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OMER FAST

Omer Fast

NEW MAGIC REALISM

Chen Tamir

OMER FAST EXPLORES the disfunciure fn
doctmentary media by splicing and creating
storfes ihad confound realipy with fiction. Ofien
sleown on mualtiple screens, with strong awdio
narrative componenis, his video works collage
Jootage culled from vecorded interviews or from
miass media, wlimately manipudasing the vuth
inelex indevent 1o video,

Chen Tamir: Hybwidisnr and disjuncture are
irtegral fo vour work, Where does thar stem
from? Did moving 1o America from el
when you were younger affect your identity and
werrldview?

Omer Fast: 'm reluctant 1o discuss my work
in terms of biography. However, | can say that
moving between two countrics while grow-
ing up certainly made me aware of how much
having an identity involves a performance.
Choosing between o identities, two lun-
guages, two cullures from an carly age also
meant [ eouldn't really invest that much faith
in either; neither felt entirely mative or nat-
ral. I suspeet this is typical of immigrants o
bilinguals and perbaps my work is informed by
that. There are often parallel elements in my
work, side-by-side projections or justaposcd
subtitles running simuliancously. [don’t think
it's about sewing doubt or confusion though,
1 like 1o hope it's appropriate to the subjects
I've sought; persons whose story is somewhere
between an experience and iis recnactment,
the push and pull between historical time,
persomal time and dramatic time,

CI: e indevesied v foow vou distingish
between different kinds of time, Can vou dis-
crss thae?

OF: Working in video or film involves three
distinet layers of tme. First, there is record-
ed time. This is the time it takes someone 1o
answer a gquestion, perform a sk, or well a
story on-camera. Second, there s the time de-
seribed, for example a past event referred to
in an interviewes s answer or the slice of time
in which events in a scene or a story unlold,

i (AT1er G.W.). 2008. HD video, 27 mins
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Finally, there is the time edited, This is the
time crealed from the recorded material, usu-
ally through editing techniques such as cutting
and splicing. Edited time is highly contingent
on recorded and described time, but it’s what
ultimately determines the viewer's pereeption
of the work. Each of these times has its own
reason and nature of being. I recorded time is
stressed during editing, leaving long segmenis
of the footage intact, we may call the work
verité or direct, Il described time is empha-
sized, meaning the cuts correspond with the
events described, we might expect a work that
feels naturalistic or even dramatic, If edited
time is foregrounded, pointing attention 1o
the manner a plot is constructed for example,
one might think of sell-refexive, even eriti-
cal practices or use postmodern labels. But
this is not necessarily the case. A quick look
at CCTV footage that constantly shuffles be-
tween seeurity cameras, or watching TV with
a channel-surfing attention-deprived friend is
cnough proof to the contrary,

You could even argue contemporary television
commercials with their rapid-fire editing are
the most prevalent forms of storvielling. The
reason 1 bring all this up is to emphasize the
richness of what's called time-based media.

L f.lrh'n'.in'ng; wvour mrention CCTT, cfuanmnel-
steafinng aned commmercials, Your works play with
a discrepancy benween auclio and visual, and
has a special relationship to words, Your early
work, Glendive Foley (2000), inmvolved vour
verice misiching the sounds of a ivpical subie-
fan landscape, Ciher works, like CNN Coneat-
cnated { 2002} and A Tank Translued {2002),
play with subiitles. You alvo transcribed the
Serpe” ov verbal narvative in Godville §2005)
inte an ieresting book, Whene [ visited vour
stuedien last year youe hered a book Wing arowd by
Erger Keres, a writer of fantastic imagingtion in
firee with the levary movensent of Magic Real-
isw. Yourr work plays off fairly similar principles
— the madealiliy of ‘realing. Mugic Realism
literatere often manipudates e in bneresting
WaVs, &, creating e that is evelical or that
someliow apertes differcaly,

flow dlo vew feel aborr that comperison? Are
tlere writers i serve as fnffuences?
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OF: During graduate school, 1 was frustrated
by what I experienced as a lack of connection
0 things happeming outside the art bubble,
esprecially pulp, literary and dramatic formes of
storvielling. In retrospect, this was probably
my fault for choosing a respectable graduate
program and being such an camest student.
Ln any event, my first project afler graduation
wis an atlempl at a cormect ve, | curated anex-
hibition at the unversity gallery called “Fido
Television.” Althouwgh T will never repeat the
mistake of curating, the show represented a
grouping of artists whose work was very much
in touch with the real, at least as | saw il or
thought it should have been shown at the
time. It included a white boy channeling the
voice of an older black pentleman, a couple
selling themselves on an Taadian TV talk show,
a standup comaedian hannted Dy the echoes of
his own jokes, a contestant auditionimg o be
a hostess on the Home Shopping Metwork,
a couch potate who suceessfully enters the
sereen and runs around in disaster films, eic. |
certaimly welcome an affinity with Magic Re-
alism. But [ think my interest was always more
grounded on media: ez, the impact wlevision
was has g on the Wiy gq:]|ur:|lim1 EXpe-
ricnced reality and how we recall and reeel]
it. Etgar Keret's short storics are the perfect
distillation of that.

CT: The Casting scerns vorer miost arlhitions
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werk fo date, ard also vour most directly polin
cal,” Wiar made you creace it?

OF: Onginally, 1 had planned on shooting
a more docwmentary-type project in Fort
Irwin. This is the huge base in the Mogve
[esert where the Us Army trans soldiers
in full-scale copics of Iragi villages inhabited
by Arab-Aumericans prelending to be Iragis,
After many strange, almost autistic conver-
sations with the Army’s Office of Public Af-
fairs, I went 1o Fort Hood in Texas, where 1
miet with soldiers who had just retumed from
thear first tour in Irag. Owver several days, 1 re-
corded conversations with a number of them
and then Hew back home with the material
and waited. And waited. And waited. After
realizing that an appointment at Fort [rwin
was not forthcoming, 1 decided o look closer
at the footage recorded in Texas, 1 ended up
selectmg two stomes wld by the same voung
Army sergeant. One takes place in Bavana
and involves a date with a German girl wha's
intospeed and self-mutilation: the other takes
place outside Baghdad and involves a road-
side bomb and the shooting of an unarmed
civilian, The two stories were chopped up
and braded into a senpt, which was given 1o
i group of actors o interpret inoa serics of si-
lent tableaux. As the sergeant tells his stories,
their serting and context keep shipping and
shifting: Baghdad becomes Bavaria, making
out ends in chaos, a Christmas date concludes

. ]

God 105 I Bl min

with a faraway death.

Anyway, I'm notsure if The Casting is my most
directly political work. (Whateverwe mean by
that & another can of worms.) Its overt sub-
ject matter is certanly topical and belatedly
debated in the United States at the moment.
Hut the work sees its politics more in terms
of its own acsthetics! the way it appropriales
an admittedly heavy subject matter, then lit-
crally makes a ‘production’ out of it. In this
sense, what the work tries to do is present the
arc ol an event, the rauma-turned-drama, ac-
counting for the many plavers that attend 1o
it along the way as it's transformed for public
consumption. There’s definitely a politics to
that. But it's not very dircet.

CT: Your mose recenr work, Looking Pretty
For God (After GOWL iy a video that pees
kieds posirng, wilh their speech blended o mor-
fretans words, Wit was the tnspirasion behind
s work?

OF: Lookorg Prete fov G was commis-
sioned by Anselm Franke and Hila Peleg for
Manifesta 7, and by the School of the Ar
[nstitute of Chicago. Several months before
Manitesta, Anselm told me that the work-
ing concept for the show was “the soul,” Al
first, T thowght he was joking. When Drealized



there was a possibility that he was serious, [
decided o take on the concept as seriously as
I could, accepting it as a personal challenge.
I come from a militantly sceular family and
don’t have the background ol religious prac-
tice, spirttual belicls or even a sense of tradi-
tion that could help in this matter. Also, un-
like triggers for previows projects that were all
about discrete historical events, their witness-
es and reenactors, | understood the soul 1o be
more of a *big" concept, Muid bul nevertleless
a8 historically contingent as abstract concepts
can get, And so, lacking a personal angle on
the matter, the first step was to find people
who could talk abowt the soul in first-person.
who could explam o me what happens when
a person dies. 1 had already talked with sev-
cral elergymen of small-town churches while
producing o project in Virginiz in 2005 1 did
not want to po through those doors again.
So while visiting Mew York for the Whitney
Biennial, T lined up meetings with funeral
directors in Staten Island, Manhattan and
Dueens, knowing that the technical nature of
their jobs could anchor the conversation and
keep it from dipping into territory for which |
wiss ill-prepared. As the professionals respon-
sible for a deceased person’s last public ap-
pearance, funeral directors” line of work falls
somewhere between make-up artistry, plastic
surgery, sculpture, PR, gnef counscling, event
planning. and magic. Their profession is also

OMER FAST

emblematic of modernity's specialization of
production and work, and their segregation
from the consuming public. As the funceral di-
reclors speak about what they do off-camera,
slills filmed inside the funeral home are inter-
cut with scenes depicting a commercial photo
shioot involving child models. Occasionally,
aspects seen in the photo shootl appear 1o
coincide with things the funcral dircctors de-
scribe: the application of make-up, the prop-
cr posing of hamds and face, achieving an
ideal facial expression and an overall fimish,
the work involved in creating a memorable
image. As the camera wanders around the
froeen expressions and bodies, the models’
normally passive stance is occasionally inter-
rupted as one suddenly speaks, in complete
synch with the voiceover, as il channeling a
voice, I's a gimmick, olwiously, but when
it works it succeeds in relating two distingt
industries involved in creating two very dif-
ferent image products. Also, in as much as
a performance can possess or transform the
person performing (and of course hopefully
the one watching) the child-actor’s sudden
break o pantomime briefly broshes aoross
the spiritual realm, at least as closely as | can
imagine at this moment in life.

CTe Are there artists vou are particidardv iter-
exted i ar that funve inspived vous?
OF: At the moment, [ spend more time read-

From fop dowmn
ming: e Grate Boddse
nims. Froduction stkls b
Al Images, courtasy the a

ing fiction and going to movies than seeing
art shows, Recent inspirations include Yaa-
kow Shabtar's wonderful book Pest Contin-
onis, which was quite a discovery for me, I'm
also working through a crush on Michael
Hancke's films. L
o hery Toanie B g wrider angd curaror Dased i New Yind
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