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Joan Jonas: Five Works

December 14, 2003 - March 14, 2004
Queens Museum of Art
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1. Wind (1988)

2. Lines in the Sand (2002)

Lines in the Sand is based on the epic poem Helen in Egypt written by H. D. (Hilda Doolittle) in 1961. The original
myth, as recounted in the /liad, tells of the seduction and abduction of Helen to Troy. H. D. quotes other classical
sources that suggest Helen remained in Egypt and never set foot in Troy. The myth of Helen as the cause of the Trojan
War is a phantasm; the Greeks and Trojans fought for an illusion. Trade and access to the Black Sea has been
proposed as a more likely cause, but the true reason for the Trojan War is lost. Interestingly, for centuries the accepted
myth - a war fought over a woman - was preferred to a lesser-known, but more subtle and abstract version of
absence. In this alternate version it is Helen who constantly questions the reality of her own myth. Egypt, like Helen,

is represented by a real and a fake. The fake is Las Vegas and its new casino Luxor. The real exists in the photographs
of Egypt taken by my grandmother, Florence Dimond d'Olier in 1910.

The installation resembles a stage-set. It includes a double video projection representing elements of the central
narrative together with multiple chalk drawings of the Sphinx, the pyramids, and endless spirals on a blackboard.

A video with another short text, Pillow Talk, from the ancient Irish epic The Tain, is a play within the play. A young
Irish king and queen lie in bed discussing who has the most possessions. Their humorous dialogue, akind of trade
war, demonstrates how arguments over possessions begin at home. The couch, possibly Egyptian in style, refers to

Freud's couch, or a coffin. The narrative of Lines in the Sand consists of excerpts from Helen in Egypt intercut with
Tribute fo Freud (1956) in which H. D. describes her analysis with Freud in the 1930s.
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3. Organic Honey's Visual Telepathy (1972)

und myself continually investiga'ting my own image op, i
G Honey's i Ti/el;?aﬂc?i};le!’\s/ofg/ces t?asn'sff%rmed :31/1e into an erotic electro’?lc sedeCtress. I nameq thei;v*'r(:,e 0
monitor. Wearing the ma; c;m ortant underlying theme was to explore the possible exnstenqe of female ima
persona Organic Ho;ei/. onme r?play, and so only women performed in this series. In translat}ng this initig| Xperin
relation to the roles tha v;/]t of the stage as a film set within my loft. | added a table for my objects. O the wall| ta ent
into peﬁormance, I thoilt’g one blue eye and one brown eye, doubled. | alsq u§ed a tall antllque accountant's o Ckeg
a drawing of my dﬁgf‘]"c’)' ding the camera or putting it on a tripod, operated inside the set with me, following & refxe
The camera‘,"’o",1a '-u The video images were shown in two ways: on a small'momtor, and via g large Projection Arseq
movements in close-up. laced a small monitor inside the set for myself. | monitored aj my moves, keepin oo
the wall of the set. | also p ?’% way of relating video to performance was the starting point for all my Subseque ‘“{ye
on the §Cre%n (a,s;/v,o‘:/;?srkgiverg par¥s of the Organic Honey performances were pre-recorded on tape ang also gxizzack
jg?hv;?rlfwvr:' (leworked back and forth between tape and video performance, translating ideas from Performance intoed

tapes and back again.

3. Organic Honey's Vertical Roll (1972)

Vertical Roll was shot in the Ace -Gallery in Los Angeles while | was rehearsing the Organic Honey performance.

Some of the images came from Visua/ Telepathy, others were developed in relation to the structure of the signal
malfunction known as a vertical roll. | re-incorporated these new movements into the Organic Honey performance,
changing the name. Video performance offered the possibility of multiple and simultaneous points of view. Performer
and audience were both inside and outside. Perception was relative. No one had all the information. The audience segs,
in fact, the process of image-making in a performance simultaneously with a live detail. I was interested in the
discrepancies between the performed activity and the constant duplicating, changing and altering of information in

the video. The-whole is a sequence of missing links as each witness experierices a different series by glancing from
monitor to projection to live action. Time and space in these performances was like Borges' Garden of the Forking

- Paths. Here were parallel worlds | could inhabit, simultaneously, different fields of view and different channels.

4. The Juniper Tree (1976)

;hsaf::;r;i?c“f: ? R ceiling, and which finally collapses at the end of the story. | also included a ladder;

through the of (1)0 esentation of a magic tree - ladders to the sky. This structure becomes my sculpture. Color enters

painted on req ;yr{d ashr.fd as blood and as white ag Snow." On the wall behind the set are red and white drawings

Performance. sy thw 'ID e fllk that represent the boy and the girl of the story. These drawings were made during the

B06chratier b wiek Zs were chosen for thg set. In the solo version | play all the different female roles: daughtel',e

drawn on silk’ Th s s.tep mother,_ the main Cha_r acter. Some parts of the story were danced, some spoken, som
- '€ same mirror used in the early mirror works also served as a reflective drawing surface.
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5. My New Theater | (1997)

In 1997 | began My N{aw Theater, a series that satisfied the desire to continue performing in situations which did not
always require a physical presence. | thought of a portable video theater in miniature. To refer to theater but avoid the
usual objects (monitor and projector) as visible furniture, | designed a long narrow box that sloped nine feet from front
to back, a quared'Off cone-shape that sat on saw-horses at eye-level, about five feet. The shape is reminiscent of the
paper cones in Funnel (1974) and the tin cones of Mirage (1976). | also thought of the camera obscura and other early
viewing devices. The cone serves as an instrument to direct sound to the audience, and | whispered, sang, and yelled
into both ends. | also looked through the cone and listened through it. Like the cone, the box is a sodnd de,vice.

The viewer stands quking into what is a small theater. A stage is set up at the large end of the box. Behind the stage is
a screen for back-projection ont.o which a video loop is projected from a small projector hidden in the box. Small props
that refer to the content of the video are located on the stage and the floor in front of it, along with tiny speakers to
amplify the sound. The box also became a speaker for the sound of feet tapping on wooden surfaces, the sound of a

fiddle and a waterfall.

The seven-minute video loop is a poetic documentary about a Cape Breton step dancer. He performs for the camera

in different locations: on a board by a waterfall, on a porch with a fiddler and a piano-player, and in the dance hall. Inter-
cut with this older man is a close-up of the feet of a young girl step-dancing in a more elaborate style. | wanted to record
the dancing of this particular man because his simple casual style from an earlier time, when people danced in kitchens,
is magical but will disappear. | was also inspired by the relation of music and dance to the culture of a rural community
where people grow up playing fiddle in the kitchen. This was also a kind of research, where | compared this older form
to my own context of performance, which is more formal, separated, and pre-planned.

6. Songdelay (1973)
7. Mirage (1976)

8. Waltz (2003)

9. Volcano Saga (1985-1989)

I begin synthesizing the development of female character in Volcano Saga, using the story as a mirror and the volcanic
landscapes as representations of narrative. In Iceland, the psyche is connected to the elements, which, for example,

in my film Wind (1968) becomes character. | chose as my story the thirteenth-century Laxdaela Saga, which tells the
story of a woman who married four times. The book begins with a historical account, tracing the main characters'
ancestry and the history of the settlement of Iceland. The woman, Gudrun, then tells fo_ur dreams to a seer who
interprets them. The second part of the saga involves the actual marriages and the fulfillment of the seer's prophecy.

Icelandic landscapes were captured in video and slides to be incorporated into a solo performance in New York.
The live performance was adapted into a 30 minutes narrative for public television broadcast, with Tilda Swinton

playing Gudrun and Ron Vawter as the seer Gest. Gudrun tells her dreams to Gest as they sit together ip the .hot
springs, a beautiful blue lagoon with wind, mist, and black volcanic rock. The steamy blue gave the relationship of the

characters an erotic cast and a desired level of closeness, as it relates to our own ideas about how and when we tell
our dreams to others, and how they are interpreted.

The slide projection reveals the original performance and includes still shots of the Icelandic landscape, which
represents the narrative setting.




