STORIES BEGIN WITH A PHANTOM  
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Joan Jonas is not there in person drawing sphinxes and pyramids on a blackboard. She is not performing as she did in Lines in the Sand version I  with other dancers at Documenta XI, August 2002. This performance has been transported into version II of the same piece like a Chinese box , in a monitor. The bigger box, containing two monitors, photographs, a film projected on the wall, a green bed, a radio, and drawings and watercolors, is the gallery space.


	Illusions are sturdy, captivating. The artist lands on the ancient story of Helen of Troy as if her mind wanted to dance over two texts: the ancient by Homer -- or God knows how many unknown poets hidden under his name-- and a contemporary text by poet Hilda Doolittle, who transported Helen to Egypt in 1974.  Joan Jonas brings into stories already altered many times by somebody’s words the fresh, simple vibration of her own spirit. There is no before and no after, nobody lurking in a shadowy space of suggestions or impressions: Joan Jonas’ Lines in the Sand is a sharp and luminous daydream on our sense of life.


	The ancient story has been transformed into a mental space or a collage of signs that Joan has captured, fractured, and recombined in her imaginary show until they are no longer images related to objective realities. Pyramids, a sphinx, a roulette wheel, the desert dunes, parallel lines, circles, a toy horse, a white radio. Literally, they become symbols as the ancients used to consider them: two broken parts of a pot belonging to two different people. The symbol was the physical act of jointing them together again. Both sides had to recognize whether or not they were holding complementary halves. Stories were often painted on the pot’s surface. Helen’s story torn off the pot is the broken, manufactured object handled by Joan, a story beginning with the phantom of a woman blamed through eternity.  Even if the phantom was created to justify the war, Helen is still a presence, now, as a literary mirage. Joan Jonas’ art put's it in movement, surrounds it’s mythology with all the disappointing, rough surfaces of real life. The symbol she builds today is a failed symbol. Verba volant, words fly. Meanings, instead, are transferred through actions, repetitions, fragile temporary gestures, masks. 


   Helen’s phantom  appears on an unfinished wall in the middle of nowhere with cars and trucks roaring on the road. She waves a golden leaf, her body frantic with untold questions, I can’t help being here, do not know why am I still here, please be kind with me, my white veil brings peace.   The road and the wall are parallel lines. Some truth is there, undetermined, and a space left to our bodies because of the ones who disappeared, archeology as a contemporary science. How far is the past? Our hands dig radios , TVs, rusty cans and fragments of glass --ugly and dirty objects nobody cares about. Neither does Lines in the Sand. A semiotic phantom does not cry. With Roland Barthes, Joan Jonas might say, “ semiology paints rather than digging, it is not hermeneutic. Semiologist are artists who play with signs being aware they are illusions whose taste they enjoy and want to share with other people.” (Roland Barthes, Leçon, January 1977). 		Resting on screens, on walls covered by projections, and using mirrors inside the films as a linguistic tool to increase the discrepancy between natural and reproduced images, the artist physically unfolds the idea of written pages from which the living body might be partially absorbed. She expands it to the point that none of the images are ever still; there are always people moving or transporting, although directions are missing. Why, where? No answer. Things happen, that’s all. Things happen in a context.


	 Helen’s phantom grows again as Joan’s phantom, at times someone else’s phantom that duplicates Joan, and so on. Joan Jonas’ reciting voice is a silver thread rewriting the story in the air. A semi-authomatic machine-hand traces chalk circles on a blackboard, but to tell the truth the black board is a screen. “Helen was never in Troy. She had been transported or translated from Greece into Egypt. Helen of Troy was a phantom, substituted for the real Helen, by jealous deities. The Greek and the Trojans alike fought for an illusion... Paris before Egypt, Paris after...”


	In Joan Jonas art, as in children’s games, impossible things do not exist; life is the one finite moment in which tangible objects or people, names, places, and the world as we see it, are offered a lift to the poetic chaos. Nobody obeys rules, people can walk on the edge of a mountain turned upside down. A white radio and a TV emerge from the sand. For the kids of today, they could be thousand years old and come from Mesopotamia like the tablets of Gilgamesh. Stories in fact regenerate life, they make it eternal.


	Real life and myth only meet in conflict. When they look perfectly merged that is truly an illusion. For a few instants a fusion of lines and bodies, during the performance on videotape, turns into a seemingly abstract painting that recalls Kusama’s artwork. But lines belong to a billboard of lights in Vegas cut off from their frame and projected on a wall; we see the dancers, two woman, jump into the flatness of geometry, almost absorbed by the background. A few instants after they come back to the three dimensional world. 


				“so the dart of Love


				is the dart of Death,


				and the secret is no secret”


Such a crumbled mythology, lines and sand in your face and a siren voice in your years. Seduction. We can perhaps realize that art is shaped by time as everything else for it is the human body at work --an unrepeatable “moment of decay and prophecy” (Roland Barthes) pretending to bring eternity as close as possible to the mind’s edges. One looks a little further ... and an abyss shuts our brain down. “This is my life”, recites the artist. Her life as an artist, emotionally and intellectually related to the group of artists who deconstructed for real their thinking about the world, bringing into art self alteration, care, attention, disconnected perceptions, and their own body as a subject of the art making.


				“there is no before and no after....”


	The endless repetition of feelings and thoughts that human beings expressed since the beginning of time, prevents us from believing in time. In a very interesting way, Joan Jonas reintroduces fluency between the scattered separate objects of our perception. It does not mean she builds continuity. She anticipates our imaginary projections, and she plays with chance. The green bed is one the heavier symbols she brings in. Although Freud’s phantom sits there in silence, I do like the temptation to let it go --it is too literal--  and dream about the green couch that was the most loved object for Lev Nikolàevic Tolstòj, “the raft on which he would have liked to navigate his life from birth to death.”(Viktor Sklovskij) It was covered with green leather, Tolstòj was born on that couch, his children too. Later it has been covered with black tarpaulin. Joan wanted the bed painted green, the green of gambling, it is the color of chance, the same we find in some of Picasso’s still life's, for instance in Palette, chandelier et tete de Minotaure,  4.11. 1938. The Minotaure’s head stands on a green table, next to a green candle. “It is not a symbol! it is an allegory” --Pablo screaming.  Joan Jonas’ green bed could be an allegoric object, I do not know what she had in mind. It seems to me -- for the edges’ shape, as flat as the capital letters, and the almost graphic quality of its form --  a good raft for all the secret stories that psychoanalysis can release.  Very recently Adam Phillips wrote, “the inhibition is as much in the analyst as in the patient. Something is stopping the words doing the work they at least sometimes can do. Good writing, like good conversation or interpretation in analysis, [and good art], seems to free something in us.  It is as though mobility has sprung from paralysis... the aim is to recreate fluency.” This is the beauty of Lines in the Sands: the visitor slowly forgets time and space, moves from a screen to another, and plays with the different versions of the same story. Joan Jonas appears as she is, her body older than she is because her body, much more than her mind, belongs to history. Her mind has the lightest feet. Getting rid of the seriousness that usually surrounds history she just brings pyramids to Los Angeles; from Egypt or Vegas, does it really matter? History is not a science. And she dances in couple, the other woman is young. They are both bodies next to each other in the same space, they are contemporary. As a woman artist Joan Jonas opens up to man and woman a secret that is no secret, only we did not know it when our age was green, she gives herself the power of forgetfulness, to keep dancing and making art. At each story, a new life in the sand.
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