
	

	

Jessica Krasinski, “Pioneering Performance Artist Joan Jonas Takes Flight,” The Village 
Voice, May 16, 2017  

 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

“I think of myself as a kind of medium for information to pass through,” Joan Jonas once said of herself. 
Since the late 1960s, this pioneer of video and performance art has channeled information and ideas with 
a deep sense of and sensitivity to how they manifest differently between one medium and another, and to 
how space — theatrical, televisual, conceptual — is broken open by the eye of an artist. A show by Jonas 
is always a grand occasion, and her latest, “What Is Found in the Windowless House Is True,” covers three 
ÁRRUV�RI�*%(·V�VSUDZOLQJ�QHZ�JDOOHU\�VSDFH�RQ����WK�6WUHHW��SUHVHQWLQJ�IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH�LQ�WKH�8�6��WZR�RI�
her most recent major installations.

Jonas was born in 1936 and came of artistic age in the late 1960s, when she began to make performances. 
6KH�VWXGLHG�GDQFH�ZLWK�7ULVKD�%URZQ�DQG�SHUIRUPHG�ZLWK�6WHYH�3D[WRQ�DQG�<YRQQH�5DLQHU��7KH�VFXOSWRU�
5LFKDUG�6HUUD��ZLWK�ZKRP�VKH�ZRXOG�FROODERUDWH�RQ�WZR�VKRUW�ÀOPV�LQ�������UHFDOOHG�VHHLQJ�RQH�RI�KHU�
HDUOLHVW�SLHFHV�LQ�KHU�ORIW�LQ�������´7KH�SHUVRQDOLW\�RI�-RDQ�ZDV�ORQJ�JRQH��D�ÀFWLRQ�µ�KH�H[SODLQHG�RI�KHU�
DOWHUHG�SUHVHQFH��´,Q�KHU�SODFH�ZDV�D�PDJLFDO�LQYRFDWLRQ�µ�5LWXDO�DQG�IRON�FXOWXUH�VXIIXVHG�KHU�ZRUN�IURP�WKH�
JHW�JR���$�IDYRULWH�ELRJUDSKLFDO�GHWDLO��+HU�VWHSIDWKHU�ZDV�DQ�DPDWHXU�PDJLFLDQ���,Q�������VKH�LQFRUSRUD-
ted live video into her performances, a new space to generate aura and magic. The black-and-white video 
9HUWLFDO�5ROO��IURP�WKDW�VDPH�\HDU��FRQVLGHUHG�-RQDV·V�ÀUVW�PDVWHUZRUN���PDGH�XVH�RI�D�FRPPRQ�WHOHYLVLRQ�
glitch — the rolling bar — as a frantic frame within which to perform, to present herself. Since then, she has 
created a luminous and trenchant body of work quite unlike any other.

,Q�WKH�ÀUVW�ÁRRU�JDOOHU\��ODLG�DFURVV�ZRRGHQ�WDEOHWRSV��LV�D�VHOHFWLRQ�RI�KHU�SURSV��PDVNV��ZRRGHQ�DQLPDOV��
toy houses, stones, and other objets that may appear and disappear throughout her work. Here, too, is a 
series of body drawings she makes during performances by placing a large piece of handmade paper over 
her torso and tracing it in charcoal. On the opposite wall is a series of sweet, loose-handed watercolors of 
birds, plucked from the past two years of her practice.

8S�D�ÁLJKW�RI�VWDLUV�WKHUH·V�5HDQLPDWLRQ�������������������ZKLFK�WKH�DUWLVW�GHYLVHG�LQ�FROODERUDWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�
0DF$UWKXU�JUDQWZLQQLQJ�FRPSRVHU�DQG�PXVLFLDQ�-DVRQ�0RUDQ��7KH�ZRUN�H[LVWV�DV�ERWK�D�SHUIRUPDQFH�DQG�

.UDVLQVNL��-HVVLFD��´3LRQHHULQJ�3HUIRUPDQFH�$UWLVW�-RDQ�-RQDV�7DNHV�)OLJKWµ��7KH�9LOODJH�9RLFH��0D\�����



	

	

	
	
	
	

DQ�LQVWDOODWLRQ���$�YLGHR�GRFXPHQW�RI�WKH�SHUIRUPDQFH�JHWV�WKH�ÁDWVFUHHQ�DQG�KHDGSKRQHV�WUHDWPHQW�RQ�
RQH�ZDOO��ZKLOH�WKH�LQVWDOODWLRQ�ÀOOV�WKH�URRP�DGMDFHQW�WR�LW���7DNLQJ�ERWK�LQVSLUDWLRQ�DQG�VHJPHQWV�RI�WH[W�
IURP�,FHODQGLF�QRYHOLVW�+DOOGyU�/D[QHVV·V������8QGHU�WKH�*ODFLHU��-RQDV·V�JOLPPHULQJ��PHVPHUL]LQJ��IUDX-
JKW�SLHFH�GHDOV�LQ�SDUW�ZLWK�WKH�XQQDWXUDO�IDWH�RI�QDWXUH�ZKHQ�OHIW�LQ�RXU�KDQGV��,W·V�RQH�RI�-RQDV·V�JUHDWHVW�
achievements.

5HDQLPDWLRQ�LVQ·W�D�WDXW�QDUUDWLYH��LW·V�DQ�XQIROGLQJ��D�UHIUDFWLRQ�RI�PRYLQJ�LPDJHV�DQG�VRXQGV�DFURVV�IRXU�
VFUHHQV�WKDW�IDFH�RQH�DQRWKHU�DW�RII�DQJOHV��OLNH�ZDOOV�RI�D�KRXVH�WKDW·V�EHHQ�EORZQ�RSHQ��5RYLQJ�IRRWDJH�
RI�VQRZ\�PRXQWDLQV��GULYLQJ�WKURXJK�IUR]HQ�WXQQHOV��D�VHDO�KDOI�LPPHUVHG�LQ�ZDWHU��D�JRDW��VZHHW�H\HG�DQG�
FXULRXV��LQ�D�EDUQ��-RQDV·V�VKDGRZ�FDVW�RYHU�WKH�LFH�FRYHUHG�HDUWK��7KHUH�DUH�DOVR�VWDWLF��LQ�VWXGLR�VKRWV��D�
FDPHUD�KXQJ�RYHUKHDG�WR�UHFRUG�KDQGV�PDNLQJ�GUDZLQJV�³�5RUVFKDFK�OLNH�EORWV�³�E\�SXVKLQJ�LFH�FXEHV�
DURXQG�LQ�VPDOO�SXGGOHV�RI�LQN��'R]HQV�RI�FU\VWDOV�KDQJ�IURP�D�NQHH�KLJK�VWHHO�JULG�SODFHG�EHIRUH�RQH�RI�
WKH�SURMHFWRUV��7KH\�FDVW�VKDGRZV�RYHU�WKH�LPDJHV�ZKLOH�DOVR�UHÁHFWLQJ�WKH�OLJKW�DV�SULVPV��2YHU�DOO�WKLV�
DQG�PRUH��ZH�KHDU�WKH�UHVRXQGLQJ�YRLFH�RI�6DPL�\RLN�VLQJHU�QGH�6RPE\��-RQDV·V�VWUDQJH�VRXQG�HIIHFWV��
DQG�0RUDQ·V�JUDFHIXO�\HW�IUHQHWLF�SLDQR��ZKLFK�WRJHWKHU�FDQ�HLWKHU�VRXQG�OLNH�D�VKDPDQLF�KHDOLQJ�ULWXDO�RU�
blare like a warning signal, an urgent siren.

´7LPH�LV�WKH�RQH�WKLQJ�ZH�FDQ�DOO�DJUHH�WR�FDOO�VXSHUQDWXUDO�µ�VD\V�-RQDV��TXRWLQJ�/D[QHVV��,Q�RQH�RI�WKH�
YLGHRV��ZH�ZDWFK�DV�VKH�SDLQWV�D�ÀJXUH�LQ�WKH�VQRZ��7KLV��WRR��VKDOO�PHOW��LW�VHHPV�WR�VD\��5HDQLPDWLRQ�WUD-
ces the traces we leave behind, the marks — whether art or otherwise — that may or may not last into the 
future.

*LYHQ�WKH�DUW�DQG�WKH�DUWLVW·V�SRVLWLRQ�UHJDUGLQJ�WLPH��WKH�H[KLELWLRQ�FDXVHV�DQ�LWFK�DURXQG�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�
SRVWHULW\��SDUWLFXODUO\�ZKHUH�-RQDV·V�SHUIRUPDQFHV�DUH�PDGH�DYDLODEOH�DV�YLGHRV��9LGHR�GRFXPHQWDWLRQ�LV�
XVHIXO�DV�SURRI�DQG�DV�UHIHUHQFH��RI�FRXUVH��EXW�IDU�OHVV�VR�DV�DQ�H[SHULHQFH�³�DV�D�ZRUN�RI�DUW�XQWR�LWVHOI��
The purists among us (and I confess that I teeter into this category) would stump for some breathing room 
EHWZHHQ�WKH�SHUIRUPDQFH�DQG�WKH�LQVWDOODWLRQ��,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��/HW�ZKDW�LV�OLYH�EH�OLYH��KRQRU�WKH�HSKHPH-
UDO�E\�FRQVHQWLQJ�WR�LWV�SRZHU�DV�D�ÁHHWLQJ�SUHVHQFH��DQG�DOORZ�WKH�YLGHR�LQVWDOODWLRQ�WR�WHDVH�RXW�LWV�RZQ�
VHQVDWLRQV�LQ�LWV�DXGLHQFH�DW�LWV�RZQ�VFDOH�DQG�VSHHG��RI�WLPH�ORRSHG��UDWKHU�WKDQ�ORVW��RI�UDWWOLQJ��IXOO�ERG\�
FRQIURQWDWLRQV�ZLWK�LPDJHV�RI�LF\�ODQGVFDSHV��RI�VKLIWLQJ�TXDOLWLHV�RI�OLJKW��RI�-RQDV·V�SHUIRUPDQFH�JHVWXUHV�

7KH�VDPH�PLJKW�EH�VDLG�IRU�WKH�REMHFWV�GLVSOD\HG�RQ�WKH�ÀUVW�ÁRRU��,Q�WKHDWHU��SURSV�MXVW�WDNH�XS�VSDFH�XQWLO�
WKH\·UH�WDNHQ�XS�E\�WKH�SHUIRUPHU��LQ�ZKRVH�KDQGV�WKH\�ÀQG�WKHLU�EHVW��PRVW�SRWHQW�XVH��'LVSOD\LQJ�-RQDV·V�
lovely curiosities here in the “real world” is certainly an educative move — we can see close up what might 
otherwise remain a bit inscrutable onscreen — but it does divest them of their magic.

2Q�WKH�IRXUWK�ÁRRU�RI�WKH�JDOOHU\�LV�VWUHDP�RU�ULYHU��ÁLJKW�RU�SDWWHUQ��������������D�FRQWHPSODWLYH��OLJKWO\�PH-
ODQFKRO\�LQVWDOODWLRQ�RI�WKUHH�SURMHFWHG�YLGHRV�HQWZLQLQJ�IRRWDJH�VKRW�GXULQJ�WKH�DUWLVW·V�WUDYHOV�WR�9LHWQDP��
Italy, and Cambodia, at her home in Nova Scotia, and in other places, too. Hung along the gallery walls are 
GUDZLQJV�RI�ELUGV�GRQH�LQ�FKLQD�PDUNHU��IURP�WKH�FHLOLQJ�KDQJ�SDSHU�NLWHV�PDGH�E\�KDQG��ZKLFK�ORRN�OLNH�
ELUGV��RU�SODQHV��DEVWUDFWHG��$FURVV�WKH�YLGHRV��-RQDV�FRQWLQXHV�WR�SOD\�ZLWK�KHU�LPDJHV·�GHSWKV�RI�ÀHOG��
DW�WLPHV�TXLWH�OLWHUDOO\��3HUIRUPHUV�DUH�ÀOPHG�LQ�IURQW�RI�SURMHFWLRQV�RI�LPDJHV�IURP�QDWXUH�ERWK�PRYLQJ�DQG�
VWLOO��VR�WKDW�WKH\�LQ�HIIHFW�EHFRPH�PRYLQJ�VFUHHQV��DW�RWKHU�WLPHV��WKH\�EORFN�WKH�OLJKW�OLNH�VKDGRZ�SXS-
pets, silhouettes interacting with vibrant landscapes. A regal bird in a cage, dancing, preening, then coming 
WRZDUG�WKH�FDPHUD�IRU�D�FORVHU�ORRN��FDUHVVLQJ�FORVH�XSV�RI�DQFLHQW�PRVDLFV��FHOHEUDWRU\�SDSHU�DQLPDOV�
EXUQHG��-RQDV�SDLQWLQJ�LQ�D�FHPHWHU\��$OO�WKLV�DQG�PRUH�MRLQV�WKH�ZKLUO��DV�QDWXUH�XQQDWXUDO��$�IDYRULWH�PR-
ment: Jonas, wearing sunglasses and a funny mesh helmet, with both arms and one leg stuck straight out 
EHKLQG�KHU��SRVHG�DV�WKRXJK�D�ELUG�LQ�PLGDLU��,W·V�D�JHVWXUH�WKDW�VWUHWFKHV�EH\RQG�EURDG�LPLWDWLRQ��,W·V�GHVLUH��
SHUKDSV��D�IXQQ\�GDQFH��\HV�³�EXW�LW·V�DOVR�D�SRUWUDLW�RI�DQ�DUWLVW�LQ�IXOO�ÁLJKW��DW�WKH height of her powers.


