


by Lonnie Legg
Although I wouldnrt consider a

trip to Yonkers I'getting away fron it
a11," there is a show at the Hudson
River Museum (914 963-4550) which is
guaranteed- to take the ehil1 out of a
wintry weekend afternoon. T1te

Maghreb Jouwtals is a multi.-image.
environment being presented in the
museumt s planeta-ritul every Saturday
and Sr:nday at 3 P.M. through Febru-
ary 25. The sixrscreen work is a
strmningly poetic portrait of the
journey of the two artists', SandY
Smolan and Jonathan Pite, through the
North Africdn Maghreb. On its origi-
na1 soundtrack, Edwald Giusto, using
a phenomenal range of instrumenta-
tion, inte:ueaves music and rePli-
cated sounds indigenous to the region,
orchestrating the whole to the chang-
ing visual patterns. The result of
this innovative combination of sight
and sound is a truly moving explora-
tion of the enotional qualities of
the landscape and of the PeoPle who
inhabit its towns and villages

Maghreb, that crescent-shaPed
region of North Africa which is
comprised of Tunisia, A1geri.a,
and Morocco, iS a land of striking
beauty. A11 Year rotmd, a bright
sun bakes the earth and its PeoPle.
In the south, a dTy wind whips and cares-
ses into undulating crests and troughs
the ocean desert of'sand. Sha::p, barren
ridges'of rock rise defiantly above the
Mediterranean to the north and the Atlan-
tic to the west. But The Maghwb Joutmals
bear little resemblance to the travelogue
compilation of sites and vistas one ex-
pects from a piece on such an exotic re-
gion. Smolan and Pite have avoided fo-
cusing on the spectacular beauty of srm-
sets, natives in garish dress and splen-
did cultural monurneRts, and have. stripped
away the veneer of romanticism, concentrat"
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ing instead on the bare unreconstructed
image. The power of its raw, primal beau-.
ty works both through the relationships
betr+een the separate images and, cumula-
tively, by evoking in the viewer a mood of
serenity and awe.

T?ie piece is not an impersonal record
either, despite its objectivity. It is at
once too general and too specific. Unlike
the anthropological study, the recording of
ethnographic detail is a secondary concern
in this piece. The scenes the photographers
reflect upon could have been taken anywhere
in the region and nowhere in the show is re-
ference rnade to a specific part of Maghreb.
The land and the people we see are tfpical
of all Maghreb. The type of landscape may
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change, but everfrvhere it is striking. The
people, totally inrnersed in their'Moslen
faith, have many faces, lead one comnon life
in service to their social order and their
1and.

The specific side of the work is a re.
flection of its overall honesty, for though.
general in its inagery, the overall quality-'
of the work is the product of the particulir
experiences of these two yormg American art-
ists. trlle wanted to avoid a distant view.+
point that gives a sort of rhrup)r nativep
syndrone to portrayals of forbign cotrntries,r
Smolan declares. Smolan and, Pite chose the
Maghreb, an easily accessible non;westem
culture, not for the sake of, evaluation or
for the assimil3tion of informat.ion, but in

order to offer these'people their
compassion and respect. Gaining the
trust of these people and gratefully
participating in their dail.y 1ives,
the two artists provided--in exchange
for their hosts' hospitality--their
eyes and their craft that the l,laghreb
peopl.e'might create a portrait of

the proformd relationship with the
land which shapes their 1ives.

Often, work which falls in the
borderline region between two media
(in this case, still photography and
motion pictures) not only defines
linitS of the mediun fron which the
work is derived, but at the same tirne
provides' information extending and
clarifying our perception of elements
of elements at the heart of the nedi.*
um with which it overlaps, Jountals
provides this sorl of perspective to"
cinena not only through its strong
audiovisual dynamics but through its
depth of erpLoration of the potentials
f multiple imagery

This result is the outcome of
an initial aesthetic concern on the
art of Smolan and Pite regarding the

- conditions in which photographs
aq&.other art objects and films 4re ordi-
naritry viewed. Their idea was that the
physical distance between the viewer and
the plece nor:nally introduces impress.ions
extraneous to the pieco itself, modifying
its expressive qualities. As a result of
these considerations the artists fo:mulated
lans fqr a total siglrt and sormd environ-

t- *'0ur original idea was to build a
with the irnages screened on the wall.s

6nd.cei1ing. The interrelatedness of the
Ilna
dis traction.

ges was inportant, and we wanted to cut
(A 180-degree presentation on

the inside 6f 4 planetariun dome) was as
close as we could cone.rr Prior to their

arkation on the present North Africa
ject, their hore town Boulder corunenced
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construction on a BtJnetariun. By
the time six months had been spent
shooting in North Africa and another
six months editing the visuals'and
composing t'he score, the structure
h,as near completion, and the first
showing of JoutmaZs was arranged.

Presented on six screens, the
piece is arranged around a loose nar-
rative stmcture; the desert, a visit
to a town, an oasis, fishermen at
work, the aid or feast of the
slaughtered goat. The soundtrack was
composed in-movements to these events,
each movement consisting of two parts:
a breathing in (crescendo) and a breath-
ing out (dininuendo). By meticulously
progranming the twelve projectors--
two for each screen being required for
the-smooth fading in and out of each
image--from start to finish, the
creators have perfectly orchestrated
the conbinations of images displayed
at each instant during the piece,
tining transitions so as to channel
attention and producing a rippling of '
visual rhythms, relationships of ima-

Be4[, location of image rrithin the
array, and the sensitive use of darkened
screens set up complex relationships
within the nind of the viewer. Thede
associations have the effeqt of alter-
ing the amount of space evoked by a
single image and alter the viewert s
sense of,tine and state of ernotional
arousal. Spaces are contracted, rows
of dunes seem to stretch endlessJ,yr artd
images are endowed with a sense of tine-
lessness. In addition the photographers
have interspersed series of shots which
pan across or do1ly into scenes or simr-
late notion within the inage (e.g.
Leaves moving in the ryind.) l,lost of
the show, however, is straight still
photography, yet, nevertheless, the evo-
cation of i11usory tinE and space is'essentially cinematic. In fact, the
nannipulation of time and space is
stronger here than in not only almost
all of the static-image e:rperinental
film work frve seen but a-lot of com-
mercial cinematography as weI1.

Since they both deal with an Ameri-
can experience in a Mosl€m culture, I
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was tempted, in preparing this review,
to contrast Pite and Smolanrs sincere
integrity against the perverse sensation
mongering of the blatantly chauvinist
ML&tight Erpress. However, the article
by Tom Hinckley scheduled for the next
issue, though less harsh in its indictnent
tha oI would have been, saved me from
such a comparison, which in any case
wouLd not have done justice to The lh.gh-
reb Joutmals. 'The sensitivity and re-
spect of its nakers speak for thenselves
through the morring spirituality of
their imagery. l,breoverr the successful
realization of the potential of the in-
novative format is strong testinony
of the artistic dedication of Pite and
Smolan both in the field and in the
studio. The work, unique both technical-
ly and thenatically, is a must for any-
one in-terested in current art and makes
one hope to see more of these lyrs artists I

work in I'lanhattan in the rlear fu ture -




