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In the Flux of Reality Recomposed

By A.0.SCOTT

ke Beginnkyg of Alfred Leslle's “Cedar

Bar,'" ke absiract palater Darmedt

Mewman mases on the brreconcilally

opposed inferests of anists and the

criiics whe analyee their wark Me

thinks about those wha (Taffic in asstbetics, be says,

the W&y & bird thinks aboot ornithalogists, It seems

ak flrst that Mr, Leslie ks offeriag a bird s-eye view

of his subject, since Mr. Mewman's wise words,

pleased from & Mack-and-white television lsierview

of urspecified vistage, are followesd by the image of
a ¥aadeville mounichark

Images and 51 arpaments — to be shown tomear-
row as part of the New York Wideo Festival m
Lincoln Center Festival 31 — k& more thas a

barangue agaisst the imelectual appropriation af
1M:I!h'ﬁ impalses. (I &t were, | migh: put aside my
crnithologist's biroculars and hail st my taxider-
midst's kit Instead, ""The Cedar Bar,™ based on a
flay Mr. Lealie has writtien and rewritben several
ey sinoe the 19500, H'l'lllﬂldﬁﬂuﬂqull:m
that a number of olbver selections s ibe lestival's
program alse To whom do works of art
belong? Whe comireds their meanings? Do they
ittt @ wourkd of pore formes or e everyday reaim
of legudlees, obrjects, words and dreams?
Rather than pose Soch (USRS Matright —
what fan woold that be? — Mr. Leslie lounches A

barrage of combative words and provocative pics

‘tares as he Imagines A contentious, drusien even

in 1957 when a group of painters, colbectors

dealers essociabed with (he New York School con-
front Clement Greenberg, the critic who faacied
himself,  follow Mr. Néewman's metaphor, the
kesper of the aviary in which they fluitored and
srutted As one listens o the woloes of actors

Continued om Page 5 E

From top: Il.i: Bl.m"'l "'I'h:lt Are Not -
ﬁmﬂ%“ﬂ'um and Alred Les- .
Lie"a " Cedar Bar,” atvideo lostival, =



FRIDAY, JULY 13 2001

tomarrow  and Taesday, diglally
breaks up and recomposes the reali-
ry it records. Ms, Batsry's images —
blurred and [ragmented, their colors
bled gut and gversaturated o resem-
ble the digital equivalent of smeared
pigment = have a haunting familiars
ity. They are images of third world
rural poverty that have besn a staple
of earnest documentary filmmakers.
But ns the woéce-pver narration —
split among a European filmmaker,
her Indian guide and an exiled friend
= spon makes clear, this is not a
documentary bat a fictional medita-
tion on the delicate palitieal and epis-
temological issues that shadow any
amempt 1o caplure the truth,

These isswes find their way, ob-
liguely and evertly, even into less
abstract selections. One of the most
enduring genres of video art — by
definition infinitely adaptable and re-
newable — §5 the diary. That the
intimacy of the form is hardly a
puarantee of reliability is suggested
by Joo Gibbons's scary, hilarious
“Conlessiens of a Socicpath,” part of
a program called “Life Stories'™ be-
ing shown tonight and Monday.

Mr. Gibbons has assembled bits
and pieces of Super-f films to com-
pose & chronicle of petty larcemy,
drug abuse and general irmesponsi-
bility. all of which he characterizes
as research, Mr, Gibbons's persona,
if not his actoal persomality, is al
once guilebess and entirely wntruse-
worthy, as if the distinction between
I¥ing and telling the trath had mever
ocourred o him, This may make
him, ton, an exemplary vides artist.

Paired with Mr. Gibbans's piece is
“My Dinner With Weegee," a new
wiork by the Canadian phoiographer
and video artist Denigan Cumming,
whose work records, with an unset.
tling mixture of pruricnce and sym-
pathy, the lves of desperately asd
characters. His latest study in abjec-
tian is abowt an old man named Mar-
tin, an alcoholic whose circle of ac-
quaintances once included the lower-
depths photographer Weeges,

AL first Martin secms an affable if
dissolute racomteur, with a clear
memory and a thoughtful, gentle
manner, but ke seems o deteriorate
in subsequent visits (the chronology
of the piece is not cleary, until he is
barely able to rise from his bed,

Mr, Cumming observes his sub-
jects with an objectivity that seems
not 50 much o reveal the loss of their
dignity as go participate in it. At last
year's festival, | thought his conrtri-
bution, *If Only 1" crossed into the
ethically troublesome zone of explol-
tation, Though “My Dinmer With
Weegee™ provoled similar gualms,
especially in a bong sequence of Mar-
tin standing unsteadily owver & tollet
to wrinate, its edge of cruelty was
softensd By Mre. Cumming's own
presence on screen. Not only does he
beg Martin to stop drinking and

drive hirm to a clinie o dry out, but he
alsa faces the camera to reflect on
his own life in a way that establishes
a 2ad and touching kinship between
hirmsel! and Martin.

In*aka Kathe,” & more conven-
tisnal documentary that will be
shown  fomorrow  amd  Tuwesday,
Minda Martin wses her own experi-
ente 2% the starting point of an inves-
tigation into the damaged life and
viodent death of a prostitute in Tuc-
son, The piece, compassionate, thar-
augh and sad, is the porirail not anly
aof Kathe, the murdered woman,
present only in snapshots and recol-
lections, but alse of her three older
sisters, two of whom also led lives of
drug abisse and prostitution, and her
melancholy son.

Somehow, despite its bitter frank-
ness and the kopelessness i1 surveys,
“aka Kathe" has an undenlable
warfith and humanity thanks to Ms.
Martin's guiet narration and the
trust she has evidently earned from
her subjects.
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A gimilar feoling pervades bi-
chael O'Reilly's “In the Shadow of
the Shortest Saint.” shown with Ms.
Martin's plece in a program called
“Simmers and Saints' even though
Mr. O°Rellly’s aleatory, almost ab-
stract visual style i3 a world away
from Ms. Martin's careful natural-
15m.

“In the Shadow' is difficult to de-
seribe; like many other works in this
year's festival, inchuding * These Are
Mot My Images" and “The Cedar
Bar," its spoken text and (13 images
intersect obliquely and diverge sod-
denly.

The kind of attention theas warks
demand ks pointedly wnlike what the
dominant narrative forms of film
and televisiom have secustomed us
to; they are more abstract and more
sensual, feeding us back the workd
that is unmistakably out there in
altered, even unrecognizable form,
illuminating the bars on the bird
cages we live in.




