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Azoi, 2005, video (sound), 4:50 min.
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In the Garden, 2004, video (sound), 5:40 min.
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I hope this communication reaches you before you leave for your next trip.

It's been a while since the last time we’ve been in touch and as always, there
is just too much to tell.

As you can see for yourself, we are mainly getting on with getting on. The
downfalls are immense, it goes without saying. But — and this is what we are
beginning to realize — so are the benefits. Not surprisingly perhaps, the kids
are the most adjustable of us all to the new and the strange, of which we
have plenty.

We all are in good health, except for the odd virus outbreak, a reminder of
what is now commonly referred to as “the old days.” Those days, as rough
as they were, are starting to be seen here as something to be missed, an
innocent version of us. Personally, 'm not a natural candidate for such
nostalgic trends. But I must admit, even I find myself at times secretly longing
for that old rush of enterprise and achievement. I know it’s a cliché but of all
things, sometimes normality is the hardest to work through.

By the way, you should know that what you've sent was put into good use.
[ have no idea how you come up with this stuff, but it works! Send us more,
please!

That would be it for now. Everybody send their love. Hope to see you soon.

Yours Truly,

(Text from HOPE MACHINES)



Uri Katzenstein: Time, Language and Hope

SERGIO EDELSZTEIN

The first frame in Uri Katzenstein's video Hope Machines is a
close up of a young woman looking through a pair of binoculars.
She surveys a somewhat uncanny, oily and wavy sea and an
empty horizon. A large boat's horn resounds loudly. The woman
is standing alone on a narrow floating structure, but as we see
her again - this time from her back - we notice an older woman
wearing a yellow raincoat on another construction farther away,
and two other people on yet another “island.” Just as the woman
in yellow raincoat signals with her arms, expectantly, we already
see in the background a few more structures; one or more persons
are seen standing on all of them. Each of these structures is
different, some tower over the water, others resemble flat islands.
Indeed, these tiny pieces of secluded worlds are constructed as
if there is something “personal” about them, something matching
the individuality of the people inhabiting them. The people seem
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to be living comfortably on these floating buoys, or perhaps tips of
semi-submerged larger structures, since all of them are looking
fine and going about their business. The structures themselves
are sculptures Katzenstein made by casting packaging materials.
Ghost images, negative molds of the appliances and commodities
we use, the disposable protective stuff that is always dumped - just
as the people we see deserted in the middle of an infinite ocean.

One by one, the camera takes a close up of each island and
the characters inhabiting it. We see children playing. We see
adults and youngsters. We see a couple kissing, a newborn
child; someone is getting ready to jump into the water, others
exercise. They are all survivors, stranded individuals whose
lives have changed radically by an unnamed fateful event, a
nuclearholocaust, an Arctic meltdown, or any other catastrophe.
Katzenstein does not specify.

However, whereas some survivors get on with their business,
oblivious to what is going on around them and to their unusual
situation, most of them seem to seek some kind of communication
with those occupying other structures. They wave, signal, look
out, yell from one island to another. They are all trying to relay
something, to see and be seen. They use binoculars, flags, phones,
walkie-talkies, any means available for attracting attention. Some
means of communication are modern, others, like semaphore,
seem quite obsolete.
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Then there is also a letter. A voice over reads out a communication
referring to the “before” and “after,” to a major break in the time
continuum that these survivors might have experienced, or one
that might have happened before their time. (A few skeletons
lying or sitting about on the islands could attest to a catastrophic
break.) The letter might have been written by a person who lives
on one of these minute artificial islands, since it mentions life of
immobility and confinement, where human beings “get on with
getting on” and the “old rush of enterprise and achievement” is a
thing of the past, “something to be missed.”

In fact, issues pertaining to the relevancy of languages and human
communication are a constant concern in Uri Katzenstein's
work and a tool he uses to characterize the immense time
spans along which his works are located. By creating languages,
conventions and means of physical communication, Katzenstein
hints at times as yet undefined and unknown. An unspoken or
unrecognized language is either very old, or one that would
surface sometime in the distant future. An unfamiliar language
from a time unknown can also indicate a desire to communicate
from one distant time to another, form one civilization to another,
from one planet to another. In Home (2001] the characters read
and communicate by means of an alphabet unknown to us. The
same alphabet, developed by Katzenstein, is used to subtitle the
gibberish narrative of the artist in Azoi (2004).
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Home, 2001, video (sound), 8:30 min.
‘777 8:30 ,(T1IXD) 1X™11,2001 , 11"

In Uri Katzenstein's works, there are worlds and underworlds,
times and other-times trying to communicate with each other by
means of a secret, unknown and obscure language. These other-
times and other-cultures send out envoys and messages our
culture does not seem to understand. The text in Ritual Reality
#5 (1993 reads: "In our culture the language is secret but we are
sending to you frogmen”. His 1993 show at the Israel Museum in
Jerusalem was entitled Missive, implying some hidden meaning
someone, somewhere, is trying to communicate, a hidden meaning
we might or might not be able to comprehend.
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LTI WIN

FROGMEN

Ritual Reality, 1993, video (sound), 4:30 min.
‘{77 4:30 ,(T1XRD) 1871 ,1993 ,Ritual Reality

Non-verbal communication plays an important role in Hope
Machines. However, in this work it consists of familiar acts and
signs, whereas in former works it was used to highlight the
ambiguity and fluctuating cultural context of the gestures and
to further enhance the unintelligible nature of the languages. In
Home, a number of cloned inexpressive “Katzensteins” perform
simple communicative gestures. Some gestures we seem to
recognize - applauding, caressing; in front of others - e.g. an
upside down boxing match - a doubt begins to creep in, and we
are no longer sure whether their actual meaning corresponds to
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Family of Brothers, 2000, video (sound), 8:09 min.
/{77 8:09 ,(T1IXD) IX™T'1,2000 ,0*NXT TINAWN

the one we know; and still others are completely unknown to us -
rubbing fingers, weird hand contact, which apparently imply some
sort of a wedding ceremony.

Katzenstein's distinctive style of incisive, well-defined and
repetitive movements also takes on the shape of an obscure
language, both in performances and videos made with the
collaboration of dancers and choreographers Ohad Fishof [Home],
and Renana Raz (In the Garden). In general, his personal T'ai Chi-
influenced gestures suggest alanguage, deliberate and systematic,
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not unlike deaf-mute sign language, which always leaves us with
an impression that its specific meaning eludes us.

But for all the ambiguity, it is nevertheless clear to us that
it is our own world and culture that are being challenged by
languages conforming to other sets of rules and conventions.
In this sense, the unfamiliar language of frogmen and missives
may be construed as a metaphorical image of art. Art as a closed,
albeit rich and abundant, language “spoken” by few is a language
that Katzenstein is committed to, inasmuch as he drains his own
life, his own blood for conveying it. In fact, scribbling and writing
obscure phrases - in unknown or known language - with blood
drawn out of his veins has become a trademark of Katzenstein's
performances. As Kristine Stiles wrote of Katzensten's drawings
in blood: “Katzenstein's use of his own blood becomes a ritual
sign, a blood covenant with his viewers and the collectivity of
signs that constitute the languages of the family of humans. For
what could better exhibit the artist's commitment to art and to
his viewers than the act of giving his blood as a drawing of life?
And what could offer a more ironic commentary on the demands
of contemporary life than to create an act (and an image of that
action] that presents a metaphorical threat to life, for the very
energy he exudes as art?” (Kristine Stiles, “Introduction,” in: Uri
Katzenstein’s Families, Duke Universily, 2000, p. 4).

The enigmatic surroundings, in which Katzenstein's videos take
place, emphasize the immense time span that justifies these
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communicational gaps. However, it is hardly possible not to see
in these settings, costumes and make up the influence of a look
promoted by sci-fi b-movies of the 1950s and 1960s. The future, in
this genre, holds for us an alienated and uncanny interior design
populated with unexpressive people in tights and vinyl clothes.
In fact, the people in Katzenstein's works are so utterly devoid
of expression that they become interchangeable with tomatoes,
as in Azoi for example. In these films, as well as in Katzenstein's
works, human identities are being manipulated and primitive and
useless features - such as hair and nails - become redundant.
Thus the only distinguishing aspect of the identical four “brothers”
in Family of Brothers (2000) is their different clothing like that
of the swarm of cloned “"Kazensteins” in his Home. Seen from
this perspective, the variety and abundance of human figures in
Hope Machines is new and refreshing, and offer us a future that,
even after a traumatic “break,” is not incompatible with our way
of life: Isolated by all means, but in search of links, contact, love
and hope.

A central role in this temporal “break” is played by science -
as in every futuristic narrative - and indeed, in his films and
performances Katzenstein is frequently toying with the figure of
the (mad?) scientist. Family of Brothers starts with the scientist
brother looking astonished into a microscope, where he sees
their (his and his brothers’] image under a traumatic shower.
Then, a blinding light makes him discard his scientist clothes
and embark on a trip. In his performances, Katzenstein has worn
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Home, 2001, video (scund), 8:30 min.
/777 8:30 ,(TIIXD) 1T ,2001 "2

white and rubber aprons, in both his roles as a pseudo-scientist
performing pseudo-scientific acts and a patient whose blood is
drawn. Also in these performances, it is his precise and quasi-
ritual movements that reaffirm a seemingly deliberate, conscious
and scientific feeling of purpose.

This attraction to a futile, yet mechanical, movement and
his interest in the future and the utopian lead Katzenstein to
construct his machine-like sculptures and instruments. It
is hardly surprising, then, that his brand of post-apocalyptic
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robot is present in Hope Machines. A distant relative of another
“surfboard” robot Katzenstein built for his performances, this
small robot roams the space in front of the projection plane
only to greet and apologize to the viewers in six languages. The
ultimately useless and domesticated robot (built, indeed, on the
basis and software of a “state-of-the-art” household vacuum
cleaner) nurtures the optimism and “normality” of the video's
survivors, endowing us with a rather innocuous post-apocalyptic
feeling. Neither a Terminator-like-man-vs.-machine all out war,
nor the happy utilitarian utopia of The Jetsons' cartoons (by the
way, the structures and arrangement in Hope Machines strangely
resemble The Jetsons urbanism], but rather a continuation of life
as we know it. Neither desperation nor happiness - only hope.
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