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Joan Jonas’s Imagist Poetics 

 

Joan Jonas has frequently emphasized her work’s indebtedness to modernist poetry, 

particularly early twentieth-century Imagism, declaring that she has “thought of the 

structure of poetry from the very beginning,” and deployed this “very consciously” 

when creating performances and videos.1 Jonas encountered the writings of H.D., 

Ezra Pound, W. B. Yeats and Ernest Fenollosa through her MFA in sculpture at 

Columbia University (awarded 1965), during which she took a course with the literary 

critic Frederick Wilcox Dupee.2 These poets provided models of structural intensity, 

compression and experimentation with “telegraphic” styles like the haiku, which 

moreover self-reflexively address the perceiving subject’s experience of mediation.3 

Yet most considerations of the connections between Jonas’s work and Imagism, while 

noting her use of poetry as a source, stop short of any deeper assessment of its formal 

and conceptual implications.4 What are we to make, then, of statements by the artist 

such as her assertion in the compendium Video Art: An Anthology of 1976: “I think of 

the work in terms of imagist poetry”?5 Imagist poetics, I argue, has provided a 

decisive way for Jonas to explore the image’s psychological and sociocultural 

operations. Understanding the impact of Imagism on Jonas’s work has ramifications 

in turn for wider theorizations of the relationships between video, performance art and 

the image, notably regarding their intersections with modernism, psychoanalysis and 

feminism, as well as their engagement with the narcissistic gaze.   

Launched in a 1912 manifesto signed by Richard Aldington, H.D. and Pound, 

Imagism flourished during the early 1910s in Europe and the US.6 Inspired by tenets 

of vitalism and individualism, Imagists advocated purging language of all superfluous 

detail, description and narrative content. “Direct treatment of the ‘thing’ whether 



 

 

2 

subjective or objective” was a priority, and the carefully honed image became integral 

to this process.7 Paradoxically, however, the image bridged the real with the 

metaphysical.8 Drawing a comparison with Karl Marx’s theorization of the 

commodity fetish, Daniel Tiffany observes that the “modernist Image” is at once “a 

material thing, unmediated by any form of exchange or transference, and a 

metaphysical thing, imperceptible to the senses, which arises in the act of exchange 

(or translation) to become the object of collective hallucination.”9 The Imagist 

conception of the image is therefore intensely dualistic, merging facticity with 

transcendence, literalism with recalcitrance: qualities that Jonas pursued through 

performance and video. 

Of all the poets Jonas has claimed as interlocutors, H.D. (the pen name of 

Hilda Doolittle) holds a preeminent position.10 In 2002, Jonas used H.D.’s poem 

Helen in Egypt (1961), an epic reimagining of the Helen myth, as the basis for her 

video performance Lines in the Sand.11 This essay, however, adopts a deliberately 

anachronistic approach, asserting the relevance of H.D.’s writing – the early Imagist 

poems, but also the densely-layered prose and autobiographical texts, especially her 

account of undergoing analysis with Sigmund Freud – for Jonas’s adoption of 

performance and video in the early 1970s.12 In the first section, I propose that group 

performances like Choreomania (1971) and Delay Delay (1972) drew on Imagist 

poetics to generate fluid, ephemeral image juxtapositions that addressed the workings 

of consciousness and perception, specifically in relation to memory and the image’s 

afterlife. The second and third sections contend that H.D.’s significance for Jonas 

goes beyond structural considerations. I read Jonas’s affinities with the women’s 

liberation movement and feminist reinterpretations of psychoanalysis through H.D.’s 

Tribute to Freud (1956), in order to show how the artist’s performance and video 
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images are linked to modes of visionary experience that contrast Freud’s connection 

between the image and narcissism.13 

Scholars analyzing the image in performance art have predominantly either 

critiqued its association with spectacle and commodification, or excavated the 

performative potentialities of documentation.14 Diverging from both routes, Jonas’s 

treatment of the image illuminates the associations between performance, its 

mediation and literary modernisms.15 While art historians have meticulously 

investigated performance art’s incontrovertible ruptures with modernism and 

formalism during the 1960s, scholars including Elise Archias, Frazer Ward and 

William R. Kaizen have shown how performance’s relationship with modernism and 

medium involves intricate overlap rather than complete severance.16 Tracing Jonas’s 

Imagist poetics reveals the fusions of corporal, psychic, and socio-political experience 

in her performances and videos, as well as their connections with feminist, 

psychoanalytic and materialist approaches to the gendered body, and to the interplay 

between individual subject and historical process.  

 

Image Generators 

 

In 1972 Jonas assembled an audience on the roof of 319 Greenwich Street in New 

York City. Looking down on the space below, they watched as a group of thirteen 

performers moved through a section of Manhattan’s Lower West Side that had been 

scheduled for redevelopment but where construction had slowed, leaving piles of 

rubble stretching to the dilapidated piers.17 Dressed in white with orange headbands, 

for approximately one hour the performers conducted activities reminiscent of 

children’s games, generating a constant image stream.18 One rolled along the ground 
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inside a metal hoop, their limbs spread like a star. Another ran across the lunar-like 

landscape, grasping a jagged shard of mirror that transmitted flashes of reflections. 

Groups of people filed past and repeatedly clapped blocks of wood together above 

their heads. At one point, the performers painted two white circles and a line in the 

middle of the road, to the perplexity of an oncoming motorist (fig. 1).19  

By elevating the audience in Delay Delay, Jonas flattened the action on the 

ground and rendered it into a series of interconnected images devoid of verbal 

exegesis. Douglas Crimp noted how this distancing tactic, which Jonas used in several 

outdoor performances, enabled the artist to uncouple sound and vision – the rooftop 

viewers saw the blocks come together before the resulting crack ricocheted back to 

them – and thereby destabilize the subject. For Crimp, Jonas’s use of de-

synchronization challenged the presupposition of a centered self that could either fully 

generate or comprehend the work, so that both performer and spectator were revealed 

to be “decentered, split.”20 Yet Delay Delay also reflects the impact of poetic 

composition on Jonas’s practice, specifically the artist’s conviction that “a poem is 

like a condensed image.”21 Delay Delay did result in de-synchronization, but it also 

manifested Jonas’s desire to construct referentially concentrated image sequences.  

H.D.’s most well known poem Oread (1914) powerfully encapsulates the 

association Jonas makes between poetic composition and condensation:  

 

Whirl up, sea – 

whirl your pointed pines, 

splash your great pines 

on our rocks, 

hurl your green over us, 
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cover us with your pools of fir.22 

 

H.D. conveys the ocean’s vitality by folding its form and action into the visual 

metaphor of pine trees, without subordinating either image – of sea or forest – to the 

other. Oread epitomizes Imagism’s push towards ever more concentrated images, but 

at the same time shows how this reification results in forcefully expressive but 

ambiguous states. As the literary critic Susan Stanford Friedman observes, H.D.’s title 

signals that the poem’s center is not actually the sea or forest, but the perceptions of 

an Oread, a mountain nymph from Greek mythology. Through its turbulent evocation 

of inchoate emotions, Friedman contends, the poem ultimately addresses the 

experience of consciousness, rather than the external world.23 Despite being stripped 

of excess content, the modernist Image produces meaning that refuses to be 

symbolically anchored, veering between the concrete and the highly enigmatic.  

 The image in Imagism is, of course, paradoxically non-pictorial.24 However, 

Oread’s operation can be compared to that of Delay Delay, with its disparate images 

like beads threaded onto a string, at once bluntly literal (metal hoop, mirror), and 

intractably ambivalent. Oread holds two images in suspension to bring about a new 

state that resists resolution into a single entity.25 Jonas similarly links multiple visual 

components that together crystalize the urban environment of New York City, while 

simultaneously underscoring the multivalency and hence instability of signification 

and perception. Jonas made the twenty-minute 16mm film Songdelay (1973) in 

conjunction with Delay Delay, which tracks similar movements to those in the 

performance, while oscillating between close-ups and bird’s-eye perspectives. For 

Crimp, these shifts prevent the viewer from assuming complete knowledge of, and by 

extension ownership over, the environment.26 Equally, it is through the fragmentation 
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and abstraction caused by curtailed, desynchronized viewpoints that images in Delay 

Delay and Songdelay become archetypes, containers for multiple possible desires, 

memories and associations, including but not limited to the threat of their imminent 

obliteration as a result of rampant real-estate speculation.27 

 A year before Delay Delay, Jonas had already invoked the framing, flattening 

device of the projection screen in her indoor performance Choreomania (1971). The 

audience gathered at one end of Jonas’s loft, facing a large rectangular wooden barrier 

that was suspended in the air by chains snaking around the ceiling beams. A mirror 

partly covered one side of the structure, which was fashioned for Jonas by the sculptor 

Richard Serra.28 The barrier occluded and revealed, fracturing the action as it swung 

back and forth, while reflecting the blurred, ghostly forms of the spectators (fig. 2). 

Jonas compared this effect to the wipe in film editing, enabling transitions from one 

image-sequence to another.29 The performers moved around the wall executing 

various gestures, one moment doubled in the mirror, the next vanishing from sight. 

They circled hand in hand, clapped blocks of wood above their heads, and processed 

with a large light bulb that flicked on and off, imprinting images on the audience’s 

retinas after the blackout.30 Choreomania culminated with slide projections of art 

historical images onto the wall, including Egyptian frescos, Medieval landscape 

paintings, and Renaissance portraits, which flitted across the mirror, and were re-

projected around the space using hand-held mirrors.31 Performers quixotically poured 

water over the large mirror in order to try and reflect the colors in the projections, 

attempted to fit their bodies inside fleeting shapes and designs, and raised sheets of 

paper to ensnare segments of a projection, conjuring the eyes and mouth of a portrait 

from the air like rabbits from a hat (fig. 3).32   
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As its title indicates, Choreomania was awash with physical encounters 

between the performers and the images they created. Both it and Delay Delay, during 

which audiences were exposed to dense image relays, alluded to the structures of film 

and video.33 Jonas acquired a Sony Portapak on a trip to Japan in 1970, and although 

she did not realize her first video works until 1972, Choreomania and Delay Delay 

correspond with her conviction that the technology functioned imagistically.34 

Decades later, Jonas reflected how video provided: “an added nonnarrative layer in a 

kind of condensed poetic structure,” comparable to “the writings of the American 

Imagists.”35 The qualities Jonas valued in video – the rejection of narrative, and 

capacity to generate multiple images that telegraph without foreclosing meaning – 

were equally present in Delay Delay and Choreomania. 

Choreomania’s slide projections register Jonas’s MFA studies in art history 

with Meyer Schapiro as well as modernist poetry, correlating in particular with Aby 

Warburg’s concept of “nachleben” or afterlife.36 Warburg proposed that the 

relationship between the historian and their objects of study is imbued with 

performative empathy; through each encounter the remnants of the past are brought 

into being anew via the actions of association and interpretation.37 In notes for his 

Kreuzlingen lecture Images from the Region of the Pueblo Indians of North America 

(1923), Warburg refers to “memory images,” whereby recollections are “consciously 

accumulated in images or signs.”38 Warburg’s approach to images as vehicles of 

associative accumulation informed his Mnemosyne Atlas, a compilation of 

photographic reproductions, popular prints, astrological charts and stamps gathered 

from 1924 until his death in 1929. By arranging and constantly re-arranging these 

items on large panels covered with black cloth according to non-linear, subjective 

affinities rather than preconceived categories, Warburg hoped to trace how images 
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from classical antiquity recurred across cultural manifestations (fig. 4).39 As with 

H.D., it was only later that Jonas drew on Warburg directly, using the Kreuzlingen 

lecture in The Shape, the Scent, the Feel of Things (2004–6).40 However, Warburg’s 

notion of the image’s affective afterlife corresponds with the concurrently materialist 

and irrepressibly psychic operations of images in early performances like 

Choreomania and Delay Delay.41 Attentiveness to the psychic ramifications of the 

image forms another significant link between Jonas’s work and H.D.’s writing.    

 

Psychic Images 

 

During a 1973 discussion with the artist-filmmaker Carla Liss and dancer Simone 

Forti, Jonas connected her approach to image generation with the emergence of 

second-wave feminism: “my work had always been about releasing images and 

tensions from my psyche, within the framework of structure and a perception of 

space. But the [women’s liberation] movement helped me in asserting and 

understanding my individual female content.”42 Jonas did not read H.D.’s Tribute to 

Freud, which comprises the two texts “Writing on the Wall” (1944) and “Advent” 

(1948), until she was developing Lines in the Sand in the early 2000s.43 Nonetheless, 

the poet’s account of her analysis with Freud helps to elucidate the image’s role in 

Jonas’s work, especially as it relates to the construction of gendered subjectivity. 

While H.D. deeply admired Freud, she also questioned his interpretations of the 

images from her unconscious that she presented during their sessions, anticipating 

feminist re-readings of Freud that extended this critical perspective on 

psychoanalysis.  
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Jonas’s 1970 performance Mirror Check is rooted in what the artist remembers 

as a period of fervent feminist questioning about the body and the patriarchal gaze.44  

Mirror Check began life as a short, self-contained episode within the longer 

performance Mirror Piece II, before migrating into the video performance Organic 

Honey’s Vertical Roll (1972–4).45 During Mirror Check, Jonas stood naked in front of 

the audience, holding a small circular mirror in one hand. After regarding her face in 

the sliver of silver, Jonas extended her arm and moved it across her body, continuing 

to peer into the mirror’s surface as it relayed glimpses of her flesh back to her. In a 

photograph from 1972 by Roberta Neiman of Mirror Check at the Ace Gallery in 

Venice, California, the inspection Jonas subjects herself to seems overtly impersonal, 

even clinical (fig. 5).46 The muscles in Jonas’s right arm and neck are sculpted with 

tensile energy, the skin corded with veins; she lifts her left arm for examination with 

intense concentration. Both arms point stiffly sideways, like a clock metering out 

time. Anne M. Wagner captures Mirror Check’s exacting control: “A technician 

seems to speak through it – think of ‘sound check’ as an immediate parallel – but here 

the naked Jonas plays the technician’s role herself.”47 The performance undoubtedly 

tests the mechanisms for instigating and controlling the gaze, but crucially does so in 

terms of their effects on the psyche. 

The choreography of Mirror Piece I (1969), performed at Bard College in 

Annandale-on-Hudson and the Loeb Student Centre, New York University, parodied 

the rococo patterns of Busby Berkeley dance routines.48 Women arrayed in brightly-

colored dresses and men in suits manipulated body-length mirrors which proliferated 

doubles, transmitting reflections of the other performers, audience members and 

shards of the environment (fig. 6). In Mirror Piece II (1970) at the 14th Street Emanu-

El YMHA, the mirrors were employed for a wider variety of tasks, and combined 
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with an audiotape of Jonas reading David Antin’s “A List of the Delusions of the 

Insane: What They Are Afraid Of.” First published in Code of Flag Behavior (1968), 

Antin’s poem appropriated a list compiled by the Scottish psychiatrist Thomas Smith 

Clouston in his Clinical Lectures on Mental Diseases at the turn of the century, 

itemizing the hallucinations of over 100 women patients diagnosed with 

melancholia.49 The cumulative impact of these visions, which Antin adapted only 

slightly, is one of extreme psychic fragmentation:  

 

… being poisoned 

being killed 

being alone 

being attacked at night 

being poor 

being followed at night 

being lost in a crowd 

being dead 

having no stomach 

having no insides 

having a bone in the throat 

… 

that their flesh is boiling 

that their head will be cut off 

that children are burning …50 
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These violent paranoid fantasies resonated with Mirror Piece II’s choreographic 

references to the physical contortions associated with hysteria, notably a sequence 

during which a male performer dragged the rigid body of a woman across the space. 

The photographer Peter Moore captured the woman holding a mirror lengthways on 

her stomach, gripping the lower edge so tightly that her forearms rise off the surface, 

exhibiting a high level of tension that extends to her pointed feet (fig. 7). The man 

clasps his hand over the woman’s eyes, blinding her. The woman’s pose and the male 

performer’s agency over it together recall the photographic iconography of hysteria 

developed by Jean-Martin Charcot at the Salpêtrière hospital in Paris during the 

nineteenth century, converging with Antin’s poem to invoke the gendered policing of 

women’s bodies and minds.51 

Mirror Check’s provocation and frustration of the gaze of the clinician, 

technician, or analyst anticipates Luce Irigaray’s critique of Western thought from the 

Enlightenment through to Freudian psychoanalysis as fundamentally phallocentric. 

Irigaray’s meditation on the speculum – any “instrument to dilate the lips, the orifices, 

the walls, so that the eye can penetrate the interior” (italics in original) – culminates 

in a condemnation of the all-seeing but blindly unknowing invasiveness of the 

patriarchal gaze.52 While the viewers apparently enjoyed unrestricted access to 

Jonas’s body, Mirror Check generated a separate, secret mirror image that the 

audience could only experience vicariously, endowing it with oppositionality.53 

Mirror Check, by hiding what the mirror reveals, incites and denies what Irigaray 

terms “speculative intent.”54 When performed as a segment within Mirror Piece II, 

Mirror Check served as a deconstruction of the physical and psychological control 

attempted through the concept of hysteria. The mirror image became a means of 
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preserving the psychic economy of the subject in the face of voyeuristic, disciplinary 

ways of looking and their attendant knowledge regimes.  

Jonas’s treatment of the mirror image in Mirror Check parallels H.D.’s 

examination of the image as a tool enabling strategic opacity. H.D.’s first period of 

analysis in 1933 lasted three months, and was followed by a second, five-week 

session towards the end of 1934.55 In “Writing on the Wall” and “Advent,” H.D. 

described how her dialogues with Freud both revolved around and occurred through 

images. Important recollections took the form of “transparencies in a dark room, set 

before lighted candles,” and their conversations explored the hieroglyphic imagery of 

H.D.’s dreams.56 H.D. lingered on the sculptures and archaeological fragments that 

stood sentinel on the desk and in the glass-fronted display cabinets of Freud’s 

consulting rooms on Vienna’s Berggasse (fig. 8), which, their owner informed his 

patient, provided a means of stabilizing the ideas uncovered through analysis.57 These 

objects embodied the psychoanalytic process, whereby shards of thought and memory 

were “skillfully pieced together like the exquisite Greek tear-jars and iridescent glass 

bowls and vases that gleamed in the dusk from the shelves of the cabinet.”58 For H.D. 

and Freud, images provided a means of fusing multiple temporal and spatial referents, 

enabling transcendence of the present. This pursuit of re-signification corresponds 

with Warburg’s concept of the image’s afterlife, but H.D.’s account of the 

relationship between image and psyche also endows the image with the capacity to 

resist deterministic diagnoses.59 

Supported emotionally and financially by her partner Bryher (Annie Winifred 

Ellerman), H.D. sought out her sessions with Freud in order to ascertain the meaning 

of two visionary experiences that she had undergone after a breakdown in 1919.60 

H.D. recounted the trance state that she fell into when staying with Bryher on Corfu in 
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1920, during which she saw images and writing flash across the wall.61 A small three-

legged lampstand sitting on the wash table morphed into the tripod of Greek Delphi, 

which H.D. interpreted as a symbol of poetry and prophecy, before the figure of Nike, 

goddess of victory, appeared.62 Yet H.D. did not unquestioningly accept Freud’s 

diagnosis of these images from her unconscious as symptoms rather than visions, 

rejecting the patriarchal speculum in favor of ways of seeing that prioritized 

multivalence.63 In her autobiographical study The Gift (1969), H.D. contrasted the 

visionary perception that she believed she had inherited from her grandmother in 

Pennsylvania’s Moravian community with the scientific rigor of her grandfather and 

her father’s astronomical experiments.64 H.D. in turn connected the phallic signifiers 

of her grandfather’s microscope and father’s telescope with Freud’s psychoanalytic 

probing.65 By contrast, the multifaceted images accessed through the matrilineal gift 

provided a means of eluding Freud’s scrutiny, which caused her “bat-like thought-

wings” to “beat painfully in that sudden searchlight.”66 H.D.’s resistance was 

distinctly feminist and queer, fueled by her anger at Freud’s dismissal of women’s 

creative agency, and the divergences between his writings on homosexuality and her 

lived experience as a woman who had relationships with both women and men.67 

“Writing on the Wall” and “Advent” participate in the trans-generational 

feminist questioning of Freud that would in turn shape the context for Jonas’s 

engagement with Imagism.68 In 1970, the year of Mirror Piece II and Mirror Check, 

the New York-based radical feminist Shulamith Firestone proclaimed in The Dialectic 

of Sex that Freudianism and feminism were intimately connected, arguing it was “no 

accident” that Freud’s writings on the unconscious had coincided with first wave 

feminism and the women’s suffrage movement.69 Firestone argued, however, that 

psychoanalysis and psychology had subsequently parted ways with feminism, and 
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actively suppressed rather than advanced women’s liberation.70 Four years later in the 

UK, the psychoanalyst Juliet Mitchell published her feminist reappraisal of Freud’s 

legacy, pointing to the importance of his prioritization of sex and gender as the locus 

of psychic formation. Mitchell defended Freud against complete rejection by 

feminists, arguing that his writings on masculinity and femininity were informed by a 

culturally constructed rather than innately biological and essentialist understanding of 

gender.71 As much as Irigaray and Mitchell interrogated Freud’s thinking, they, like 

H.D., remained committed to psychoanalysis.   

Yet while for Freud and his follower Jacques Lacan the image retained 

associations with narcissism and scotomization, H.D. understood her visionary 

images as permeated with what she described in The Gift as the “time-out-of-time” 

quality of psychic life.72 The distancing effect in Mirror Check echoes the generative 

recalcitrance of Imagist poetics. For Jonas, this severance is not melancholic; the 

image in Mirror Check is cathected, transformed into a locus of power. Kathy O’Dell 

observes that while Mirror Check might appear “overarchingly narcissistic” and 

“exhibitionist,” the fragmentation of the performer’s body tends ultimately toward 

abstraction.73 In the performance, self-imaging mediates between the material and the 

psychic, frustrating patriarchal structures of knowledge generation, while luxuriating 

in the threat to the phallic economy posed by the narcissistic female subject. Although 

Mirror Check is very different from Choreomania and Delay Delay, it too counters 

simulacral superficiality, instead accentuating the Warburgian capacity of images to 

act as trans-temporal psychic containers for memories and desires.74 

 

Beyond Narcissism 
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Mirror Check demonstrates how Imagist poetics complicates the association of 

Jonas’s work with narcissism. In her influential essay “Video: The Aesthetics of 

Narcissism” (1976), Rosalind E. Krauss references Jonas’s Vertical Roll (1972) as an 

example of how early video performance challenged the modernist precepts of 

medium-specificity and autonomy of the artwork by making the psychological state of 

narcissism its medium.75 Krauss compares the monitor with a mirror or pool that 

replicates the artist’s image through video technology’s instant feedback. Mapping 

this situation onto that of the relationship between analyst and analysand, Krauss 

identifies video’s temporality as the perpetual recursivity instigated in the patient who 

is unable to coincide with the illusionary wholeness offered by narcissism.76 Viewed 

from this Lacanian perspective, Vertical Roll, in which Jonas appears as if she is 

gazing enraptured at her own reflection via the camera, presents the transformation of 

“the performer’s subjectivity into another, mirror, object,” and the ensuing psychic 

entrapment.77  

Vertical Roll exploits the effect of vertical de-synchronization, whereby the 

image “rolls” repeatedly up the screen. Glimpses of Jonas’s body interrupt the 

flickering ripple of the vertical hold bar, which is supposed to keep the video image in 

check, with disorienting results (fig. 9). The roll thus signals the fragmentation of 

identity, while bearing the vestiges of authorial resolve, inferring that the subject 

preserves the facility to rupture the seamless circuit of technologically induced 

narcissism.78 Although Krauss grouped Vertical Roll among works that tangibly assail 

the video mechanism in order to break the circumscribing feedback loop between 

performer and monitor, her framework nonetheless established narcissism as the 

dominant currency with which the image operated in performance for the camera 

during the early 1970s.79  
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In Vertical Roll, Jonas appears as Organic Honey, an alter ego that catalyzed a 

cycle of works merging performance and video. These began with Organic Honey’s 

Visual Telepathy, performed twice in 1972 at Lo Giudice Gallery, New York and in 

Rome (fig. 10), followed by nine performances of Organic Honey’s Vertical Roll 

between 1972–4. Jonas also made two related but stand-alone videos, Vertical Roll 

and Organic Honey’s Visual Telepathy (1972).80 To create the Organic Honey 

persona, Jonas sourced a plastic kewpie-doll mask from a shop on New York’s 42nd 

Street.81 Jonas paired this objectifying mask with other costume fragments including a 

beaded crop-top, a beaded dress, and a feather headdress, the textures of which 

referenced the sublimated sexual desire of the fetish object (fig. 11). Developing 

Krauss’s premise in “Video: The Aesthetics of Narcissism,” Anne M. Wagner 

hypothesizes that artists working in performance and video circa 1970 strategically 

wielded narcissistic aggression to garner the attention of an audience.82 Re-directed 

narcissism is one of the weapons in Organic Honey’s arsenal, and the related 

performances explicitly enacted the narcissism that Freud attributed to the onset of 

puberty in the young girl.83 Jonas’s decision to perform Mirror Check at the 

beginning of Organic Honey’s Vertical Roll underscored these connections with 

fetishism and narcissism, and this suite of works undeniably used narcissism to force 

viewers’ awareness of their own surveillance in an era of screens and broadcast 

technology, while confronting them with what Amelia Jones has theorized as the 

“radical unknowability” represented by the narcissistic subject.84  

Yet other dynamics are also in play.85 The Organic Honey persona anticipates 

Jonas’s later exploration of one of the most fetishized figures in literature through 

H.D.’s Helen in Egypt for Lines in the Sand. Helen in Egypt reimagines a lost poem 

by the Greek lyric poet Stesichorus, which imagined that Helen had actually spent the 
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Trojan War in Egypt while a phantom took her place in Troy. Just as H.D.’s Helen 

attacks, and thereby undoes, her treatment as simulacrum – “she whom you cursed / 

was but the phantom and the shadow thrown / of a reflection” – so too is Organic 

Honey an active creative agent.86 Organic Honey’s Vertical Roll used live feedback to 

transmit Jonas’s mediated image alongside her physical form. Kneeling on the floor 

before the camera, Jonas executed multiple drawings, attempting communication 

through hieroglyphic, ideogrammatic signs, which were screened on the monitor and 

wall (fig. 12).87 The technology thus extended the generation of images undertaken in 

Choreomania and Delay Delay. Jonas connected her desire to explore the “female 

psyche” with her acquisition of a video camera, indicating that for her it also 

facilitated feminist multiperspectivalism, countering the flattening, fetishistic and 

ultimately frustrated objectification of the narcissistic gaze.88  

Video’s materiality is significant in this respect. While Krauss focused on the 

mirror image created through the feedback loop between monitor and camera, other 

commentators in the 1970s noted video’s combination of materiality with abstraction. 

In “The Surreality of Videotape” (1976), the artist Ingrid Wiegand contrasted the low 

resolution of early video to film, describing how the closer the viewer got to the video 

image, the more undefined it became.89 The imprecision of the images generated by 

video, Wiegand averred, entailed that they “shimmer at the edge of the familiar, 

eliciting momentary glimpses of unconsciously articulated possibilities.”90 The video 

practitioner Stuart Marshall comparably reflected that the disintegration of the video 

image into an electronic blur revealed how “as an object of desire it is properly 

elusive.”91 In these accounts, the video image is not a coherent, easily accessible 

whole, but undefined and ambiguous. Video’s combination of materiality and 

abstraction converged with Jonas’s understanding of the image as concrete but 
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multivalent. The video images that Jonas incorporates into works like Organic 

Honey’s Vertical Roll are not simply triggers that kick-start narcissistic or fetishistic 

desire, but unstable entities that might, like the writings of the Imagist poets, open up 

at any moment onto vertiginous depths, bridging conscious and unconscious realms. 

Jonas’s work across performance, film and video attests to a fascination with 

the afterlives of images, particularly their psychic reverberations and potential to act 

as instruments of feminist resistance against narcissism and fetishization. While their 

reductive, objectifying and simulacral dangers remain ever present, Jonas’s images 

serve as mediators between lived, bodily experience and unconscious activity. 

Emerging at the intersection of literary modernism, Warburgian art history, 

psychoanalysis, and feminism, Jonas has consistently mined Imagist poetics to pursue 

modes of visualizing that are not easily consumable, and which offer oppositional 

possibilities. 
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