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by Rosanna Albertini

When an artist plays death, and does it in a way which is, without ambiguity, a physical inquiry about an idea impossible to represent either with one or infinite images, they all would be inadequate because the full experience is what we miss, she follows her instinct more than a philosophical goal. Yet her procedure unfolds the same basic questions assumed by modern neurophysiology to explore the linkage of perception and action in human understanding. “How do we even think something we cannot perceive?” ‘How do we understand the physical nature of thinking and perceiving?” “If we were a machine, could we expand our mind and make it so large that we can walk through?” Heaviness is the quality of bodies when they are dead. Dead and impenetrable.

 Jean Baptiste D’Alembert never doubted it, “poetry will survive, images will be created anew, and so the science of bodies and soul, we will never give up. My body, though, is a barrier. I am hit by shadows, sounds, voices, colors; painful as it is I resist. Please don’t separate me from things....let the sensations besiege me...I can’t bear them but I do know, things neutralize my loneliness. They held a ghost, inside, that talks to my own ghost.” (imaginary dialogue) He would have liked LA artist Dawn Kasper who tryed to become the ghost of another body, and challenged                                                                                                                               the impenetrable quality of death forcing her body into a looking glass situation: being dead in the eyes of other people.

 “I am a object maker. I have always been an object maker. Just not in a conventional manner, I've always needed to find my own way of making an object be an object. Proofing to the viewer that my body is an object. I am not my work, my work is me. Or how am I not me? I've accepted the challenge.” 

Dawn Kasper was born twenty eight years ago. Her questioning, “How am I not me?” sounds a lot like Warren McCulloch’s question when he was a young man trying to develop an experimental epistemology: “What is a man that he may know a number, and what is a number that a man may know it?” 
 Can the brain help to understand the mind? If my body slips away from my own life -asked Dawn Kasper to herself-  and, for a limited time of  2-5 hours, almost hibernating my mind, I lie perfectly still pretending I am the dead body of  someone who is not me and had a violent death, what’s going to happen to my awareness of me?

She makes herself an unknown carcass, a character emptied of life by a violent act, and fills the carcass again with her real body functionning as an unidentified human substance, mentally stretching the idea of death for a certain time.  The idea germinates in the same performative space practiced by Paul McCarthy and Cindy Sherman, probably inspired by their mutations into estranged characters: new identities through which both artists have challenged one of the key points of our humanistic crisis, the fear of transformation and even more the fear to look ridiculous showing physical decay  --unconfessed terrors that our animal substance could melt the haughty self assurance of the mind into the nature of things. To keep themselves immortal, humans of our days are making contemporary culture a playground for fellows of eternal sunshine. Pain and death erased at will. McCulloch’s question has become fast food for science fiction. 

“It is a physical, emotional understanding and organizing emotions, a kind of scientific approach. To proof and justify, to find the line beyond which the characters are foreigners to me, like obstaces that I meet, so I need to kill them and keep their death alive over the performance time.”

When the performance happens, the space looks marked by an incongruous situation. In a recent past, artists who broke the conventions of merely aesthetic definitions of art and life: Piero Manzoni, Gina Pane, Allan Kaprow, Vito Acconci among many others, had in fact moved the art making into the realm of a temporary, factual existence. They were translating their experience into moments of life, testing the human power in it and pulling the strings of common people’s sensitivity while merging into the public space. In a sense, like John Cage on the sidewalk sitting in front of his silent piano, they opened the edges of the art piece to time and space of all things that fluctuate in life and impress nothing but feeble reflections on a piece of marble, even if sculpted by August Rodin. Also in his case, what makes the sculpture “alive” is the intangible energy transferred by the artist into the stone that we feel reverberating, rather than really see. The colors of stones in the desert and the shape of clouds are uncertain in the same way. Besides, they don’t need interpretation. But participating is a requirement.  

About thirty years later, Dawn Kasper has tryed to approach the space  where forms disappear, we cannot describe the after time. As an abstract dimension eternity is a perfect nowhere challenged by any artist. Nothing there happens that we already know, the art is posed on an emptied zone, and  Kasper can only make it a fictional situation. She wears the surface of a character who is not herself. Cul de sac.


With Dawn Kasper playing dead there is no denial. One can be afraid she is really killing herself. And yet the pictorial quality of her scenes is so striking –and not necessarily pleasant-- that more than once I had to mentally review all the reasons not to be concerned about her life, even when I touched her hand, frozen, in a brief interruption of her several hours drowning face down, slightly twisted to keep nose and mouth breathing, in a pond of a private house. Her face was painted blue, Dawn was wearing a red, light robe. Stillness in her eyes, she went back to the water. Blue or painted white and covered with blood, her face and the whole body with some objects around hurt you with the weight of a broken fantasy. One looks because that’s the reason one went, but gets impatient not to see. Repulsion might spring from the picture itself or from the clear perception that one cannot have feelings toward that accurate, but fake representation of death.  


Maybe you were grateful to David who painted Marat the least bloody corpse, as translucent as a kosher piece of chicken. Unforgettable Blinky!
 An odd coincidence: on my way to Cirrus Gallery on the Internet, looking for Dawn Kasper’s performance, an image materializes on the screen: yellow tapes around two naked humans, whose closeness suggests they are having sex, wrap the sentence “Crime Scene, Do Not Cross” like a flat snake around the bodies. Was the computer reading my mind?

Regardless of it’s roots in photography, films and TV, Dawn Kasper’s hyper realism, her questioning about real feelings, brings her beyond Andy Warhol and his refusal to get close to things and touch them, distancing himself from his art. 

“Machines have less problems: I’d like to be a machine, wouldn’t you?” -- a thought by Andy.

“Everybody has their own America, and then they have pieces of a fantasy America that they think is out there but they can’t see. ... And your own life while it’s happening to you never has any atmosphere until it’s a memory. So the fantasy corners of America seem so atmospheric because you’ve pieced them together from scenes in movies and music and lines from books. And you live in your dream America that you’ve custom made from art and schmaltz and emotions just as much as you live in your real one.” 

Although she mingles, as an artist, with the same dream America that Andy has often reproduced, ghostly, with scenes or faces of people already passed away, and with stories and images of an extremely simplified life spread by the entertainement industry all over most of the world, Dawn Kasper, strongly wanting to keep her feelings alive, makes herself something of a tragic clown. She reinforces the appearance of her drama-dreams adding a gruesome crust to their physical happening, reshaping their look in a particular real time, the stop on time which is performance. Conventions about time can be altered if one think of them in other terms: did she stretch a second into five hours of stillness? Or did she shrink in five hours the incommensurable time that starts after the threshold has been crossed? Scene and characters are custom made, at times inspired by the ambiance where the performance takes place, the floor below the stair at Cirrus, for instance: purple wig, blood all around the head and running underneath her body.  That day, July 18 2003, perishing leaves or rotten animals had decomposed the air around the corpus, and a pervasive, thin sense of death could penetrate our bodies maybe more effectively than its “sculptural” representation. It was the real smell of the place wrapping the artist’s temporary exposure with a flavor of hell, not at all made up.

 In a drawing of 2002, Crime Scene Installation-Brainstorming, Kasper transcribes a sentence by Edgard Allen Poe, “a waking dream of life and light hat left me broken hearted.” Which is the way I felt at every performance telling myself “don’t be such a mother dammed, after all it is art, covering  with images that which cannot be understood.” The artist “se devient dans son oeuvre” Camus would say, makes herself through the work. No way, I was upset. We also had a conversation, Dawn and myself,  about vulnerability and the lack of boundaries you encounter when you finally understand something -whatever the subject- the same when you love, and what’s the place for art.

 
On May 15, 2004, Dawn Kasper announced to me “I don’t want to die anymore.” And she wanted to understand better what she had done. Kasper has staged and performed stories of death (the Evil Series) for two years: twenty two crime or violent death scenes in art galleries or private spaces: she has been a girl, maybe an employee, suffocated by a peanut butter sandwich; a worker in white shirt and black short skirt killed at Schindler House (Los Angeles) by a pitch fork stuck into her throat; a woman killed in a motorcycle accident, another who died after falling from the stairs, another killed in a car accident, just a few.

August 2003

“I kill the character I create: I picked up the wig first, than the clothing, “what this person is like”, wondering what’s happening to her. It is a visual experience. But I do get attached to the characters, I feel like a sponge: make up, look, get really nervous, I practice my breathing. The place I get in is sad. Concentrate on my body to keep it still for a long time, two hour and a half for instance. I don’t really think about it much, but afterwards, when I stand up, I shake. It is weird to get compliments on playing dead. I am trying to create life, and figure out how I feel about life and death. I am attracted to Weegees’ photographs, to the romanticism of those images documenting a violent act. I want to understand those situations.”





understanding?

 “Unoccupied space is tactile and kinesthetic. It is only by these senses that it is felt. It is not a visual space.”
 That seems to be the place where Kasper’s action really starts: the non visual components are stronger than the repulsive details of murder; every second of immobility is a positive time in which death is kept alive. The two words fight against each other; and yet there is no contradiction in the art piece: certainty comes from the senses. She is alive in a physical place and every second sends the message, “look, being alive I can tell you, death exists.” It is marvelous that a young artist has spent two years sculpting her feelings not only about death, in a specific way about the violence impressed on our physicality by the propaganda of the sunshine lovers. 

Private lives and institutions are saturated by the most diffused artifacts: NEWS. News is a massive, collective preference. News is a fragment of what people choose to allow to be staged out of innumerable actions and motivations, that are actually current and available. News creates and massages special publics. 

News and manipulation of feelings, wars and the immense, growing spider web of artificial fears and self indulgence. Terms such as urgent, extreme (see DSL), speed, mainstream, disruptive innovation, wired, utilized to increase the expectancies rather than to improve our understanding, increase a sense of anxiety that makes us fuzzy , we can’t even see the enormity of our misperception, and the loss of reality.  This is a religious time anchored on media. Books, theories and talking have become part of it. Something to wear for a better look.
Doubtless our organism is wonderfully resilient. It has so far stood up under this more and more inhuman treatment but, after all, will it forever tolerate such constraint, such excesses? That is not all. God knows how much our unhappy sensibility must compensate for as best it can! [.........] A stronger stimulus, a greater expense of energy are needed for us to feel anything, which means that delicacy of our senses, after a period of refinement, is diminishing. [...] Sensibility itself is becoming more obtuse. The dulling of sensibility is strongly indicated by our growing general indifference to ugliness and brutal sights. Paul Valéry, 1935

Our civilization has given to death the colors of evil. The way we think about death has been invaded by medical and political powers, the simple acceptance of la buona morte (the good death) dug out of our brains. These colors have been regurgitated by Dawn Kasper in her performances like inert figures of speach, a boomerang effect against our contemporary temptation to turn the feelings off. 

Unless we consider her searching for a new life, redefined by acceptance of death, as a starting point, she has neither moral nor political goals. She translates into art her unusual physical energy. To the point that now she exclames, 

“I am tired of dying, just as an action, as a performative action for that matter. I was pushing the idea of installation in experience of the senses. Now, I am not necessarily trying to take the focus off that death action, which implies the viewer as an investigator, but I need something more ambitious. Viewers told me what they experienced and I felt as if I had a relationship, and I had ignored the fact that all was about emotions. I can’t really articulate: I was dying for you. How was this good? It was almost schizophrenic for me to deal with emotions and get it out. I am simplifying, breaking down in my mind as I do in my drawings. Love, sadness, unhappiness, are indescribable, I sort it out and express something that people get. I’m shy, I don’t want other people to put me in a vulnerable situation.”

RA
Did you feel “executed”?

DK 
Shot, as it happens in front of the camera. Andy Warhol’s screen tests move me, people sit for a certain time, exposing themselves physically. This makes them vulnerable. The camera gives you an intimate experience, humbling. 

RA Your pieces are silent, actually you don’t know how you feel if you are really dead.

DK
Yes, but my pieces are not about wanting or being prepared to die, they are about feeling life more. I become more myself through the work. Is that bad to admit it? 

October 31, 2003.  It’s raining cats and dogs. In the small theater at Beyond Baroque we are probably not more than twelve people. Dawn sits just in front of me. While a young man on stage reads a piece of poetry about a dead woman on a bed, Dawn starts making a lot of noise: opens a package of chips, cracks them in her mouth, drinks. Simon Forti, one of the few frozen spectators, asks the reader to restart because ... of the noisy person behind her. The reader, apparently upset, walks next to Dawn and slaps her face. Dawn jumps on him like a tiger; they roll on stage fighting furiously until he strangles her. Then, totally calm, the man goes back to his book and begins to read again. The reader is Julian Hoeber, artist. Dawn is on the floor, arms and legs open like clock hands, absolutely still. A captivating lack of edges between reality and performance takes everybody’s breath away.  This time Dawn plays being killed, and fights not to.  

 
The act of killing unveiled, her action has moved the crime scene to the territory of storytelling –no words needed.  Our civilized curtain of expectations is suddenly broken. Like a wild beest, her body fighting for life shakes the flatness of the dead story on the page; even in condition of stillness it spreads a sense of strenght while the reader’s voice annihilates itself, and slowly comes to nothing. 

If the perception of life is life itself, as Wallace Stevens pointed out in one of his notes about poetry,
 what we receive from Kasper is the clear sensation that art, as other “things that have their origin in the imagination or in the emotions [poems paintings music films] very often have meanings that differ in nature from the meanings of things that have their origin in reason.”
 In short, strongly reintroducing her own individual body language, Dawn Kasper can only  add some salt to the “salad of life.”
 Covered with blades of grass or leaves of salad, this is the amical ground of contemporary artists, the last angels able to put their fingers on the unintelligible evidence of death without spiritual speculations. Sometimes they are just romantic, and they are not ashamed to be.

“Nothing to say, one must only be, only be alive”, and he did not survive three decades, Piero Manzoni who pushed himself and his art toward the secret, living core of all humans, beyond symbols or individual mythologies. After his death in 1963, the torch of this art that had brought to light the achrome quality of belief and imagination and the boxed-in nature of the mind, passed to Bas Jan Ader, the artist who became a very young ghost on the East side of the ocean in 1975. 

Long life to Dawn Kasper if she grabs the magic torch. For the last performance of Crime Scenes , the boarding accident, she has built the simulation of a death accident for a woman in a small boat drifted out to sea. There is a frame of visual  illusions between her physical presence in the boat –resting in her stillness, almost resigned to the deadly failure she encountered- and the spectators’ eyes: a wave made with cardboard, and the ocean line in two simmetrical monitors. The sides of the boat are so high that only the curious visitor approachs enough to look inside and discover her corpus. Time has come for her features to look like lingering, waiting for emotions to come and pass. Her body is only one component of the art piece, not the center anymore. A poet said that the fundamental difficulty in any art is the problem of the normal.
 And death is an exceptional event. “Pretending to be in the ocean, and something went wrong. I actually thought a lot about Bas Jan Ader, maybe he slipt. I created a woman on her own in the ocean, I identified with this character. I wasn’t ready to really take out, went to the beach, shot the water as if I was going and drifting.” A waving of feelings, for sure. “THOUGHTS UNSAID, THEN FORGOTTEN” (Bas Jan Ader). 

Los Angeles, May 2005

� See Michael A.Arbib, Warren McCulloch’s Search for the Logic of the Nervous System, 


� Blinky was “the friendkly hen” to whom artist Jeffrey Vallance gave a funerary hommage in 1978: a funeral service and a grave in the Pet Memorial Park in Calabasa (California). Ten years later, in 1988, Blinky was exhumed for a hystopathological evaluation and buried again. Vallance made a video about the whole story with Norman and Bruce Yonemoto, a book, and an installation.
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