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In a story called “House Monument” from Benjamin Weissman’s book Dear Dead Person, a character
says, "The quicker I end a discussion the easier it is to keep it meaning what | want.” " | love that sentence and
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Russi and | were like two jazz
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soloists playing a duet. Each take was
structure provided by your script. Each
of us would play a line, and then, with
that wonderful inner anticipation an
actor or free-form musician feels, we’d
wait to see what surprises the other
it's right, all you can say is "Yeah . . . .

as an actor being what it always is. That
central theme, the “musical line” or

exists in this now present reality .
under imaginary human circumstances!
Musings on A Nearly Perfect Conversation
an emotional improvisation around a

the imaginary circumstances.
“cat” would answer with. . .
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I think I'm not so much trying not to have a morality [that is didactical’y
present in the work], as much as actually trying to value that point o7
self-consciousness, when one has to choose an interpretation and leave
the other possibilities behind. . . . [Y]ou are complicit in the interpretz-
tion, but you may or may not be aware of how you are complicit. What
happens before you even get to an opinion? What happens in the
process of reading that puts you through the dread [laughs] of having o
commit yourself? I'm interested in . . . a kind of imperative that demands
that the viewer read his/her intentions.?

The meaning of a work of art is produced through a complex set of
relations among artist, art object, and audience. Hirsch Perlman has
made the examination of each of the terms in this equation and their
mutual inflections the subject of his practice for the last decade. As he
suggests above, then, it is always more useful to come to his work asking
not “What does it mean?" but, rather, “How does it mean?"”

His principle strategy has involved confounding his viewers with
ensembles of suggestive but enigmatic images and texts that continually
promise but defer meaning. They stall the interpretive process at the
level of self-reflection and initiate critical engagement with flawed
communication systems. Grappling primarily with the latter, Perlman has
relentlessly challenged speech, writing, and photography in his cool but
intriguing installations, forcing each of these systems to fail repeatedly
and to reveal its tenuousness through those failures. A 1989 series of
"documentary”photographs, for example, documents both institutional
architecture and the basic technical glitches and operator blunders that
prove the eye/camera and vision/photography analogies faulty. In Exhibit
P of 1990, live actors perform as a script the intermixed transcript pages
from seven unrelated trials, leading viewers through a maze of legal
language that is finally revealed to be all form and no coherent content, all
style and no discernible substance. Perlman’s 1992 piece, A Layman’s
Guide to Interrogation Techniques and Practices, comprising an illustrated
instruction manual and videotaped performance exercises, draws a
sometimes humorous and sometimes painful connection between day-to-
day conversation and techniques of interrogation.

As with his previous work, Perlman’s new installation draws
attention to the annunciatory modes employed in the work of art, but
more than ever it highlights reception and the active role of the audience
member in locating meaning through a triangulation of her- or himself
with artist and art object. To the extent that the question “What does it
mean?” is ever answered, the fraught interpretive process points to the
interpreter, with her or his own specific subject position and agenda, as
complicit with the artist and object in making the work’s meaning—as
perhaps even largely or wholly responsible for it. In this way Perlman is
able to undermine confidence in the univocal reading, the privileged
truth claim.

Though he avoids explicit statements about social or political
issues, Perlman is well aware that the general implications of his
proof concerning the instability of truth claims pertain to all human
relationships and thus extend beyond the realm of art. In typically
oblique but humorous fashion, he addresses this issue as fundamental to
the conception of his projects show:

Every work of art has its own internal logic—its own vocabulary, syntax,
and grammar. The interesting thing is that, like characters in fiction or
actors in dialogue, there are always some aspects to that logic that are
feigned and others that aren't. Of course the problem is that the first
question asked of that unique logic always seems to be Humpty
Dumpty’s: “The question is . . . which is to be master—that’s all.” I'd like
to know how Humpty Dumpty actually fell over (I'd have given him a
push), but since | can’t know that, and his question remains inevitably
and unfortunately privileged, then | think one way to at least unpack it
is to restage Tweedledum and Tweedledee fighting it out.>

Thomas W. Collins, Jr.
Beaumont and Nancy Newhall Curatorial Fellow
Department of Photography
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