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The (Im)Mobile Trap of the Reflecting Surface
Self-Construction and Image Construction in the Work of Joan Jonas

ANJA ZIMMERMANN

“But all her life the woman is to find the magic of her mir-
ror a tremendous help in her effort to project herself and
then attain self-identification [...]. In woman particularly,
the image is identified with the ego. Handsome appea-
rance in the male suggests transcendence; in the female,
the passivity of immanence; only the second is intended
to arrest the gaze and hence can be captured in the
immobile, reflecting trap.”

5IMONE DE BEAUVOIR, The Second Sex

In the beginning was the mirror. Or, at least, that is how
one could paraphrase Jacques Lacan’s famous essay
“The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the | as
Revealed in Psychoanalytic Experience”, which details
the development of ego consciousness. For the psycho-
analytical idea of the origin of the self begins with the
gaze of the infant into the mirror. Through this gaze, and
through the discovery of his or her mirror image, the child
acquires an imaginary image of the completeness of his
or her physical ego. The metaphor of the mirror is thus
connected with ego development - at least in the psycho-
analytical version of this tale.

Whereas Lacan in this scenario placed the mirror at the
beginning — namely, at the beginning of consciousness of
the 1, which thus proves to be historical cOoNsciousness —
in The Second Sex, a key text of the modern women’s
movement, Simone de Beauvoir wrote of mirrors that
have their effect on woman “all her life”. The Second Sex
was published in 1949, the same year as Lacan’s text on
the mirror stage. But the mirrors Beauvoir wrote about,
which also produce an ego (the “feminine” one), were
considered in the context of the sex of the person looking
into the mirror.

The mirror images that we see thus clearly work in two
ways: they show us, only apparently, who we are,
because this “we" exists only after the gaze in the mirror.
At the same time, the conception of who we are deter-
mines our gaze into the mirror. De Beauvoir and Lacan
thus pointed to two different functions of the mirror. First,
its position at the beginning of the development of the
subject, in which the gaze in the mirror forms the basis of
the later function of the |. Second, the chasm of this func-
tion along the axis of sexual difference, which splits the
mirror into an object that is suited to affirm feminine
immanence (vs. masculine transcendence).

In the aesthetic encounter the mirror marks the question
of the function and process of perception, more specifi-
cally of the positions of the viewer and the presenters and
of the resulting knowledge about the perceived. If one
assumes with the American art historian Amelia Jones that
artistic procedures like performance always imply the
“performing of the subject”’ as well, then this would
seem to be that much more critical in the use of the mir-
ror. For the mirror not only doubles the performance of
the artist's body and that of the viewers, it also presents
within the performance an additional "image” thai
emphasizes its representational character.

Many of Joan Jonas’s works concentrate on the mirror as
a motif and as a theme, from the early Mirror Pieces
(1968-71) to video performances like Organic Honey's
Visual Telepathy (1972). On the one hand, by using a mir-’
ror Jonas builds on particular traditions that characterize
the use of the mirror in media other than performance. On
the other, employing the mirror in performance should be
seen as a break with these traditions. What is interesting,
then, is the extent to which the mirror is able to open up
for discussion questions of the function of representation
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and its connection to the self (of the artist and of the
viewer) that are already inherent in the practice of per-
formance. This question will be explored in the following
text using the paired concepts of reality and representa-
tion, viewer and work, and mirror and self.

Reality and Representation

In one of Jonas's earliest performances, Mirror Piece |
(1969), some fifteen women and two men move in pat-
terns through the room while holding up full-size mirrors in
front of them. During the performance, which followed a
detailed choreography, what the viewers saw reflected
and what they saw “live” was constantly changing. The
mirror images that appear again and again in the perform-
ance recalled that those present were seeing images, that
is, representations. This is significant because the per-
formance, in contrast to classical artistic procedures like
painting, seemed not to represent anything, but rather to
be what it presented. It is easy to forget, therefore, that in
performance too, something is offered up to be seen. In
aesthetic staging, the body should not be equated with
“life” nor does performance offer access to the “gen-
uine” body. Jonas alludes to this set of problems in two
ways. First, the mirror sees to it that a kind of distance is
established for the audience members between them-
selves and what they are seeing and this distance is
explained by the unforeseen confrontation with one's
own mirror image. Second, the introduction of the video
monitor that Jonas used in later performances like
Organic Honey's Visual Telepathy is well suited to rein-
force the distance established by the mirror and to serve
as a constant reminder of the performance’s representa-
tional status. Naturally, this includes the artist as well,
who in the performance became an other — “distinctly
someone else” - or, as Jonas put it, “(t}he video monitor's
screen or the projected image was another mask for the
construction and deconstruction of persona. Here there
was also distance — even in the close-up.”

A photograph of the performance of Mirror Piece | in
Annandale-on-Hudson is particularly revealing in this con-
text (fig. 1) Only with some effort does what we are see-
ing become at all clear: a woman sitting on the grass
holding a full-size mirror below her hips and perpendicular
to her body. This construction multiplies her legs by two,
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llse Bing Selbstportrat mit Leica (1931)

resulting in a strange body that seems to be composed
only of legs and two fragments of arms. The insertion of
the mirror image is not, however, seamless. Around the
mirror there is another, smaller border that, on closer
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observation, reveals where the “real” body ends and its
“image” begins. Interestingly, however, this border is
covered at one point where the real body intersects with
its mirror image. This detail of the image is extremely dis-
orienting, because it makes it impossible to distinguish
between figure and ground - and thus between the real
body and its mirror image. The - real and imaginary -
reflections of the body that are necessary to produce and
maintain identity are implied here in a figurative sense.
However, Mirror Piece makes the identification with the
one mirror image impossible. Thus it is not possible to
predict the sequence of the reflections, but neither do the
details traditionally preferred for self-portraiture result.
Moreover the use of the mirror, in self-portrait for exam-
ple, demands the exclusion of chance that plays a central
role in Mirror Piece: who among those present comes to
be reflected and how be entirely random.

lise Bing's Self-Portrait with Leica (1931) shows how
much minute planning is necessary to create an image or
self-image with the help of mirrors, and also how these
necessary conditions in photography are not visible
(p. 98). Bing took as her theme both the gaze of the pho-
tographer, which is seen twice, and our gaze as viewers
by introducing the mirror into photography. Where the




observer of the photograph would have his or her imagi-
nary place, there is yet a third mirror, this one not visible,
which reflected both Bing and her mirror image so that
she could photograph the latter. Although the mirror had
to be placed, presumably by Bing herself, at precisely the
angle at which this double reflection was possible -
indeed, at which “something was to be seen” at all - this
moment of manipulation is not visible. The mirrors seem
to exist independently of what is mirrored, as its “immo-
bile trap.” In fact, however, they are not immobile at all
but must be moved constantly in order to retain this func-
tion of immobility/incorruptibility. If we now consider
Jonas'’s arrangements of the mirrors, it quickly becomes
clear how Jonas used unplanned and random reflections
to expose the ways in which the mirror functions. The
movement of the mirror, which traditionally represents
merely the preparation for the final mirror image, is freed
of its subsidiary function in the performance: it has
become the true theme.

What the photographs of the performances can only sug-
gest, however, and what distinguishes them fundamen-
tally from the experiences possible while attending the
performances themselves, is the reflection of the audi-
ence members who see themselves now and again in the
mirrors that are carried past. This experience interacts on
two levels with conventional models of representation.
First, it disturbs the relationship between representation
and reality within aesthetic perception. Second, it radical-
izes one feature of the performance method as a whole:
the displacement of the boundary between the viewer
and the work. | would like to explain this first aspect in
more detail before treating the second in the section that
follows.

In the tradition of Western intellectual history there are
signs that the relationship between representation and
reality was conceived in such a way that the highest goal
of art was thought to be the representation of “nature”
(or “reality”) in the way truest to nature, that is, most real-
istic. At the same time, however, this postulate operates
with the idea of a strict separation between the two
domains. Only in this way can one derive pleasure from
blurring that distinction, that is, from producing illusionis-
tic space. The numerous stages through which the debate
on mimesis that have taken place in the twentieth century
- for example, in nonobjective art — can demonstrate the

central role that the imitation of nature has played in aes-
thetics. The most recent debates about representation,
which have proven to be especially fruitful for feminist
approaches, have taken place against this background.
Central to this discussion was the “challenge to the
notion of real basis inherent in the representation and [...]
the insistence that every reality that can be experienced is
already shaped by the representation of reality.”?

It is striking that this critique has often been formulated in
close association with aesthetic positions that artists
themselves have developed. Organic Honey's Visual
Telepathy, too, should be understood as an autonomous
contribution to this debate. Jonas called attention to the
nature of reality as something composed of representa-
tions, that is, to the fact that the model of image/repro-
duction is not able to explain the role that representation
plays in the creation of subjectivity, for example. The inti-
mate intertwining of that which “is” and its representa-
tions thus also makes it impossible, for example, to
understand the body and its movements in space as inde-
pendent of the conditions of its representation. As the
Italian film scholar Teresa de Lauretis has expressed it,
“The body is continually and inevitably caught up in rep-
resentation.”3 At precisely the moment at which the real
body is introduced into the artistic process, the opportu-
nity arises to explore the body’s independence from rep-
resentations of it (and consequently the question of the
subject as well). The arbitrary, uncontrolled reflections of
bodies in a performance like, say, Mirror Piece | creates
“images” of both the bodies of the performers and those
of the viewers. For viewers, this means a parallel experi-
ence of looking at the artist and the “work” of art, on the
one hand, and at themselves, on the other. The introduc-
tion of mirrors thus produces a disturbance of the bound-
aries traditionally drawn between what is done away with
in the work of art and that to which it refers, even ex neg-
ativo.

In the video Vertical Roll (1972) Jonas shows the extent to
which the media of representation themselves function as
mirror, and in this way she extends the questions dis-
cussed above. Vertical Roll exploits at the technical level
a phenomenon that, as a rule, is avoided as a distortion of
the television image: the continual “rolling” of specific
images across the viewing screen. Jonas uses these
rhythmically fragmented images to connect formal prop-
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erties of the medium to the subject matter. For example,
in one sequence she strikes a mirror with a hammer and
thus creates the illusion of a connection between the
repeating sounds and the distortion of the image. Thus
the spheres of the representation and the represented
and of the ordering function of the medium of video can
play here. The sound recorded on the video that lets us
hear “what happened” suddenly seems to influence the
formal sequence of images and thus to some extent
transgresses the limit, medium, and content placed upon
it. The “reality” that seems to be reflected in the record-
ing becomes a structural part of the medium.

What are then the specifics of performance as an artistic
method, in order to reveal the aesthetic and extra-aes-
thetic categories that come into question during a simul-
taneous presentation of bodies, images, texts, and
sounds?

Vision Becomes Visible: Artist — Viewer - Work

In 1967, one year before the first Mirror Pieces, Michael
Fried’s influential article “Art and Objecthood” was pub-
lished.* In it Fried criticized, using the example of minimal-
ism, something that he characterized as the theatricality
of the works of artists like Robert Morris, Sol LeWitt, Carl
Andre, and others. Central to this criticism is the relation-
ship of the viewer to the artwork. In contrast to the ideal,
associated with modernism, of the absence of time and
space, Fried criticized the viewer-specific minimalist art-
works for their dependence on the observer.

Joan Jonas's works and in particular the early Mirror
Pieces can be seen as the beginning of a series of artistic
strategies that with increasing intensity consciously intro-
duce the theatricality that Fried criticized. However, the
concept of theatricality not only draws attention to the

_significance of temporality for the form of the perform-

ance (in contrast to a painting, say, performance has a
specific, usually brief, historical time frame, that is, it
takes place and then it is over) but also alludes specifi-
cally to the relationship between the viewer and the work
of art. The idea of a work of art independent of the viewer
and especially that of the “disinterested” viewer is firmly
rooted in traditional aesthetic discourse. These and other
pairs of opposed terms are based on a series of related
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concepts that are all intertwined. Thus viewer/work, inter-
preter/interpreted, and represented/representation are
all related in the same way. Fried's text is so trenchant
because it makes explicit these binary pairs of concepts
within aesthetic practice. In this conceptual scheme the
position of the viewer is clearly distinguished from the
work: that is, it is seen as essentially passive and thus one
of the key categories of modernist aesthetics. It is thus
revealing that a series of postmodern counterproposals -
theoretical or aesthetic — concentrate on the position of
the viewer and emphasize the process-oriented character
of the relation of viewer and work. Whereas Fried criti-
cizes art that, in his view, abandons the ideal of mod-
ernism because it “includes the beholder,” many of the
body-art artists are consciously deconstructing the myth
of the disinterested viewer. The moment at which the
viewers of a performance become participants in it fun-
damentally changes the parameters of a more tradition-
ally conceived aesthetics of reception that believes that
the work can evoke different reactions but that can
always maintain a clear distinction between the two parts.
The reflections of those present are literally part of the
performance. Thus not only are there various viewers who
can perceive the work in different ways but the work can-
not exist without them, or at least only in a fundamentally
different way.

In the video performance Organic Honey's Visual Tele-
pathy Jonas used various strategies to make these new
parameters clear. It is seemingly paradoxical that in her
video performances Jonas was primarily concerned with
establishing distance. For example, the viewers were
sometimes not in the same room as Jonas, and they
viewed a video monitor with real-time images from the
performance rather than the whole performance directly.
But the distance thus established differs fundamentally
from the sort Fried had in mind. This idea of presence is
connected with the idea that the viewer ultimately plays a
role in the significance, progression, and “meaning” of
the artwork. And in the end one must speak of the work
itself, which is, as we have seen, soO closely connected to
ideas of both artistic subjectivity and the subjectivity of
the viewer. The experiments of artists since the sixties
who, like Jonas, have introduced their own bodies into

their work should be interpreted as undermining this con-
cept of the artwork. The body of the artist takes the place
of the (clearly delimited, self-contained) work. It is argued




Joan Semmel Me Without Mirrors (1994)

that they “appear [...] onstage solely with their bodies,
which they use to occupy the place previously held by the
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work.”5 However, this formulation veils the fact that it is
actually the concept of the work that is under debate. The
point is not that the bodies of the artists take up the posi-
tion that previously belonged to the work. That would
merely mean that the body takes “what was once the
meaning of the work upon itself,”® and that it somehow
does away with categories that were previously associ-

ated with the work.

In Organic Honey's Visual Telepathy Jonas created a kind
of blank space in which is no longer the work but at the
same time is not yet something else that could function as
an alternative to what was. Because the live performance
occurred simultaneously with its own recording and play-
back, Organic Honey made perception its theme: specifi-
cally, the perception of the viewer/participant. For the
viewers, the performance was juxtaposed with the taped
details that were shown simultaneously with the perform-
~ ance. The experiences garnered by means of this parallel
"‘:. vision of reality and representation are characterized not
‘I""‘. only by ﬁﬁé%fmgﬂﬁéﬁb—:@l experiences but
a review of Organic Honey from 1973: “The camera
focuses our attention, allowing us subconsciously to
block out our environment [...].” As a result, the experi-
ence of reality is ultimately suspended in the confronta-
tion between the two visual experiences. The television
image is experienced as “somehow more real than the
original one.” Although it is possible today, as a result of

| ‘ . ‘ v T —
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the widespread dissemination of digital image technol-
ogy, for large numbers of people to see reality and (its)
representation simultaneously, in the early seventies this
was still an entirely new experience for the audience.

For the question under discussion — how the relationship
between the viewers (who have long since ceased to be
just viewers but are rather literally participants) and the
work has changed — we can now provide a preliminary
answer: Jonas took as her theme perception as a process
in which the positions of the work and the viewer also
change. Jonas wrote, “| am my own audience,” and one

can add that the audience members are the work.” The L.

significance of this becomes clear in a sequence from

Organic Honey in which a mirror where the viewers-eould |

see/reflect themselves was carried through the room. The
artist’s self-mirroring and the mirroring of the viewer were
thus placed in direct juxtaposition. This juxtaposition or
connection thét-';éb_ééﬁrr:aa_throughout the course of the
performance functioned as a reminder of the changing
“reflections” between the work of art and the viewer and
of the contingency of both positions. Vision - the gaze -
that constitutes the connection between the viewer and
the performance is the theme: vision becomes visible.

In another context Peggy Phelan has written of the per-
formative quality of all vision.? This formulation also
serves to remind us that vision is not passive absorption
but a process that can neither be concluded nor entirely
succeed. This is because even the direct view of the per-
formance can only be a subjective one because each of
the participants sees, in the strict sense, a different per-
formance. In Organic Honey the viewers — their vision -
become a part of the performance. It is their vision that is
being presented. What once seemed to stand independ-
ent of the viewer as the work’s meaning is now conceived
as a gaze/reflection, that is to say, as performative, i.e.,
as the alternation between seeing and being-seen and
thus between the position of the subject and the object.

Against the backdrop of the discrediting of “theatricality”
as formulated by Fried, Jonas insists that the contingency
of the artistic self be recognized. From a phenomenologi-
cal perspective, we can thus conclude along similar lines:
“Ultimately, the mirror says, Others have an image of me
that | myself can never have; a part of me is, so to speak,
in their hands.”? The important aspect here is the transla-
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tion of this insight into the artistic situation. In this con-
text, “a part of me is in their hands” can only mean that
the artistic process - specifically, performance - is made
visible as the artistic self engaging with an other, with the
public. In the performance, in the presentation of the self,
the positions of two subjects are thus always dependent
on each other. The artist presents her body and thus her
“self” to be seen, and in this way Jonas makes this “offer-
ing up to be seen” a theme as an aesthetic category
within her performance.

Mirror and Self

The mirror is — as was clear from the very beginning - not
only a suitable means to present, in an artistic perform-
ance, the theme of the relationship of reality and repre-
sentation and that of the viewer and the work but also
plays a decisive role in making visible the creation and
maintenance of the self. In Mirror Check the artist stood
naked facing the audience at a distance of several yards.
Using a small hand mirror she systematically inspected
parts of her body. However, the mirror image could only
be seen by her, not by the viewers, who could only see
Jonas's reactions as she looked in the mirror. The contin-
uing, repetitive movements as the mirror and her body
change positions make it obvious that “self-knowledge”
and thus the “self” have a performative character. Just as
de Beauvoir said that the function of a woman’s mirror
has its effect “all her life,” the duration of the perform-
ance enables us to see the gaze in the mirror not as a one-
time glance that is subordinate to reality but as a part of
that reality.

Mirror Check is, however, not simply an illustration of the-
ories of identity in which the mirror occupies a central
place. Rather, the work is interesting precisely because it
must be understood as an aesthetic exploration that
makes this status a theme of the performance and thus
calls attention to itself as a performance. The introduction
of the artist's body turns the gaze of the audience at the
work into a gaze at the artist herself. What is unique about
Mirror Check is that Jonas relates the mirroring of the
gaze and its constitutive role in the formation of identity
to the artistic exploration.
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Consequently, the body of the artist plays a special role.
The theme of the artist’s own body - of the process of
making it visible - is traditionally associated with a partic-
ular genre: the self-portrait. The use of the mirror, either as
an indispensable requisite or as part of the portrayal itself
(for example, in llse Bing's work), is a necessary precon-
dition. In 1974 Joan Semmel painted Me without Mirrors
(p-101). It testifies to the interest in the early seventies,
among women artists in particular, in addressing the tra-
dition of the self-portrait. The depiction of the “female
selt”, which in this particular case is trying to get by with-
out mirrors, alludes to the crossover between the
gaze/vision and the representation of the female body as
a traditional site of artistic and scientific investigation.
This more intensive occupation with the self-portrait as a
genre leads us to the conclusion that the reflection of the
artist is first and foremost that of the male artist. This is
because the self-portrait, too, must be understood as an
expression of traditional images of the artist that are
closely related to concepts of authorship and authority.
These concepts, in turn, are “constituted in being delim-
ited from what is considered masculine,”'® and thus they
are (not) available to the female artist in a different way.

Jonas's interest in the mirror must therefore be contextu-
~alized in several respects. Her works are early examples

of the problematization of the (self-)representation of the
female body, which can be found as a theme in the work
of other women artists. At a very early stage her work
identified paradigmatically thematic areas that continue
to be explored today in the experiments of other artists,
for example, the connection between self-portrait, repre-
sentation of the body, and construction of the “self”. in
Mirror Check the uniform repetition of gazing into the mir-
ror and the systematic mirroring of specific parts of the
body is a process that presents itself as temporally
unique and not a fixed “image” that would provide the
viewer with repeated visual access. Douglas Crimp has
written of Jonas’s works that “both performer and spec-
tator are shown to be decentered, split.”! He speaks of a
crystallization of the self, which cannot be posited as the
origin and vanishing point, neither for artists in general or
the woman artist in particular nor for the work. In Jonas's
works the mirror proves to be a metaphor for a self that is
not reflected in the mirror but is independent of it in a fun-
damental way. The gaze (of artists, of the woman artist)
points to the “deferred action (Nachtraglichkeit) of the




subject within the structure of representation.”?

With impressive rigor Jonas takes as her theme these cir-
cumstances and the sequence of “reflections” that are
the basis of the structures of representation. For exam-
ple, in Organic Honey's Visual Telepathy there is a
sequence in which Jonas's Organic Honey tries to smash
a mirror with a hammer. This attack on her own mirror
image is seen simultaneously on the video monitor that is
part of the performance. The aggression toward the mir-
ror image (her own) should be seen as a depiction of the
“violence of the gaze” with which every viewing subject is
confronted in the field of representation: the gaze of the
Other turns me into an object.

This violent act directed against the mirror image that
Jonas presented in Organic Honey should not, however,
be understood as an attempt at liberation or as a heroic
gesture. Jonas works against such readings by introduc-
ing a parallel video monitor that functions as a live dou-
ble, within the performance space, of the actions of the
performance itself. The monitor/mirror cannot be
destroyed by this attempt to eliminate the mirror image.
That is to say, even this destruction that might otherwise
be misunderstood as “liberation” is itself mediated by the
medium, so it can never “succeed” fully. Jonas describes
her interest in this necessary discrepancy between live
performance and simultaneous representation as follows:
“The audience sees in fact the process of image-making
in a performance simultaneously with a live detail. | was
interested in the discrepancies between the performed
activity and the constant duplicating, changing, and alter-
ing of information in the video. The whole is a sequence
of missing links as each witness experiences a different
series by glancing from monitor to projection to live
action.”

Through the use of the mirror — more precisely, through
the repeated gaze into the mirror in Mirror Check —Jonas,
evokes a topos of representation of the female body,l"\T
which in turn takes as its themes both seeing and offering |
up to be seen. At the same time, she connects her inter-\f
est with these topoi of representation with the related but
hierarchically primary field of self-portraiture — and, as we
have seen, with the mirror as metaphor for visual repre-
sentation as a whole. By interweaving these various
points of reference, her works refuse to be read in a way

that would see them as explanations of specific theories.

At the same time, however, her works also indicate the
theoretical contexts within which they should be seen.
When Jonas in Mirror Check seems to dissect her body
into the reflections of individual aspects, the “irnrr;o%iﬂe,

reflecting trap” has suddenly become mobile againintwo

senses. First, it liberates the static image of the woman
embodying vanity and her gaze into the mirror as mani-
fested in a mimetic depiction, because the viewers now
see a “real” body that is moving in the same space that
they are. Second, it fuses the gaze at the female body
with the gaze of the artist herself; the latter gaze, how-
ever, is indeed a gaze at mirror images. The members of
the audience, however, have no access to the mirror
images that Jonas sees. It is not the reflecting body that
can be seen in an act of being reflected which repeats
itself. There remains a productive dis-illusion which
reveals the illusions that underlie our gazes in the mir-
ror/at ourselves and from which there is no escape.
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