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Jonas posing for an unrealized poster for a performance of “Organic Honey’s Visual
Telepathy” at LoGiudice Gallery, New York, 1972. In her early feminist works, wearing the
doll’s mask and feathers, among other props, she brought emblems of female identity to
the foreground. Joan Jonas/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York; Photo by Richard Serra

These walk-in assemblages encompassed prop-like objects (musical instruments,
furniture, masks, rocks, Asian and African textiles), sonic elements (human howls,
animal hums, percussive clapping, folk fiddling), videos, prerecorded and live, and
at least one live performer, Jonas herself. The multimedia, multidisciplinary format
became the model for her subsequent major works, versions of which make up
much of the MoMA show, organized by Ana Janevski, a curator in the museum’s
department of media and performance, working with the curatorial assistants Lilia
Rocio Taboada and Gee Wesley, and Jonas herself.

As is the case with most interesting art, the basic format was flexible, with plenty
of give for rethinking and revising, for adding new things and carrying old ones
over into developing versions. (Several installations at MoOMA are serially dated,
e.g. “1976/1994/2005.”) Such malleability also solves a basic practical problem built
into performance-centered art: How do you keep it vital when the original
performer or performers have stepped away? At 87, Jonas now performs
somewhat less regularly than she once did — she’ll be performing three times at
MoMA, on March 26 and again in May — but her installations, visually complex
and textured, are dynamically personable on their own.

And over time, specific features gained emphasis. One was her use of storytelling.
New York’s ’60s avant-garde rejected narrative as reactionary, romantic. But it was
always there, submerged, in Jonas’s art, and rose fully to the surface in the “The
Juniper Tree” (1976) which comes at about midpoint in the MoMA show.
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