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GETTING LOST IN VENICE, they say, is half the fun—
and it’s precisely the appeal of the Venice Biennale,
which, at its best, upends our established coordi-
nates and unmoors our points of reference. For this
issue, Artforum asked four distinguished contribu-
tors to cut a path through the fifty-sixth edition
of the international survey of contemporary art:
BENJAMIN H. D. BUCHLOH and JESSICA MORGAN
assess the main exhibition, Okwui Enwezor’s “All
the World’s Futures,” while CLAIRE BISHOP takes
stock of artist Danh Vo’s curatorial turns at the
Danish pavilion and Punta della Dogana, and ANN
REYNOLDS focuses on Joan Jonas’s performances
at the US pavilion.
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Joan Jonas, They Come to Us Without a Word Il, 2015. Performance view, Teatro Piccolo Arsenale, Venice, July 21, 2015. Music by Jason Moran. Joan Jonas. Photo: Moira Ricci.

VENICE 2015

Without Words

ANN REYNOLDS ON JOAN JONAS'S PERFORMANCES FOR THE US PAVILION



SILENCE IS NOT A TERM one readily associates with Joan Jonas’s work. Think of
the jarring sound track of Vertical Roll, 1972—probably Jonas’s best-known
single-channel video—characterized by the metallic clang of a spoon relentlessly
banging on a mirror, then the sharp clack of two wooden blocks repeatedly hit-
ting each other, the latter device echoed in Delay Delay, 1972, and Songdelay,
1973. Or the intensifying clatter of a large metal hoop as it rotates faster and
faster down to its resting place on the ground in The Shape, The Scent, The Feel
of Things, 2005/2006. Or Jonas shrieking like a maenad in Lines in the Sand,
2002/20085, and howling like a dog in Organic Honey’s Visual Telepathy, 1972,
and Waltz, 2003. Or the sustained, piercing blast of a mountain horn that the
artist blows in Reanimation, 2010/2012—all examples of the artist’s consistent
use of dramatic sound.

But the titles of Jonas’s installation in the US pavilion, They Come to Us
Without a Word, and of her related performance, They Come to Us Without a
Word I1, which premiered at the Teatro Piccolo Arsenale on July 20 and ran for
two additional evenings there, evoke an equally important aspect of Jonas’s use
of sound—its absence. Indeed, They Come to Us Without a Word II began with
a sustained silence. Several of the performers noiselessly entered or crossed
behind a large screen in the center of the stage, casting their shadows on it as they
passed. Jonas then sat at a small table, stage left, and placed a sequence of post-
cards of drawn, sculpted, or frescoed images of a Hiberno-Saxon ox, an Egyptian
cat mummy, and a human figure in a Renaissance fresco under a live video cam-
era. These images were projected, one by one, onto the large central screen,
followed by a fade to a recorded video projection of three figures wearing masks
and standing behind a translucent indigo-blue cloth suspended from a pole
between two trees in a wooded grove. Gradually, as the volume increased, one
began to perceive a low, rhythmic electronic bass sound; then attenuated chords
played on an accordion by Jason Moran, the composer of the music for the per-
formance; and, finally, two recorded voices, one feminine (Jonas) and one mas-
culine (Jan Kroeze)—the first naming a type of bird or other animal, the other
identifying a location: “Rook . . . high in the birch,” “Lapland bunting . .. on
the ground,” “Wryneck . . . on the branch,” “Honey buzzard . . . on the stump,”
“White stork . . . by a nest,” “European hare . . . lying among the tussock.”
During this recitation, Jonas, still seated at the table, positioned a small taxider-
mied bird on a branch under the live cam so that it cast a shadow, which she
traced in black Magic Marker on paper. The image appeared superimposed on
the video projection.

The spoken text was nondiegetic and did not directly relate to any of the
projected images. It was drawn from an inventory of taxidermied animals in
the late-nineteenth-century dioramas housed in the Biological Museum in
Stockholm. Through the juxtaposition of this text and the projected images of
animals, Jonas denoted two systems of visual display. Each depends on a type
of capture—fixing, containing, stilling—and creates a proper distance so that
nature can be observed and accounted for in a picture or an object, in a clinical
inventory, or through a framed pane of glass in a museum vitrine.

The image of the masked figures behind the blue scrim, however, proposed a
different relationship between viewer and nature—a relationship expatiated by
the voice-over and intensifying upsurge of the accordion in the following scene:
“It was a beautiful afternoon. Just like a choir, the voices came in. The wind
opened the front door. Signs of spirits. You don’t see anything where there’s
electricity.” On the sound track accompanying one of the large video projections
in the pavilion, the narration continues: “Once the power wentin . . . they never
heard anything more.” These phrases evoke a world in which “power” does not
lead to the amplification of sensation but to its absence. All this may seem coun-
terintuitive now, in an age defined by electrical illumination and the explosion of
electronically generated imagery and recorded sound. But it also reminds us how

Above: Joan Jonas, They Come to Us Without a Word II, 2015. Performance view, Teatro Piccolo Arsenale,
Venice, July 22, 2015. Music by Jason Moran. Joan Jonas. Photo: Moira Ricci. Below: Joan Jonas, They
Come to Us Without a Word (Mirrors), 2015, mirrors, wood, lead crystals, iron, HD video projection (color,
sound, 2 minutes 11 seconds). Installation view, US pavilion, Venice. Photo: Kate Lacey.

Jonas’s work evokes a world in which “power” does not
lead to the amplification of sensation but to its absence.
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