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Beginning her artistic career in the  
second half of the 1960s, Joan Jonas 
initiated to create work along a path 
connected with the visual arts as much 
as with cinema, theatre and dance. After 
studying Art History at Mount Holyoke 
College (Massachusetts) from 1954 to 
1958, and three years spent studying at 
the school of the Museum of Fine Arts 
in Boston, in 1965 Jonas earned a Mas-
ter’s degree in Fine Arts in Sculpture at 
Columbia University (New York).

Jonas’s oeuvre is distinguished by a 
vast repertoire of themes and expres-
sions which, starting with her first, self-
reflective works – in which the artist 
worked around transformations of her 
own body – up to her recent creations 
connected with an investigation into 
texts and stories, examines reality and 
its representation. Her artistic practice 
is based on intuitive forms of assembly 
and superimposition, and utilizes elem- 
ents taken from epic poetry, fables and 
short stories, which, though drawn from 
specific cultures and time periods, take 
on a universal valence.

The artist’s repertoire is characterized 
by overcoming any and all divisions  
between nature and spirituality, rites 
and folklore. A series of trips she took 
during the second half of the 1960s 
proved fundamental for the formation of 
her personal poetics. Jonas travelled to 
Arizona, where she came into contact 
with the Hopi community, witnessing 
a “Snake Dance”, an intense, magic- 
al ritual during which medicine men 
and snakes move in harmony with the 
spiritual and natural worlds. She also 

travelled to Crete (1966), where she 
watched a wedding ceremony that last-
ed for three whole days, and familiar-
ized herself with the vestiges of Minoan 
civilization. Finally in 1970 she travelled 
to Japan where she bought her first  
video camera – a Sony Portapak1 – and 
discovered Nō theatre.

Right from the early stages of her  
investigations, the artist has explored 
remote, marginal spaces, paying par-
ticular attention to natural environments 
– like the landscapes of Nova Scotia  
(Canada) and the beaches of Long  
Island (USA) where she shot her first film 
Wind (1968) –  as well as urban areas, like 
the lofts and the docks of Manhattan,  
a location selected for Delay Delay  
(1972) which originated from Jones  
Beach Piece (1970). This work was  
created in two versions, both in 1972. 
The first took place in New York, where 
the audience watched the action from 
the top of a building; the second was in 
Rome, on the banks of the Tiber River.

Her production is rooted in a focus on 
experimentation that characterized the 
New York art scene during the 1960s, 
distinguished by the development and 
affirmation of Minimalism. From this  
artistic current Jonas acquired the con-
cept of space, a predilection for the 
most essential elements and attention 
to the active role viewers can play in the 
work itself. Starting from her earliest  
 

The Artist

1    The first economical, portable video camera to become 
available on the market, the Sony Portapak made it po- 
ssible for a filmmaker to shoot events autonomously and 
quickly with respect to television video cameras utilized 
at that time.
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as well as the complex cultural implica- 
tions inherent to that relationship. 
During this period, which lasted from 
1972 to 1976, the artist used per- 
formance to explore relationships  
between body, camera and monitor.  
With Organic Honey’s Visual Telepathy  
(1972), a key work in her artistic evolu-
tion, Jonas introduced a new element 
into the interrelationship between ac-
tion and viewer: video. Using a mask 
she purchased in a sex shop, as well 
as veils and jewellery, she created a fe-
male alter ego, portraying herself as an  
“erotic-electronic seductress”: “I named 
this TV persona Organic Honey.”5

At the same time, the artist – who had 
previously used video to create several 
experimental films – was investigating 
the possibilities connected with the  
illusory, repetitive and manipulative  
capacities of video through the super-
imposition of more than one time within 
a single event. Thanks to the use of a 
closed circuit video system,6 Jonas 
counterbalanced the live element of 
an action taking place with images  
directly broadcast via monitor as well  
as with pre-recorded sequences, pro-
ducing complex time-space dynamics. 
As with the mirrors, the feedback on  
the closed-circuit system created an  
infinite series of reflections, within 
which the action and her own broad-
cast image appear together in a single 
space, just slightly out of synch, each 
interfering with the other.

Her artistic practice has always been 
influenced by literature and poetry.  
Beginning in 1976, with her perform- 
ance The Juniper Tree (based on a  
fable of the same name penned by the  
Brothers Grimm), the literary element 
began to take on a significant role.  

From this moment onwards the artist  
initiated an intense period of work on 
the translation of narration into move-
ment, image, sound and time, in a  
continuous process of superimposition 
and interweaving that, over the years, 
has incorporated Norse myths and  
epic tales.

In 1994, for her first retrospective at the 
Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, the 
artist set about translating performance 
to installation, understood as a trans-
formation mechanism from one method 
to another, as well as a constant flow 
and re-elaboration in spaces and con-
texts that are forever different from one  
another. The fluidity with which Joan 
Jonas moves from one media to an-
other is an integral part of the process 
of continuous evolution inherent to her 
artistic practice: her installations are 
not intended, in fact, to document per-
formance, but to develop as complex 
works in which a multiplicity of images 
and objects coexist with one another, 
giving life to a sort of visual cacophony  
in which narrative sequences and  
abstract compositions alternate with 
one another.

Sound is an essential element in  
Jonas’s work. In addition to using music 
ranging from jazz to reggae, electronic  
and sound poetry, the artist’s prac- 
tices embrace vocal sounds like words,  

5  Joan Jonas in Johanna Burton, “The Strings of the  
Human Spirit: Joan Jonas’s Asymmetrical Symbolic”, in 
Gregory R. Miller & Co, Shadow a Shadow: Work of Joan 
Jonas, 2015, p. 172.
6    A “closed-circuit video system” is a system in which a 
video camera, monitor or video projector are connected to 
each other, generating a virtual space in which the timing 
of the recorded image is superimposed with the recep-
tion of that image by the viewer. The closed-circuit sys-
tem induces in the viewer a perceptive comparison with 
the audio-visual information he or she receives, all within 
an environment that puts his or her ordinary perception of 
space to the test.
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