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Joan Jonas:
Deconstructing
the Medium

EETR BANS,
DHC/ART SHERES R, AR,
2016

View of “From Away,” DHC/ART
Foundation for Contemporary Art,
Montreal,

2016

Courtesy Gavin Brown's Enterprise
and the artist
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Organic Honey
Performance at Musee Galliera Paris, 1972
Courtesy Gavin Brown’s Enterprise and the artist
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Morris) « FEAAE- TEE (Donald Judd) ME/R-=&EZL (Carl
Andre) BIEGRABI, IFHREENZARYN “SHEEROWRRIE" ,
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HEERE, URWENMSHRENTE RS, TRBIAENZARTE
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Reanimation

Performance at Hangar Bicocca, Milan, 2014
Photo: Moira Ricci

Courtesy Gavin Brown's Enterprise and the artist
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TRESSANTEAFBESZEME, YRHEE-ERJR (Yvonne Rainer) . Ei#hi- 2 (Deborah Hay) . &k -1a5%
il (Steve Paxton) . 4% -76BA (Trisha Brown) MFESRIE-FH#F (Simone Forti) AMEHATFREHEESHAN
ELURRIFMAENERNE, MERBERIET SR WAL #FE. AEZARPOZTMMNENN, XELRRAZERN
BENEEZAREN—E, FTLUBMEIHKEIMAESCER. TR Z AR5 EFEUNEESBUA Z BIRE BN RG]
ZRIEH. MEMEX LR, EMRNBRAFENRAEX —HAFTENMNS RIS - BB (Clement
Greenberg) Bir. IBZAREER “BIMN” ( “TLAEN” WLERMNAER, BMAKIEZRIEREERHEERA
CIERIEBAR . JRIIMISNIR, AMS 2 BAER, WITBANZAEREZIESE, BIEIEMMEL. W FITMETRR,
TRMSERESREDEHAS “UETRABRINBINESR, RERE °, XTI NYIEEEBHEINES.

In 1967, art critic Michael Fried denounces in his
landmark essay “Art and Objecthood” what he views as
the inherent theatricality of minimalist art (exemplified
by works of Robert Morris, Donald Judd, and Carl Andre),
crificizing in particular minimalism’s overdependence on

ol R—sREFENEHD)  (BIE)
2014 E 2015 F, ZHMARE

the viewer’s encounter with an object in a given situation.

They Come fo Us without a Word (production still),
2014-2015

Multimedia installation and performance
Courtesy Gavin Brown's Enterprise and the artist

He also stresses the necessity of an artistic medium to purify
itself by excluding all elements that belong to another
medium, thereby distinguishing itself as unique and
avant-garde. 'More than 20 years later, performance
theorist Peggy Phelan proclaimed that “performance’s only
life is in the present”?, and that the liveness of the event
is the only means of eluding the commercial art market
and fixed narratives. Though the two speak from vastly
different contexts and times, common to their rhetoric
is an ideologically driven understanding of the notion
of 'presence,' as well as a stoic insistence on medium-
specificity, whether as it applies to modernist art or the genre
of performance. Over the course of 50 years, Joan Jonas
has continually demonstrated the critical deconstruction
of mediums to be a productive and generative
practice, whether sculpture, drawing, dance, video, and
performance, by hybridizing and incorporating them into
rich, multi-layered narratives that sought to overturn the rigid
parameters of art.

Bornin New York City in 1936, Jonas studied art
history and sculpture in college, and obtained her MFA
at Columbia University. Her exposure to and involvement

with the performance art scene in downtown New
York proved to be extremely significant. Jonas
herself attributed radical shifts in her practice to
taking workshops and collaborating with the Judson
Dance Group, where Yvonne Rainer, Deborah Hay,
Steve Paxton, Trisha Brown, and Simone Forti were
not only exploring everyday, task-like movements

to break away from traditional narratives in modern
dance, but also embracing the intermingling of
disciplines such as music, theater, dance, visual

arts in fluid and experimental ways. These modes of
working were part of bigger movements in American
art, which could be traced back to the Civil Rights
movement and the feminist movement, that sought
to challenge the modernist paradigm and collapse
the boundary between art and life, aesthetics and
politics. In a sense they were reacting against deep-
seated modernist lineages that define the authentic
experience of viewing art as “instantaneous” and

3R ER, (BRS5TW: R-FHHHE , (EEZAR) , 72-19

1. Fried, Michael. 1969. "Art and objecthood". Minimal Art |
Edited by Gregory Battcock. 116-147.

2.Phelan, Peggy. 2001. Unmarked: the politics of performance.
London: Routledge.

3.Simon, Joan. n.d. "Scenes and variations: an interview with
Joan Jonas". Artin America. 72-79.

4.Borges, Jorge Luis, and Alexander Coleman. 2000. Selected
poems.

“disembodied”, as established by Fried and his mentor Clement
Greenberg. Diametrically opposed to Greenberg’s notion of the
artwork as a franscendent, self-contained entity brought into being
by the male genius, was a turn fowards the body, with an emphasis
on process and materials. For Jonas, performance and movement
allowed her to compile “many different levels of perception, many

layers of illusion, and a story,” ®

something that a discrete object is
not able to do.

Wind (1968), the first film that Jonas made, documents a
performance that took place on the beaches of Long Island, New
York. Figures, often in pairs, move across the snowy landscape
in deliberately stiff, repetitive, and ritualistic ways, precariously
balancing their bodies against one another as their clothes billow
violently in the harsh wind. As the camera zooms out to reveal the
vastness of space, a couple move slowly across, wearing costumes
with small square mirrors sewn on. A central motif that would
reoccur time and again in Jonas's oeuvre, these neatly arranged
mirrors not only recall the formal grid found in Minimalism, but
also function to refract light and symbolically break up space.
Paralleling Jorge Luis Borges’s description of the mirror as “infinite,
elemental fulfillers of a very ancient pact to multiply the world,
asin the act of generation, sleepless and dangerous,” the mirror
as invoked by Jonas symbolizes spatial infinity, distancing, and
absolute fragmentation. An object eliciting both horror and
fascination, it is seen to hold inexplicable spiritual properties.
Employing the mirror as prop, spatial delineator, and framing
device, Jonas had performers carry large, oblong mirrors in front of
a live audience, who would see reflections of themselves and the
surrounding interior space. With the ripples of unease felt by the
audience, the mirror’s narcissistic quality was put into question.
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(XY (1968) RFMETHIENE—TRE,
BERTANKZER LN—RITRAEARKE. R
BENAYRN LN, HEUEE. BEMNRK
MEEE S LB MiINSARILKES
X, FEEAE; MR ARTE AR AE X B
FULERE. |KEMhIE, TR ENTEER
BENANEIEBR, MITNKRLIEEETFS
NHEF. XEEFHIINETRFNIERP
B OER, EATRMUE AR SR E E X XIS
RIS, HEEBRI L, MNRIEBX LITH
T =il RIRH- S BRHERET (Jorge Luis
Borges) 1BEFHA N “HIRRAIMKIEMIRA
BRITE, GHRIEE, HHREENTR, R
mEr” ‘. 52HER, FAFTAETRERTEN
TR, EREFET R, B ATIAN A
TR, BEEEHNR It FTHEIBHETSIEEA,

"EBNAHEESNETELMNAGEREN BRI
PO -FRBAEIRE, 129, 2017 &

View of "What is Found in the Windowless House is True”
Gavin Brown’s Enterprise, New York, 2017
Courtesy Gavin Brown's Enterprise and the artist

What's more, the distancing effect brought by the
mirror serves to highlight the contingency of viewing
and perception: the relationship between subject and
object, audience and performer, is never static or neutral,
but is rather shaped by vantage point and the framing
mechanism. /n Jones Beach Piece (1970), an outdoor
piece, Jonas choreographed the performers to move at
varying distances from the viewer, thereby turning the three-
dimensional landscape into a flattened pictorial plane. As a
result, one’s reception of image and sound was contingent
upon where one was situated. These framing strategies
reveal themselves as acts of representation, as opposed to
something natural; they would take on multiple dimensions
with the addition of electronic apparatuses in Jonas’s work.

If these earlier performances demonstrated Jonas'’s

preoccupation with manipulating external space and

BT

CENERNEMWO RN , 1973 F
ZrEERR, GEEMEEN

179324 %

Right:
Organic Honey's Visual Telepathy, 1973

Black and white video with sound, monitor and projector
17 min 24 sec

Courtesy Gavin Brown's Enterprise and the artist

TEMDREMER, WitREEZEKATHK
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TERE, TRAVEBEMNARPHFAE, &
FHRIB DB

BH—FHRE, RTFHROABERRE TN
ENRANBANL:. ThSEE. URSKEE
ZIEHXBEMRR A BEHSHERIN, MER
MEFEHEILIER, (RETERAER) (1970)
B—REFIMIRHIRG. ZRITAFTNEH,
KRESURNEBEFEE, MME=Z4#H=R
MELZRNFEHENE R Wt—K, ARNER
MEENRAMBBURTHAIANMIE, XFER
REEAGHMMAT IMRN AN, FTEREM
BRBARA; BEFRTEFIRENEM, B
NEEBAMES.

MRGEXERHRNERERBT FTAHETEITF
BISNER= (8], RIEZFHFSTRIRIKRTRH
REXBHR, BAHEEBANSINNERE

4. SURHH- B HT B/RFFETAILD LA F/RE, 2000,

mapping out formal abstractions of the body in relation

to different landscapes, the intfroduction of the closed-
circuit video camera signifies a shift towards revealing
and deconstructing an internalized female psyche. Jonas
has always had an outstanding capacity for translating
literary sources, ritualistic customs, and non-western cultural
tfraditions into an idiosyncratic m lange that challenges the
boundaries of what each artistic medium is able to convey.
In 1970, she traveled to Japan with her then partner, Richard
Serra, and witnessed Noh theater and Kabuki, traditional
forms of drama involving masks, costumes, and stylized
gestures. It is also there that Jonas bought her first Portapak
camera, an apparatus that functioned like a mirror in its
quasi-magical ability to capture light in real-tfime.

The gradual coming-together of Jonas’s multifaceted
role as digital sorceress was most intensely embodied
by Organic Honey'’s Visual Telepathy (1972), in which a
camera, video monitor, and large projection occupied the

(FERE)
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TSR B RENZEOE, TS
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LBHENIEEE Eh (Richard Serra) —i2
AIEEZA, MWETRERRIMNEFLARE, XEBR
FRMBIEA T SMEEMNR, HEESHEE
BRI, FTFRFEERRET 7T HNE—SEF
ERXEBEY “Portapak” , EMBBF—HAE
KBRS TE ST,

TR “MFLR” HLERRMUE
EHRER, HARRENRIEE (ENEREN
AL RERY  (1972) o W& MM
BNABEEZNETRETENFL, HBEMN
BB IRFWIRNE BETMIERNNEER
BENTREE, EMNEREZESMARZEEAN
TMERINER B, EEMILI#HTHRERSE
W EFE, ®ERE. BEL. BERNUEAIT
FEBLEMAMERENBE, MERFEATH
HROAREMITEI A SR RS. thili, 5%
FTNETE CWENY REREEFEE; RIEEXK
REIEMEZREN], HEER LBRATINERNE
BT ERE LNE D, BAEHREANIT
MENBRMANEEHREEENAE, TR
M URIEMA BN ESKE T FEERRK
NP BIBEST.

EEHTIEHT- 2% (Constance DeJong) X#¥
BRITRZA: “ERTEHEE, —EET
BATRTER °, (ENER) BNizomeEn
THNRIMASRIIKE, HERTHIIERY
MR, ‘RIZEHEALMERXMHAAE . 5
TR ERTE U (R @ B AR R I 4T 39 72 AR 8% BR XY
b2, M (BHERE) EFHMIIEKRM.
EREEMLBEEERTE_BHMN TR, 1
IR S A HESRE R B AR
RTEIN. £¥F LHENTERR, “BR
MART EZMSHEXNRIELE. TE. #
BRER, RELE, XMNEEBRALYNE
MERETHIBEBTH. BBENEZ—EM
TEMAEEABERANN R, ARENEK
B, EES5S—NUBEEANLEREETH
R, FEV. WKL, Fhi - BR4% (Laura

center of the space. Selectively transmitting live imagery
of four performers including Jonas herself, the monitor and
the projection enact a radical distancing between the
performers and the audience, as well as an active scaling,
multiplication, fragmentation, and flattening of what was
happening around them. These electronic screens serve
not only as portals through which viewers were given or
refused access to the performance, but also apparatuses
of mediation that in turn shape Jonas’s own inner thoughts
and actions. For example, a number of objects taken from
Jonas’s personal collection were placed in the room; the
performers then passed these objects back and forth,
intensely watching themselves on the monitor as they
traced the props on paper. At a time when television played
an increasingly significant part in structuring people’s
perception of reality, Jonas's slow, deliberate gestures
highlight the technological mediation of the body.

As Constance de Jong describes the performance,
“the camera continuously selects. Through it, everything
becomes an imoge”5: At the heart of Organic Honey is a
preoccupation with female representation, orin Jonas’s
words, “a search for whether there could be such a thing
as female imagery.” In stark contrast to Jonas’s gender—
neutral appearances in previous works, the feathered
headdress, plastic masks, and silky, revealing tunic that
she wore throughout the performance were elements that
constituted the alter ego of Organic Honey. The name
itself was an intricate word: “organic” put into question the
authentic, biologically-determined nature of womanhood,
while “honey” signified the saccharine, therapeutic,
aphrodisiac qualities associated with female identity. On the

(BT , 2007 = 2010 F
R, TE
E 16 BEBUER, NERZ, TR, 2008 F

Reading Dante, 2007-2010

Video and performance

Performance at the 16th Biennale of Sydney
The Cell Black Theatre, Sydney, 2008

Courtesy Gavin Brown’s Enterprise and the artist
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5. RETIEHET-EA, 1972, (R IAAHTEIfRR: BHEER AL
DRELRL) ,  (LBILGIR) , 16 (2):63-65.

6. HI-12/R4ME, 1999, (MRIRBRSHEELR)

7B REE, (RITHET ARSI 1968-1982) , B!
ARFAFEABLRT

5. de Jong, Constance. 1972, "'A Work by Joan Jonas".
Organic Honey's Visual Telepathy". The Drama Review: TDR.
16 (2): 63-65.
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6.Mulvey, Laura. 1999. Visual pleasure and narrative cinema.
7.Crimp, Douglas. 1983. Joan Jonas: scripts and descriptions 1968-
1982. Berkeley: University Art Museumn Berkeley.
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The Juniper Tree, 1976/1994

Installation (24 works on silk, acrylic paint, wooden structure,
sting of 29 wooden balls, ladder, kimono, mirror, glass jars, 78
sides, box and other materials)

Installation view at “Inferno Paradise/The Juniper Tree”
Wilkinson Gallery, London, 2008

Photo: Peter White

©2017 Joan Jonas: Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York:
DACS, London
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surface, such stereotypical depictions of an exotic femme
fatale, along with Jonas’s distinctly self-absorbed, erotic
poses seems to reify Jonas as the subject of the male gaze.
Towards the end of the performance, she even rolls around
the floor with another masked female former, kissing and
embracing each other. In her seminal essay “Visual Pleasure
and Narrative Cinema,” Laura Mulvey uses psychoanalysis
to map out how mainstream cinema turns the woman on
screen into an object of scopophilia, voyeurism, as well

as a site of immense anxiety, while suggesting ways of
breaking down oppressive mechanisms that perpetuate
filmic pleasure.® Seen through this lens, Jonas’s multi-layered
video performances—in which she understands video as
filmm—disrupt the smooth illusion of realissn and seamless
representation of femininity. Not only is the technical
apparatus used to record the event made overtly visible
and intrusive, the act of spectatorship, mediated through
fragmentation, repetition, and dis-recognition, is made

a subject of scrutiny. To use critic Douglas Crimp’s words,
Jonas’s oeuvre is informed by a “single paradigmatic
strategy that is de-synchronization.”’

Lle

Vertical Roll (1972), a video that came out of the
Organic Honey performances, further exemplifies such
de-synchronizing and deconstructive impulses. Using a
common television malfunction as a destabilizing format,
Jonas offers close-up, defamiliarizing views of her body in
states of dress and undress, including her torso in a belly
dancer’s costume. As each frame rolls down rapidly like
slides in an old-style projector, one is frustrated by the
utter failure to pin down a fixed image, particularly the
horizontal black bar at the bottom of each frame that
serves as a reminder of the constructed nature of the
medium. Furthermore, the sharp, non-diegetic soundtrack
of a spoon tapping against a surface—inspired by Noh
theater’s usage of wooden blocks clapping fogether—that
accompanies the video’s visual rhythm further establishes
a sense of physical and psychical disjuncture. Such an
unsettling theatrical effect is successfully created by means
of accentuating the materiality of the medium—video as a
medium is deconstructed.
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8.Doane, Mary Ann. 1991. Femmes fatales: feminism, film theory,
psychoanalysis. New York: Routledge.
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UL ZAEYIE, 2007 F

Lines in the Sand, 2002

Video (Lines in the Sand: color, sound,

47 min 45 sec), projection, blackboard,
wooden structure, paint, video (Pillow Talk:
color, sound), monitor with performance
video, green wooden couch, sand, relief
box, plaster, photographs and paintings
Dimensions variable

Installation view at “Stream or River, Flight or
Pattern”

MACBA, Barcelona, 2007

Photo by Juan Andres Pegoraro

© 2017 Joan Jonas: Artists Rights Society
(ARS), New York: DACS, London
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Reanimation

Performance at Hangar Bicocca, Milan, 2014
Photo: Moira Ricci

Courtesy Gavin Brown's Enterprise and the artist

elLe

Theorist Mary Ann Doane’s wrifing is often invoked in conjunction with Jonas’s performances, particularly
in the context of how masquerade strategically subverts the category of female identity: "The masquerade,
in flaunting femininity, holds it at a distance. Womanliness is a mask that can be worn or removed (...) as
a decorative layer that conceals a non-identity.”® These symbolic acts of masking and unmasking can be
best illustrated by the following: during in Visual Telepathy, Jonas puts all the masks on, only to take them
on one by one, ultimately revealing a bland, unaffected face. The ability to conceal and reveal is precisely
the reason why Jonas was so fascinated by ritualistic dances: the performers’ ability to transform is made
possible by the mask, which both conceals the wearer’s true self, and invites the “other”, that is deities of
otherworldly realms, to take over the activated body, serving as a porous "“membrane” conjoining the outer
world and the dancer’s internal psyche. This double bind of *wearing” and “removing” not only situates
womanliness within the realm of representation, but also resurrects women’s marginalized roles in history,
whether healers, witches, storytellers, showing them to be firmly embedded in our collective consciousness.
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Mirroring the pairing of wearing and removing
is Jonas’s parallel practice of drawing and erasing.
Drawing, decoupled from its traditional art historical
origins as “fixing the shadow” and representing
reality, is understood through the tribal rituals of New
Guinea and Haiti, as dialectical acts that complete
the circle of life and death, or performative acts
that conjure spirits. In fact, Jonas was inspired by
Maya Deren’s documentary on Vodoun rituals and
sand drawing, the cyclical nature of which directly
echoes Nietzsche’s esoteric idea of the eternal return.
In Mirage, which was performed at Anthology Film
Archivesin 1976, layers of screens and props comprise
the theatrical installation, including a projection of

found and edited footage, a TV monitor placed on

its side, a blackboard, as well as interactive sculptural
elements. While Jonas makes what she calls “endless
drawings” on the blackboard, the projection shows
pre-recorded sequence of drawings being made.

By erasing parts of her sketches, the sun, an emblem
of masculine energy, is tfransfigured into a moon,

a symbol for feminine intensity. Moreover, drawing
becomes a sculptural marking of territory and a
plotting of movement. Having quickly drawn a grid on
stage, Jonas engages in a frenzied stomping motion,
which is a meditative practice she picked up from
tfraveling in India. These physical acts imbued with
memory all work together towards a climactic point of
eruption, paralleling the eruption of the volcano in the
projection.

Reading Dante, 2007-2010

Video and performance

Performance at MACBA, Barcelona, 2007
Photo by Jaunchi Pegoraro

Courtesy Gavin Brown's Enterprise and the artist

From the late 1970s onwards, a distinct shift occurred in Jonas’s mode of working: while
the focus on female archetypes remained the same, the closed-circuit, self-reflexive space
of video and performance was replaced by a research-based practice that explores the
origins and development of a story, often translating mythical and textual narrative into
hybrid landscapes of movement, sound, image, and time. These complex projects often
involved the artist travelling to different places, researching the folklore of each locale,
and excavating long-forgotten memories. From the good mother and evil stepmotherin
The Juniper Tree (1976, played by Jonas herself), to the teller of cryptic dreams in Volcano
Saga (1985, played by actress Tilda Swinton), the female protagonists in these works
function as ambiguous metaphors that link ritual, history, and myths into an infinite and
fragmented string of events. In fairy tales and myths, women are often depicted as evil or
awe-inspiring because they had no real power in the world. As such, their roles became
perverted as inverse representations of reality. It is perhaps not a surprise that the word
“medium,” in addition to its common definition as a means of creating art, also signifies the
human intermediary through which visions and impressions are conveyed. Through Jonas’s
retranslations of buried, age-old tales, we can begin to understand the ways in which live
“mediums,” such as witches, voodoo conjurers, fortune tellers have always been historically
gendered as female, simultaneously inspiring awe, terror, and fascination.

At one point in Reading Dante (2008), Jonas layers her own live action of drawing
with chalk onto a earlier video of her dancing in the empty streets of Manhattan in 1976,
creating a ghostly juxtaposition that refers to the inevitable passage of time. Or, in Variations
on a Scene (1990), a site-specific performance that took place by the Hudson River,
the choreography of performers arriving from afar, clapping wooden blocks over their
heads, is distinctly reminiscent of the earlier Jones Beach project, whereas the bejeweled
costume directly quotes from Wind. As such, the boundaries between individual works
are blurred. Functioning as an extensive archive that could be constantly reappropriated
and reconfigured, each project falls into her development of a visual, theatrical, and
deconstructive meta-language. Even from earlier on, Jonas’s videos pieces have always
occupied an ambiguous space between independent arfworks and documentation. A pre-
recorded video might become a part of the performance, or a performance might find
its way into a video that would be live-projected. Past and present intermingle, disrupting
the linearity of time and memory. Jonas’s fluid hybridization and juxtaposition of these
mediums provides an alternative answer to the ontology of presence, countering the notion
that documentation and mediation necessarily reifies the original performance. As a self-
proclaimed “sorceress” of digital, physical, and symbolic spaces, perhaps Jonas can truly
be seen as a "medium” in herself, projecting forth her generous mytho-poetic vision that

prompts us to look deep within ourselves.
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