, too, because if you’re in a body of water, there’s always a potential for a shark to be there. They’re not really attracted to attacking humans, but if it wants you, it can just come, and it can take you. Always, for me, it felt like it’s really similar to illness. It’s there. It’s in you, and if it wants me, at some point, it will just take me. 

P Kingori:	That brings us to the end of this podcast.  Thank you for listening.

Next time, I’m with jellyfish fan, Miranda Lowe, theoretical physicist, Felix Flicker, and performance artist and zombie, Martin O’Brien, for a discussion on time, mortality and immortality.  I do hope you will join us.   

I’m Patricia Kingori and you’ve been listening to After the End, brought to you by the ETHOX Centre at the University of Oxford, funded by the Wellcome Discovery Award Scheme.  Please share this episode on and subscribe to the series wherever you get your podcasts.  You can find more information about the After the End project on our website at www.aftertheend.squarespace.com.  
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