THE KITCHEN ‘ ' ART IN AMERICA

March 1981
CENTER FOR

== Amplificatiows:
Laurie Anderson

e
-~ .
:.
-
-
-
.
L
-
-
L 4
-
°
-
.
- 3
-

el

#“The satellites are out tonight™:
& from Laurie Anderson’s United
& States, Part I1. Pboro Pauls Court.
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In “United States, Part I1,” a kaleidoscopic portrait of America on the brink of
disaster, Anderson collaborated with.the technology of electronic sound
reproduction in such a way that she was multiplied into a variety of characters,
voices and personas. Thus pluralized, she was stripped of the unique presence in
space and time associated with performance art.

BY CRAIG OWENS

aurie Anderson is a writer, com-
poser, inventor, draftsman, pho-
tographer, -filmmaker and mu-
sician. (The only activities con-
spicuously missing from this list are, of
course, painting and sculpture.) Some-
times she mounts sound installations in
galleries or museums; for the past two
years she has been producing a record
album; her texts have been published in
a number of periodicals. But her activi-
ty as an artist is focused primarily in
the performances she stages, approxi-
mately one new work each year.

For Anderson, performance is the
mode which best allows the coordina-
tion of the multiple mediums in which
she works. Thus, she has developed a
format of thematically interrelated
“songs” linked by verbal and musical
interludes, supplemented with visual
accompaniment (slides, films). While
in her early works this format took the
form of a recital—a musical program
dominated by a single voice—her
recent productions have become con-
certs—musical performances by sev-
eral voices or instruments or both.
While she often employs additional
-musicians, Anderson achieves the plu-
ralization implicit in the concert form
not by granting them equal status with
her, but by submitting herself to an
array of electronic devices which effec-
tively multiplies her presence.

The distinction between “recital”
and “‘concert” is equivalent to that
which recent criticism draws between
considering literature as either “work™
or “text.” Singular and univocal, the
work is an object produced by an
author; whereas the text is a permuta-
tional field of citations and correspon-
dences, in which multiple voices blend
and clash. (The text can span several
works, as in Proust’s seven-part novel.)
Anderson’s most recent ‘“‘text,” then, is
to be a four-part panorama of contem-
porary American life. Part one, Ameri-
cans on the Move, was presented in the
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From “Dom’t Look Down,” United States, Part I1. Photo Pauls Court.

spring of 1979 at The Kitchen; it dealt
with transportation as a metaphor for
communication—the transfer of mean-
ing from one place to another. United
States, Part II was presented last Octo-
ber at the Orpheum Theater, a con-
verted vaudeville house on Manhattan’s
Lower East Side. Parts three and four
are projected for this spring.

US 1I marked Anderson’s recent
transformation from a radiant mid-
western Madonna into an expression-
less, neuter “punk”—a transformation
that corresponds to a shift in musical
styles. Anderson’s early, innocent mu-
sical vignettes have been replaced by
the high theatricality and style-con-
sciousness of “new wave.” Musical
styles imply specific personal styles; yet
Anderson does not identify herself with
either. Rather, she quotes them and, in
so doing, maintains a distance between
herself and her material. The Laurie
Anderson we experience is clearly an
assumed persona.

US II—13 musical numbers per-
formed by Anderson and a five-person
back-up group—imitated the format of
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the rock concert and had the elaborate
visual presentation associated with it.
In previous works, Anderson’s texts fre-
quently proceeded as commentary on
her images and their opacity, their
resistance to explanation. But here the
visuals—her most sophisticated to
date—seemed designed to amplify her
verbal and musical material. Using
both film and slide projections, some-
times simultaneously, she presented a
kaleidoscopic montage of metropolitan
life: aerial photographs of New York
City, sometimes in negative, sometimes
enlarged so that the halftone screen was
visible; skyscrapers; the Statue of Lib-
erty; subway cars arriving and depart-
ing with monotonous regularity.

In terms of content, US IT was overt-
ly political, an image of America on the
brink of disaster. A swarm of insectile
helicopters hovered over a map of the
Middle East. A film of the electronic
video game Space Invaders was pro-
jected over a map of the United States.
The evening concluded with a porten-
tous vision of nuclear meltdown, as a
film of the American flag spinning in a

washing machine—literally, being
laundered—was superimposed over a
negative image of the Statue of Liber-
ty, its whites intensified, as if subjected
to intense heat. The political message
was clear; of all Anderson’s works, this
seemed to be the one in which her
voice—in the sense of an opinion or
position—was most unmistakable.

et we also identify an artist’s
voice as his or her presence in
the work, and in this sense it was
extremely difficult, if not impos-
sible to locate Anderson’s “voice.” This
is because the only access to herself
that she allows is through all kinds of
technological filters which amplify, dis-
tort and multiply her actual voice in
such a way that it can no longer be
identified as hers. Collaboration with
the technology of sound reproduction
characterizes Anderson’s recent work,
marking a radical shift in the direction
of what has come to be known as per-
formance art, a shift away from the
esthetics of presence which has domi-
nated that mode since its inception.
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Magnified images dwarf the performer, distancing her further from us.

Anderson “transformed.” Both photos Paula Coert.

US II opened with a hallucinatory
narrative about the French using babies
in carriages as “traffic-testers.” Ander-
son, standing center stage, isolated in
the glare of a white spotlight, directly
addressed the audience, using the first
person: “I've been traveling a lot late-
ly....” Yet the voice we heard was
clearly not her own, but that of the
drawling, endearing simpleton now fa-
miliar to Anderson’s followers and un-
avoidably reminiscent of Jack Benny.
Anderson creates this character
through the use of a harmonizer, an
electronic device used primarily by
musicians and which, in this instance,
dropped her voice an octave. If to act is
to assume a character, then Anderson
does not act; she creates her characters
electronically.

The text Anderson recited (and sev-
eral others in US IT) was recycled from
her exhibition last year at Holly Solo-
mon, where she presented a cast of
characters in blurred photographic
blowups, each accompanied by a short
narrative text. Anderson, her voice
electronically disguised, recorded these
texts—accounts of dreams—on cas-
settes, which were playable on a console
in the center of the room. The “re-
run”—the incorporation of previous
material into new work—illuminates
the central role of technology in all her
work: after all, technology has been
defined as a way of doing things in a
reproducible manner.

Criticism of dramatic texts conven-
tionally interprets an author’s charac-
ters as his spokespersons and attempts
to locate the author’s voice behind his
characters’. That is, the author is sup-
posed to speak through his characters;
but Anderson’s characters appear to
speak through her. She is the medium
which so many incorporeal voices
require in order to communicate with
us, the body they temporarily assume.
(She also frequently treats herself as
the physical medium of her work; in

,one of the most astonishing sequences

in US II, she used her own cranium as a
percussion instrument, striking it with
her fingers and electronically amplify-
ing the sound.) But if Anderson treats
herself as medium, then it is the tech-
nology facilitating this effect that
becomes the subject of her work.
Thus, in the first song in US II—
“Superman,” a viciously ironic paean
to a “superpower”—Anderson faced
the audience from behind a keyboard,
intoning the lyric into a microphone.
Yet the sound that emerged was that of
a chorus: Anderson was not accom-
panying herself on the keyboard; she
was actually playing her own voice,
multiplying it, and electronically modu-
lating its pitch. Today, the singer need
only speak; her equipment sings for her.

t the origins of what would even-
tually emerge as performance
art, Robert Morris and Yvonne
Rainer reduced the role of the
performer to that of, in Rainer’s words,
“a neutral doer.”” The performer was no
longer to project a persona to the
audience; rather, he or she was identi-
fied in terms of the tasks he or she was
called upon to execute. As radical as it
may have appeared in the early '60s,
this strategy, arising as it did out of a
Minimalist esthetic, actually preserved
the uniqueness and nonreproducibility
of esthetic experience. Because the
activities we witnessed referred to noth-
ing anterior or exterior to their execu-
tion, our experience of the work was
concentrated as an experience of pure
presence. (In a similar way, the fre-
quent use of repetition in Minimalist
performance was designed to demon-
strate the impossibility of perceiving
the same material as the same; each
time it was performed, it was different,
hence unique.)

Most performance art is rooted in
this strategy, defining the performing
situation as, literally, the copresence of
performer and spectator, much in the
way that Minimalist sculptural instal-

lations require the presence and partic-
ipation of the viewer in order to demon-
strate the way in which perception is
wholly immersed in and dependent
upon the temporal and spatial condi-
tions of viewing. Anderson, of course, is
physically present on stage, but she
interrupts the fantasy of copresence
that links performer and spectator by
interposing electronic media between
them. She no longer performs directly
for her audience, but only through an
electronic medium. While the media
literally magnify her presence, they
also strip it from her. Her work thus
extends and amplifies the feeling of
estrangement that overcomes the per-
former who submits to a mechanical or
electronic device: the film actor or
recording artist.

Anderson presents a technologically
cluttered landscape. Not only is her
stage littered with mikes, amps, speak-
ers, and other paraphernalia; she also
represents America as thoroughly satu-
rated by technology. In US IT’s contein-
porary love song “Let X=X.," it is no
longer the stars, but satellites that come
out at night: technology has eclipsed
nature as the artist’s subject. Today our

-experience of the world is comprised

largely of the representations we make
of it in photographs, films, on televi-
sion. Yet the media present an *“‘equip-
ment-free”—the phrase is Walter Ben-
jamin’s—view of reality; except
through elaborate acrobatics, the cam-
era cannot account for its own presence
in the scene it records. Like the eye of
the perceiving subject for which it is a
surrogate, the camera is that blind spot
or “stain” in every image which permits
the fantasy of presence—of reality
directly perceived—to flourish. Ander-
son, by exposing rather than concealing
the equipment through which she rep-
resents herself, destroys that fantasy.
In its place, she shows us a world dena-
tured by technology, and a self frag-
mented, pluralized, and thus dispos-
sessed by its own representations. [
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