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UNIVERSAL CHARACTER / TUESDAY MAY 16, 2006 – 7PM

With works by THERESA HAK KYUNG CHA, DAVID HAMMONS, DAVID GATTEN, JACQUELINE GOSS, JENNY PERLIN, YVONNE RAINER, KATHRIN RESETARITS, PETER ROSE, STRAUB/HUILLET / Curated by Jenny Perlin
Cinema is often compared to a universal ‘language of images.’ The films and videos in this program use physical, graphical, and social aspects of language to present earnest, poetic, and failed efforts to communicate. 
The seventeenth century German philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz is best known for his texts in logic and mathematics. Another area to which Leibniz devoted his capacious mental energies was a theory of universal language that he called characteristica universalis (universal character). This pictorial language would be made up of symbols that, unlike hieroglyphics or Chinese characters, would be simple and easy to read without the aid of any dictionary. The utopian characteristica universalis was to be formed of “geometrical figures” and enable a “fundamental knowledge of all things.” Central to this project was Leibnitz’s belief that language not only functions as an instrument but, in fact, constitutes thought.
Works by Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, Kathrin Resetarits, and Yvonne Rainer explore complex relationships between the physical production of a language and the representation of this effort on screen. These films bring out the effort (or fluidity) of the body in direct, performative relationships between subject and viewer. 

The direct inscription of language on film appears in films by David Gatten and Peter Rose. In these films, the impression of text and nature on 16mm celluloid results in traces and excesses of textual, verbal, and environmental communication. 

Sociolinguistic experiments with repetition and recitation, and attempts to transmit cultural information appear in strikingly different modes in works by Jacqueline Goss, Straub/Huillet, and Jenny Perlin. David Hammons’ video invites and ultimately eludes the imposition of fixed meaning, squeezing through linguistic cracks and metaphoric constraints to create a wry and haunting work. --Jenny Perlin

EVENING PROGRAM

 (Preface)

YVONNE RAINER, Hand Movie (8MM TRANSFERRED TO DVD, B/W, SILENT, 5 MINUTES, 1966) 

Close-up of a hand, the fingers of which enact a sensuous dance. Camerawork by Robert Alexander (catalogue copy, Video Data Bank) 

EVENING PROGRAM

THERESA HAK KYUNG CHA, Mouth to Mouth (VIDEO, B/W, SOUND, 8 MINUTES, 1975)
English and Korean words appear on the screen, a mouth forms the shape of an "O," then opens and closes. Is this the beginning of language? In this early videotape, Cha isolates and repeats a simple, physical act - a mouth forming the eight Korean vowel graphemes - so that this ordinary action becomes something primal and riveting. (catalogue copy, Electronic Arts Intermix) 

PETER ROSE, Secondary Currents (16MM, B/W, SOUND, 14.5 MINUTES, 1982)
Secondary Currents is a film about the relationships between the mind and language. Delivered by an improbable narrator who speaks an extended assortment of nonsense, it is an "imageless" film in which the shifting relationships between voice-over commentary and subtitled narration constitute a peculiar duet for voice, thought, speech, and sound. A kind of comic opera, the film is a dark metaphor for the order and entropy of language and has been the subject of a number of articles on the use of language in the arts. Percussion by Jim Meneses. (Rose, from Filmmaker’s Co-op catalogue)

KATHRIN RESETARITS, Egypt (16MM, B/W, SOUND, 9 MINUTES, 1997)
Egypt is a film that is almost silent. A film about deaf mutes, or rather about their sign language, a language which, like the ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs, links the symbolic terminology of words with the mimetic and analogous representations of graphic gestures. Sober black and white scenes show how "shark", "widow", "Marilyn Monroe", a James bond sequence, a Viennese song or the account of a treasure hunt undertaken by two holidaymakers in Egypt look in the sign language. It is a very modest indication, an introduction to an unfamiliar way of experiencing the world, where one sees the sounds without hearing them. (Drehli Robnik, from Sixpack Films catalogue)

DAVID GATTEN, What the Water Said, No. 4 (16MM, SOUND, 5 MINUTES, 2006)
Strips of previously unexposed film went into the ocean and these fragments are what returned.  In this latest installment of a 10 year project attempting to document the underwater world off the coast of South Carolina both the sounds and images are the result of the oceanic inscriptions written directly into the emulsion of the film as it was buffeted by the salt water, sand and rocks; as it was chewed and eaten by the crabs, fish and underwater creatures. (David Gatten) Courtesy of the artist.
JENNY PERLIN, Perseverance (16MM, B/W, SILENT, 7.5 MINUTES, 2001)
Working from Walter Benjamin's maxim on the usefulness of copying texts as opposed to reading them, which he relates to walking through a field as opposed to flying over it, Perseverance closely examines cultural detritus by copying, animating, and observing it. Perseverance links the U.S.'s 21st century purchasing power and its promises of happiness with the maxims of early 20th century self-improvement. The 16mm black-and-white animations are generated by writing the texts letter by letter in a laborious and flawed calligraphy. The title comes from Perseverance and How to Develop It, a 1915 self-help book that instructed young men how to discipline themselves to achieve a better life. (Perlin) Courtesy of the artist and Annet Gelink Gallery, Amsterdam

JACQUELINE GOSS, How to Fix the World (VIDEO, COLOR, SOUND, 28 MINUTES, 2004)
Adapted from psychologist A.R. Luria’s research in Uzbekistan in the 1930s, How to Fix the World brings to life Luria's conversations with Central Asian farmers learning how to read and write under the unfamiliar principles of Socialism. Colorful digital animations play against a backdrop of images shot in Andijian (where Soviet-era President Karimov's suppression of Islam lead to violence in May 2005.) At once conflicting, humorous, and revelatory, these conversations between Luria and his “subjects” illustrate an attempt by one culture to transform another in the name of education and modernization. The subtleties of this transformation, as well as the roots of current cultural conflicts, are found in words exchanged and documented seventy-five years ago. (Goss) Courtesy of the artist.
STRAUB/HUILLET, Every Revolution is a Roll of the Dice (16MM, COLOR, SOUND, 11 MINUTES, 1978)
A reading of Mallarmé's poem "A dice roll will never abolish chance" set in Pere Lachaise cemetery, Paris. (catalogue copy, New Yorker Films)


DAVID HAMMONS, Phat Free (VIDEO, COLOR, SOUND, 5 MINUTES, 1995/1999)
Phat Free, a DVD and video projection of David Hammons' 1995 performance, depicts a man kicking a can down a New York City street. Hammons' work piques anticipation and curiosity by presenting a seemingly inconsequential action: a man walks and kicks. Derived from the context of Hammons urban surroundings and observations, the minimal activity creates a compelling gesture. By insisting that his work represent the mundane occurrences of everyday life, he implicates the audience in the act of interpreting and deriving meaning from their own quotidian experience. (catalogue copy, Fabric Workshop) Courtesy of Zwirner + Wirth, New York.



This program, the third in a series of bi-monthly film and video screenings to be held in 2006, is made possible with public funds from NYSCA, the New York State Council on the Arts, a State agency.

Thanks to the distibutors & galleries, New Yorker Films, Filmmaker’s Co-op, Video Data Bank, Zwirner + Wirth New York, Electronic Arts Intermix, Sixpack Films. Special thanks to Barton Byg, Ralph McKay, Erin McMonagle, Gabrielle Giattino, the Swiss Institute for inviting me to curate this screening, and to all the filmmakers for their work















