Joe Sola: Cliffhange

Oring CoRsAND

Jor Sola documents the interior screen-
ing reom of collective film memories.
Akin to Steve McQueen's homage to
Buster Keaton, Deadpan (1997), Sola’s
video-based performances deploy tactics
of vulnerability and implied danger to
draw viewers in, affording them a front-
row view of themselves, Often featuring
the artist in the title roles, these redux
snippets of old movies transform the
inner eye's Hollywood landscape into a
naoirish palimpsest of lashbacks and rude
awakenings, those defining moments
of what F. Scott
Fitzgerald once
called “romantic
readiness.”
Sala’s insight
into the Dream
Factory as a
tangled weave
af internal projee-
tions or cuttings
of the real world also alludes to his
unique brand of "cinematic therapy,”
sugpesting that we can all dissect our film
experiences and relationships rather than
swelllew therm whole

Three of Sola’s early videos—Come
Qs (2000), GoeGoGe (2001}, and
Climaxes  1966-2001  (20023)—waere

appropriated from action films. Campy
exposés of how Hollywood recycles itself,
and how this in turn reinforces its signa-
ture style of filmmaking, their editing also
bears traces of Sol LeWitt's wall works
or Lawrence Weiner's open-ended text
pieces, art that unfolds itself from a pre-
scribed set of instructions. On the sur
face, the trilogy deconstructs the imprint
of movie male heroes upon the psycholo-
gy of masculine identity, linking it wia a
feedback mechanism to popular media,
yet underwriting all three videos is
Sola’s stock project of reducing the
anatomy of film identification to classic
Pavlovian conditioning, This established

debt to Chris Burden’s 1971 pedorm:-
ance piece Shoot emerged in Sola's first
solo exhibition, "Taking a Bullet™ (Los
Angeles Contemporary Exhibitions,
Ocrober 5 - December 31, 2005 and
Atlanta College of Art Gallery, [anuary 6=
March 5, 2006}, in which he gives the
generalized Tinsel Town neurasthenia a
requisive "shot in the arm.”

After early stints at MTV, working on
Snowed In, Howie r.lf 5!.}'“.' and warous
rockumentaries, Sola unplugged himsalf
from the television business, During this
time he produced his own community
access program, IM PHASE, which was
cablecast in Brooklyn, Philadelphia, and
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Mew Orleans, before poing on 1o receive
an MFA from Qtis College in 1999. Since
then, %ela’s videos, installations, per-
formances, and works on paper have
bhesn axhibited Jnlcrnﬂ!lunu":ﬂ, includ Ing
a second solo show, "Grin and Bear It,”
at the Wesner Center thig past spring.
With all this atvention, 5ola’s projects
hawve naturally grown in ambition and
budpet, though they still aveid escapist
fantasy orelabarare sets to get their paint
across. Accordimgly, no one is alarmed
ta see Sola tackled by football players in
his Saine Henry Composition (2001),
because this really is the artist himself,
risking personal injury for art’s sake, Yet
Sola's minimalist screen persona has a
cutting edge, ultimately denying specta-
tors escape into cither traditional sports
fare or gay porm.

In a similar wein, Rfﬂ'.iﬂﬂ with Adel
Video Performers (2002) features David

Forest Entertainrment “Men” Ken
Ryker, Caesar, and Jeremy Tucker. Seated
in two cars of a large wooden roller
coaster at Six Flags/Great Adventure in
Valencia, CA, the four occupants are
shown reacting as their cars start to
plummet. This short, single shot of Sola
out with the guys has direct human
appeal, like any Fam:l:,' hame video, The
artist chose strong, well-built guys who
easily fit the action hero mold, but shot
them in an unfamiliar context, exchang-
ing the standard porn climax for amuse-
ment park thrills. “In narrative struc-
ture,” says Sola, "whether it is main-
stream or pornography, everything focus-
s on the climax™ ]u;t like porn, the
sheer intensity of the ride obviates the
need for a.-l:ting, which i% m::lﬂ:,r UM M-
rized by the usual tagline, "Porn stars
can't act,” Indeed, the roller coasterisa
perfect emblem of the sublime, for every
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rider is a potential cinemagoer, navigat-
img in the dark between the risk of disas-
ver and the relative safety of their seats,
like any movie theater. Rather than mere-
|}' rl:Pn:;-du:ing this F::Lr_, Lola resnacts
memory's innate cliffhanger.

Sola"s 35mm film transferred to
DVD, Armiy ranger reaching for mew spivit
warrior (from mankind project] near
Mulholland Drive, Loz Angeles (2005),
operates immediately a5 a film vaule or
Cineplex in the round. With smoggy lights
glinting in the background, the two-
minute loop offers a dramatic closeup of
two disermnbodied hands straining toward
each other in a string of failed rescue
attempts. Inu‘vu|'|.'inE wome unidentified
“cliffhanger,” these forever divided
hands become even maore disturbing dug
o the stock action adventure soundtrack
{l:-umpu:ed and recarded |:|:|' Michael
Webster) interspliced with sounds of
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crickets ch:rping_ all af which builds ta a
harrowing anti-climax at regular intervals.
Dq:s.ignl:d to triggvl:r and then defuie inner
emotional turmoil, the gap in this film
bepween the hand that kills and the hand
that heals remains symbalically open.
The artist admits to having experi-
enced similar dislocations on movie sets,
like the time he became stuck in a pre-
tend traffic jam or witnessed a rooftop
shootout with stunt pistols. This alien-
ation effect cavsed when the Metropalis-
_'.I;:l.'lq mMeEmory hank s rges with the
everyday landscape was the inspiration
foar his mew f_-l;im.:ﬂﬂ ::-‘f'.-ﬁgc fEI:I-DE} SEFES

of watereolars. Transposing familiar loca-
tions into the framewark of standard fea-
ture movies, these quist monochromatic
paintings scroll through the artist’s
absession with coming-of-age films,
harking back to a time when Sola first saw
irmages of what it means to be a man, joe
has even been known to snap his fingers
like the Fonz when walking through autoe-
miatic doors at airports or grocery stores,
impishly channeling this former icon of
TV magic.

Last year, Sola hired a group of runway
fashion models to appear at the Angels
Cate Cultural Center In 5an Pedro. The

shirtless, muscle-laden studs created big
br:-rl.d ulcpr-e'.'.'.i-::lrll".l:lr_' willworks and
sculptures, transgressing the traditiona
boundaries -:||'Fi|'||'||:=: thie wark aof art
A repeat performance at the Atlanta
College of Art attracted a more substan-
tial budget, allowing Sola to hire models
from Elite Model Management, one of
the country’s top agencies. He set a few
simphe rubes for the project: all the mate-
rial provided must be used, everything
miust be done up on thie stape, and no
fewer tham half of the models must be
chirtless at any Bime. Far the Fru:ft-l-
mance’s reprise at LACE, Sola subbed
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in five professional actors, basically
inSEruCting them to strut their stuff on
atwo-inch plywood stage. In all thres per-
formances, Soka supplies his players with
standard art school materials, so that
everything ends up leoking like outsider
ar nea-junk art. Although Sola clearly
intends to sugpest that even models and
actors cam make art, as the putative
directar of a public space that bengwo.
lently turns creative freedom into a
reality show, Sala's gesture is, to say the
least, irgnic. At the limit, vouchsafing his
pl.i:,.'-!r-;'.irl At authentic is but a strategic
Duchampian dig at antiguarian
endawrment.

To date, Sola has performed Studio
Visre (2004-05) dozens of tumes at his
Mt Washington studio. On an impulse,
Sola will inform a visiting curator, critic,
or dealer that he doesn't show his art-
work ﬂFtl:'III, and asks peTmISSIon to wideg-
fape the cccurrence. What transpires
sty within m:u;rp!:d parameters wntil
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Sola suddenly jurmps sut of a nearby
windaw, crashing through a concealed
breakaway. This alarming switch from
normal business vo high drama, needless
to say, makes for strangely unnerving
documents, But with this weird little
stunt, Sola is able to cut the ties batwean
cinema and life, audience and performer,
individual and landscape, cinematic fan-
tasy and constructed reality, inserting in
one fell swoop a time-honored cinematic
cliché into the highly structured art
world environment Or maybe he's just
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trying to avald sat expectations and
putting his art career on the line, simply
bailing out in the middle of it all. Either
way, dusting off broken shards while
chuckling to himself, we see Sola making
his way back up to the studio to continue
the discussion.

For some time now Sola has been pro-
posing & work titled Car Crash, involving
the artist driving a rigged stunt car into
the side of a major art institution. One
can understand a personal motivation for
this work, given that Sola once jumped
through literal hoops to master safety
glass under the guidance of a weteran
Valley stuntman. But it also has to be
admitted that it is only a matter of time
before some museum will be happy to
exhibit this Hollywood-style scenario of
its own destruction,
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