
Growth, decay, metamorphosis 

When art locates meaning in change 

 

Perhaps there are instances in which the most effective way to express meaning 

through art is by revealing how a work changes over time. In his 1987 piece Untitled (Perfect 

Lovers), American visual artist Félix González-Torres placed two analogue clocks side by 

side in perfect synchronicity, but reminded the viewer that these clocks will inevitably fall 

out of sync. Batteries will drain, mechanisms will falter – change will inescapably occur until 

one clock ultimately outlasts the other. González-Torres outlived his partner by six years, his 

partner of whom was one of many victims of the AIDS pandemic that tore through the world, 

particularly through queer communities. Perfect Lovers is a heartbreaking reminder of a fact 

– time progresses relentlessly, blithe to any individual human concern, and heralds change 

along with it. Many artists have captured this concept with a laser precision, continuing to 

remind us that time can be harnessed as an incredibly powerful semantic aspect to art, and 

can express to us feelings of change, decay, disintegration and growth (amongst many other 

sentiments and narratives).  

Levinson & Alperson (2015) ponder the notion of “temporal art”, of art that is 

experienced intrinsically through time. Naturally, the first modes that spring to mind are 

music, film, dance and perhaps even literature – all of which reveal meaning throughout the 

time span in which the viewer or audience experiences it. They note several criteria that must 

be met for an artform to be classified as temporal: “objects of the art form require time for 

their proper aesthetic appreciation or comprehension”, and “objects of the art form consist of 

elements or parts arranged in a linear order, with definite direction from first to last”, to name 

a few (pp. 3 – 4). This all may seem obvious, but there are instances in which artists extend 

the notion of temporality in art – resisting the sedimentation of their medium; creating music 

that is not only experienced over time, but actually transforms and changes over time too. 

*** 

Joanna Newsom is a folk songwriter and multi-instrumentalist, particularly virtuosic 

with the harp, who is no stranger to reckoning with the amorphous and unwieldy nature of 

time. In fact, it is the focal point of her 2015 album, Divers. Playing with a cyclical album 

structure, constructing disjointed narratives of time travel that pepper the album, even playing 

her own voice backwards – Newsom works to challenge the notion of time as constant, time 

as linear, and time as knowable. With this ontological fascination, too, comes an intimate 

understanding that her own work can itself morph and change with time, to reflect her own 

personal experiences of growth and recovery. 

In a clanging, desperate Peach, Plum, Pear, from her debut album The Milk Eyed 

Mender (2004), Newsom laments “I am blue, and unwell”, intimating her insecurity, her 
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difficulty with being vulnerable to others, and her changing feelings towards those close to 

her. Set to an unrelenting harpsicord, Newsom struggles to contain the brimming 

instrumentation and the commanding tempo – one can viscerally feel her exhaustion and 

hopelessness throughout the track. Peach, Plum, Pear is, however, sixteen years old now, and 

Newsom has undergone a great deal of maturation and growth throughout the years. Now, 

whenever she performs this song (undeniably one of her most seminal) live in concert, she 

explains “I was blue, and unwell.” Suddenly, the song is no longer about a young wistful 

Newsom in the throes of a personal crisis, it becomes a memory of how she once felt. It 

becomes an indicator of how she has recovered since this song was recorded. Peach, Plum, 

Pear comes to embody a musical Bildungsroman. 

Newsom’s work is undeniably temporal, in that it is music, but her art seems to take 

on a new form of temporality through the changing lyrics – Levinson & Alperson (2015, p. 4) 

speak of temporal art reflecting a linear order from first to last, and Newsom extends this to 

an epochal timeframe. Peach, Plum, Pear becomes an artwork, sixteen years long, reflecting 

a narrative of recovery and maturity; one which could not have been expressed any more 

precisely than through her inclination for lyrical transformation.  

*** 

Feminist and theatrical theorist Peggy Phelan (1993) asserts that, in live performance, 

every instance of a work being performed constitutes a unique performance with a unique 

meaning in itself. Artists do not perform the same work with each iteration of a performance 

– performance is a transient practice that intrinsically cannot be repeated. Each repetition of 

the work “marks itself as different” (p. 146) – no two nights of a show will ever be identical, 

no two nights of a concert will ever sound the same. This is because it is not machines nor 

robots performing, but humans. Performance is not mechanically executed, but intimated and 

expressed. In any regard, even if two instances of a performance were exactly the same, how 

could one ever tell, if it is over as soon as it occurs? Live performance is therefore ephemeral 

by nature, with art and meaning constantly unfolding only to then disappear before an 

audience’s eyes. Performance is fundamentally situated “at the vanishing point” (Blau 1982, 

p. 28). A performance piece cannot be conceptualised with clear lines and contours, nor 

essentialised as any one instance of its realisation. It is markedly more amorphous than – its 

lines are wobbling, flickering and changing each time it is viewed. In essence the art, and its 

meaning, does not exist outside each unique instance of its performance. 

This ephemerality should not, however, be seen as an inherent flaw to the craft of live 

performance, suggests Matthew Reason (2006), but should be celebrated as a foundational 

element to the field. He describes it as a “motivating and inspirational virtue”– impermanence 

is what provides live performance with its inexplicable magic, just as growth and decay is 

what guarantees beauty from flowers (2006, pp. 9 – 10). In fact, Reason (2006, p. 10) asserts 

that “the greater the transience the more valuable experience” – if an experience is so fleeting 



that it can never again be recaptured exactly as it was, it holds a monumental value. It is an 

experience shared between the performers and the audience that could never be articulated 

nor reproduced outside of the intimate and hopelessly fleeting space in which it was 

performed. Perhaps this is somewhat akin to the cosmic serendipity one feels upon witnessing 

a shooting star.  

Arguably, however, the ephemeral experience of art may extend beyond the medium 

of performance if temporality is an element foregrounded through the artist’s intent. Every 

person viewing González-Torres’ Perfect Lovers will witness the two clocks at a different 

point in time, and at a different point of asynchronism. Each viewer is imbued with a unique 

impression of what is being expressed. Live audiences listening to Joanna Newsom will 

connect to her lyricism differently depending on whether she has since made the change to 

framing her melancholy as in the past tense. This is the nature of temporal art – it is 

experienced at a different point in time by everyone, and therefore expresses different 

semantic value, carrying different emotional weight.  

*** 

Perhaps, however, we are forgetting something – live performance can be captured 

and documented through film, recording and photography. What was once forever lost after 

fleetingly dangling over the precipice of the “vanishing point” may now be immortalised, 

thanks to a relentless explosion and sophistication of technology and electronics. If listeners 

cannot make it to a live concert, they may perhaps be able to stream the artist’s recordings; if 

audiences cannot attend a live performance, perhaps they could track down a recorded copy 

or (suggested in a hushed timbre) a bootleg. What was once so fleeting, so ephemeral, can 

now be captured – the “vanishing point” now has a safety net below it. But is it really the 

same? 

If we could simply and exactly substitute the experience that we extract through 

viewing live performance by digital simulation, why have people still bothered paying the 

often exorbitant fees to see live shows and concerts? Though it may be in mortal jeopardy in 

our current historic moment, why didn’t the advent of live performance crumble long ago? 

The answer, assumedly, has already made itself clear. 

One only needs to refer back to Reason’s (2006) explanation that “the greater the 

transience the more valuable experience” to understand why live performance endures – 

audiences are privileged with watching art unfold situationally and spontaneously, sharing the 

experience of its fleeting revelation. Though it may exist as a recording, or as a video, a live 

audience is gifted with watching this creation and destruction occur in real time, and are free 

and well-substantiated to assume that their presence has an impact in how this is uniquely 

realised. Swarbrick et al. (2019) articulate this distinction between live and recorded music, 

explaining that through live performance 



… people like the feeling of being connected to the performers, by being in the same 

physical space together, with the potential for performers to directly engage the audience, 

and by experiencing a unique live performance as it unfolds over time. (2019, p. 2) 

In comparison, recordings run the risk of stagnation – a listener may become habituated or 

accustomed to hearing an exact replica continuously. They are no longer actively 

experiencing this spontaneous, ephemeral creation of art – they are no longer staring down the 

abyss of the “vanishing point”. As user ricochet biscuit concisely articulated in a thread on 

Ask Metafilter, “This is the nature of recorded music – I have been in bands where songs have 

mutated constantly until they are recorded, at which time they become static.”   

Songwriters such as Joanna Newsom thus actively resist their music becoming static 

by continuing to perform live, and continuing to change their lyrics, therefore affecting their 

meaning and descriptive value. Though one needn’t dwell too much on Kanye West as an 

example, his description of his 2016 album The Life of Pablo as a “living, breathing, changing 

creative expression” again reflects an active resistance of the stagnation and sedimentation of 

recorded music (Bowler 2020). West was quick to stress that the release of the album did not 

necessarily denote its completion, and that he would continue to tinker with production, 

change lyrics or add songs at his own discretion. Creators such as Newsom and West 

therefore reflect an artistic prioritisation of spontaneity, dynamism and change, seeming to 

understand that recorded music cannot offer a directly comparable experience to live 

performance. They therefore work to maintain this ephemerality in different ways.  

*** 

Techniques of recording and digital transfer may, however, also be used not simply to 

capture an incomplete snapshot of a live performance, but as a practice to depict change and 

decay as a process in itself. This may seem to run counterintuitive to all previous claims, but it 

is important to understand that the music industry is fragmenting, burgeoning and splintering 

– recording is no longer only a practice of creating facsimiles that arguably fail to emulate the 

experience of live performance (McGuire 2014). 

In 2002, avant-garde composer William Basinski released a series of albums titled The 

Disintegration Loops. These projects emerged through circumstance – Basinski set out to 

digitise several physical reels of tape, but observed that as the reels were being recorded, they 

began to disintegrate and decay within the machinery. According to Kemper (2019), 

This caused the music to audibly deteriorate in front of Basinski; as the metal slowly 

crumbled away, the sound quality of the loops decreased and the music became 

progressively more muddled and opaque. 

What resulted was an eerie loop of an ambient soundscape that, over time, depreciates into 

aural obscurity. What originally seems to be “an infinite loop” (Jones 2014), eventually 

deteriorates and decays as time inevitably passes. 
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As the legend goes, Basinski completed this recording project on the day of the 

September 11 attacks, sitting on his balcony in New York, witnessing the chaos and 

destruction to the soundtrack of depreciating tapes. The project as such came to take on a 

more layered meaning, with Kemper (2019), noting the “audible process of decay”, 

explaining that the piece has come “to document the intimate relation between time, desire, 

and finitude” – an ode to inevitable change and destruction. 

Basinski has employed audio recording for a purpose other than duplication and 

recapturing the experience of live performance – he exploits mechanical machinery to 

construct a narrative. He evokes feelings of loss, change and acceptance through an intimate 

understanding of the effect of time on material objects. Returning to Levinson & Alperson’s 

(2015) criteria of “temporal art”, The Disintegration Loops are an inextricably temporal 

experience, requiring a listener to engage in a durational experience to extract meaning from 

the work, and to appreciate the emotional and historical weight of this project. By the end of 

the experience, the listener realises they have been thrust over the edge of the “vanishing 

point”, and the music intended to be digitised has been lost.  

*** 

One is not necessarily expected to be comforted by the knowledge that with time 

brings inevitable change. Change is an overflowing and incomprehensively diverse process 

that might entail growth, death, metamorphosis or loss. As Joanna Newsom so heart-

piercingly states in her 2010 song, Good Intentions Paving Company, “… no amount of 

talking is going to soften the fall” – we may purport to understand or prepare for what is to 

come, but we cannot truly appreciate its gravity until we are in its throes. Perhaps that is what 

temporal art is so adept at expressing – the unduplicable experience of encountering art as an 

ephemeral, embodied phenomenon. To truly understand the intention and the impact of a 

temporal work, perhaps we must be involved in its creation, watch it change and observe 

time’s effect on its realisation.  

Many artists achieve this through diverse methods. Joanna Newsom continues to 

amend her lyrics in her live performances to reflect her personal narratives of growth and 

transformation. Kanye West resists the crystallisation of his music by committing to its 

continual alteration and editing. William Basinski harnesses recording techniques to reflect 

inevitable destruction and decay. All these practices are encapsulated by Phelan’s (1993) 

insistence of performance (or, as we have discovered, other forms of art too) as ephemeral and 

necessarily fleeting, thereby capturing and creating a new experience with each unique 

iteration of its enaction. Whilst performance can be captured and packaged as facsimile 

through documentation such as video or sound recording, consumers will continue to seek out 

genuine and emotionally connected experiences of art, as Swarbrick et al. (2019) contend. 

Whilst in this present moment we may feel somewhat robbed of the opportunity to 

participate in the reciprocal process of live invention and destruction, it is comforting to know 
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that modes of art creation are continuously diversifying and resisting inertia, as so effectively 

demonstrated by Basinski’s avant-garde approach to recording. If we seek it out, we too are 

able to actively observe and participate in our own personal trajectories of growth, maturation 

and change. Whilst this may entail loss and turbulence, as it may for many right now, one can 

never be sure what lyrics to our own lives we may eventually amend, upon looking back at 

our past selves and wondering why we ever thought that nothing would change. The process 

of change is something of which we should never fear to lose. 

Matthew Clancy 

*** 

Hailing from the Western side of the continent around the Boorloo area, Matthew Clancy is an arts 
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