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L1z Magic Laser | Absolute Event

Liz Magic Laser, the Jon Stewart of performance art, in conversation.

Installation wiew of Liz Wagic Lazer: Absolute Event. Movember 2013

DIS Magamne sat down with artist and rising star Liz Magic Laser on the set of her recent
performance and nstallation, Absaluie Bveant, at Paula Cooper Gallery to discuss everything from
the aesthetics of power, to the penls of audience participation, why Edmond Eostand’s 1897 play

Chrano de Bargeras has never been more relevant, and what focus groups have in commeon with
disco.

Lazer, who defily combines live performance with wideo projections edited in real time, has built a
cohestve body of worle using the same strategies most often co-opted from the performing arts by
politics, the media and big business to reveal the very techniques they routinely use to construct and
maripulate contemporary culture.
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A5 performance, installation, wideo and works on canvas her pieces offer insight into topical
collective expenences with a chronicler’s inteligence, one she shares with both Eyan Trecartin and
Jon Stewart (yes, of The Daily Show). Simultanecusly, Laser’ s work iz grounded through a
timelessness and sensitivity to the longue durde, which reveals itself thr ough nods and winks to the
histerical works woven mto her project.

Having recently acquired used equipment from a telewision studio, Laser, along with Eyan Trecartin
and MNew Tork based artists Trisha Baga and Alina Tenser, is at the forefront of a group reflecting
on the fabric and currency of contemnporary wisual culture through performance, video mstallation
and mixed media.

Liz Magic Laser has been exhibited world-wide, most recently at Westfilischer Kunstverein,
Minster, Germany (2013}, Ialkmo Eonsthall, Malme, Sweden (2012), the IMoscow Museum of
Modern Art (2012); The Studio Museum m Harlem, New Yorle (2012); Performa 11 Biennial,
New Tork (2011}, and Mol P31, New Torlk (20100 In 2013 she was the Armory Show's
Commissioned Artist.

Look for Laser to continue her exploration of the relationship between politics, news media, and the
public n Bystander, the next phase of her forays mto telewision news.

Bystander will be developed January 9th — MMarch 24th duning a forthe oming residency at Recess,
the artists’ workspace fast becotning a crucial member of New York's non-profit incubators of
contemnporary art, and will culminate in performances Warch 27th — 29th, 2014 at downtown’s
éminence grise of expenmental performance, The Kitchen,

— David Andrew Tasman

LIZ MAGIC LASER in Conversation with David Andrew Tasman at Paula Cooper
Gallery, 197 10th Ave, New York, November 20, 2013

David Andrew Tasman A&solute Bvent, your current performance and installation at Paula
Clooper Gallery, brings into focus the hegemony corporate entities, politics, and the media
wield over content transmitied to the public —what s at stake for you in this praject?

Liz Magic Laser Looking at how corporate culture is being praduced, how political leaders
and business leaders are being produced — that s been my investigation for the last few years.

Tour guestion about what s at stake is always a guiding guestion for me but it 's also
impassible to answer without sounding averly grandiose abaut what you think an art project
can do. Dafinitely that kind of question is ever-present for me, but [ can answer betier with
the work than [ can in words.

Installation view of Liz Magic Laser: Absolute Event. November 2013
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DAT Do you see the production af commercial culture and the production of palitics through
the same lens?

LML [t's all being produced the same way, which makes me think it s @ worthwhile praject,
to parse out the aesthetic technigues and commurnication strategies for wislding power. At
the end af the day, the way cigareites and cake batter are being marketed to peaple is the
same operation going into constructing a [public | persona or [political | platform. The
guiding principle now is appealing to the lowest common denominator.

DAT in Public Relations there was an emphasis on the vox pap interview, and in Stand
Bekhind Me the hand and body gestures that accompany political speech-making were
presented in isolated focus. What are you taling apart in Absolute Bvent??

LML For Absolute Event I found two actors, Daniel Abse and Gary Lee WMahmoud, who actually
worked on Capitol Hill before turning to acting. Since I was developing a script about a political
strategist coaching a politician, I interviewed the actors about their experience as congressional
staffers in addition to interviewing political and communication strategists. The final script combines
this matenal with dialogue from Edmond Rostand’s play Cyrane de Bergerac (1897). I was wiiting
the scnipt durmg the government shutdown in October and wowe i quotes from the rhetonc flying
around in the news. I made the two-room gallery into a set comprised of a conference room and a
control room. Dunng the performances I made a live-feed wideo, which was filmed, edited, and
projected in the control room. Ten audience members were asked to register moment-to-moment
approval ratings using Audience Response System dewices. This generated the data reflected in
graphs that appear in the wideo.

I wanted to bring market research into line with the study of the well-rehearsed performance of
politicians. What T heard across the board from meeting with a number of political strategists was
that you have to stay on message, you shouldn’t get thrown off by actually answering any questions,
you just have to bring the answer back to your message.

DAT That became very apparent i responses that the audience’s unscripted questions elictted from
Gary, the ‘Leader” mn Absalute Event.

LML On Thursday it got out of hand when I didn’t expect that much participation. People thought
everyone was a plant.
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DAT Tt was difficult for me to tell as well.

LML If you were i the back room, when the guy was talling about “flaming placenta”, you
would’ ve heard me bemg like, “get hum out of there!” It was funny for the andience m the control
room to hear me saying to my walkie talkie, “remove lum, remove uml!”

DAT I imagine that iz a common experience in the production of live television.

LML Yeah.. The stage managing of the audience — that was something I was definitely interested
in Stand Behind Me.

Absalute Bvent represzents the confluence of a few different stramns that I ve been worlang on. After
deing some process ortented things with market researchers and polific al strategists Thad all this
material to work with, to weave into something, so I was really looking back at wotkshop footage
and notes from prior projects and knew that I wanted to develop a script where a strategist was

puppet-mastering a politician. It’s not exactly a representation of how I think things are, but more
about the bizarre pseudo-science of wielding power that appears to be at work.

DAT In Absolute Event Audience Response Systems are used to gauge approval or dsapproval —
are the questions m the devices put together by political strategists?

LML And by services catering to them. A lot of these Audience Response Systems are made and
programmed by natve Chmese speakers. There were a lot of spelling errors m the questions onthe
Audience Resporse System device that I started to correct, asked the service to correct, but then I
held back onit. I corrected some spellng errors and phraseology, but I alko wanted some errors to
slip through because it’s telling: market research or political strategy is like an alchemy, not a linear
science. .. but so much credence i givento it; it’s what’s determining how a politician or business
leader dresses, their cadence, how they behave, or who they associate themselves with. The
behavior and decisions of the most powerful figures are being determined by this pseudo-science!

DAT That knd of says it all!
LML That does say it all!

DAT What role does the history of dramaturgy and its relationship to political engagement play n
your works?

LML T guess I'm using theater as some sort of solvent or catalyst for another context.

I have been mereasmgly mterested m the figure of the dramaturge, who 1 ma way the equivalent of
an art historian. The dramaturge 15 a drama historian who helps the director and the actors as an
mterlocutor for all aspects of the production. She has the academic background and will go and
research what kind of clock they would have on the Titanic and all the historical details that bring
credence to the construction of a reality on stage. I am really mterested m how poltical advisors and
whole teams of people, or communication strategist for corporations, play this kind of role m
analyzing, researchmg, and then advismg on policy and public behavior.

Theater was the dominant form of public entertainment for tens of thousands of years until the
advent of cinema. Theater is not about to disappear, but it’s not holding as essential a role inthe
average person’s life as it did before the 20th century.

I’'mreally mterested m how the techmques from theater get mmmicked m politics and busmess. I think
1t’s noteworthy that the practice of politics and big busmess 1 becoming predommately an aesthetic
practice. Meanwhile, the art world is a bit msular and sets itself apart from dommant culture. Tt
seems to me there must be some way that the people n the arts could be participating or ntervening
1 the dommant culhure in some stronger way. I don’t know exactly how that happens or what that
looks like, but I'm trymg to imagine that.

The dommant culture m this country seems somewhat ruled by pandering to a projection of what will
appeal to the most people. What you see ona news program or i the situation room at the White
House, I think, i a mutant form of performance, costume and set design And, how politicians

dress, it’s actually in somewhat low taste on purpose, because advisers are trying to make these
figures appealing to the majority of Americans.

DAT Right
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LML Ifyou look at JFE -era poliicians, journalists, and news anchors, they're not as concerned
about not coming off as elitist, but now a lot 15 gmded by appearing as an everyman or everywotman
50 you can maxtnize your appeal to the greatest number of people who will identify with you.

DAT It seems mherent m that comment. . .
LML "Well, there 15 a taste judgment mherent m it . which 1z problematic.
DAT Yes, it seems to conflate the benefits and the problematics of dire ct democracy.

LML It' s an instrumentalization of the appearance of democracy, which I think 15 actually working
to placate people so that they actually work agamnst thewr own mterests.

DAT Is that why wou chose Chyrane de Bergerac as one of the references for this project?

LML I initvally thought the scenanio would wvolve a TV producer controlling a political talk show
host who is mterviewing a poliician whe 15 in tirn bemng puppeteered by a strategist. Then I thought,
“this is reminding me of some classic theater piece,” and I remembered Cyrana and it just seemed
like the perfect fit

The lines that Cyrano feeds to the yvoung lover, Christian, are a wery elo quent virtuosic love oration
about the need to do away with fancy words. The farce denves from its hypocrisy. The oratory is a
critique of the very thing it 15 domg, and so it seemed all the more ripe for me.

Cyrano is trying to help Christian because the young guy 1sn't able to perform on his own. The love
object for both of them, Foxanne, is only turned on when she iz being wooed with the most
eloquent words. The men “grve her what she wants” while stmultanecusly trying to persuade her to
get beyond the aesthetic trappings of courtship. The goal being to get past the talk and seduce
Foxanne.

DAT Isee.. In Absolute Event you transform Cyrane into the *Strategist’ in the contrel room who
coaches Christian, now as your “Leader’, through a concealed ear piece. . amazing,

LML I am interested in keeping the reference material intact to a degree —but #t7s not really about
that.. they are references I want to be in dialogue with, not pay homage to.

DAT How has working in the space at Paula Cooper Gallery influence d the production of the
work?
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LML In a way it’ s the first tine I've been able to apply this method to a gallery setting where I feel
I worked with the context or premise of what an art installation is in a theatrical manner — so it was
both a stage set and telewision studio, hybridized with an art show.

It's a real mash-up of several things I've been working on — it’ s a riff on the conference room, a
setting Tused i two projects earlier this year at DiverseWeorlkes in Texas and for the Armory Show.
I was also researching war rooms and found that the sitvation room nowadays is really just a
cotporate conference room. The gallery set ended up becotming a hybrid between a television news
studio and a corporate sttuation roofmn.

DAT What"z up with all the disco references?

LML I used the disco thing as representative of the hippie-era ideals of “peace, love, and freedom”™
—which sound pretty sinilar te poliical thetoric. Disco is often pointed to as the cotnmeodified
incarnation of hippie culture, though I wouldn't want to totally write it off that way. Last year T went
to a version of the otiginal disco party — I thoroughly enjoyed it and it's probably what got me
thinking about disco. David Mancuso started that party — the first one was in 1970 and was called
Love Saves the Day. They still do it two or three times a year, but it's hard to get an mwite! I went
maybe a year and a half age and that probably started me off thinking abeout disco because it really
seetned lite an 1dylic party if I've ever been to one — where it was all ages and felt like so many
different sectors of society of Mew Tork. . it felt like your whaole subway car getting down together.

The idea with that original disco party was that it was not going to be a commercial party: you
would bring ¥our own alcohol and your own party goods, and it's still that way.

The Studio 54 disco phenomenon that followed i what I'm using in the installation to reference
disco as a commedified counter-culture. T watched things like The Last Dayes of Disco while
working on the script. The setidea of creating a hybnd space for public revelry and social
communing also grew out of the show I did last summer m Germany, Public Relations. For the
Paula Cooper show [ wanted to merge the disco reference with the conference room "cause it's
also a site for commodified communing, dialogue, information gathering, and assessment.

Installation view of Liz Magic Laser: Absolute Event. November 2013



