TANYA LEIGHTON

Art In /\merica

Time for Love: Sharon Hayes at the Whitney
by paul david young

|| -
SDILE
A

|
Iy AL
YEN

“.
VIEW SLIDESHOW

Art in America, 2012



TANYA LEIGHTON

theatricality, vulnerability, and confusion of that historical moment." Hayes's reperformance is comic, but it
does not reveal the "theatricality, vulnerability and confusion" of the 1970s in the way that, say, watching the
indelible surveillance footage of the upper crust Hearst using an enormous automatic weapon to rob a bank
with the SLA in 1974 does.

Harkening to the heyday of the student revolt, Sarah Gordon's Strike Journal, May 1970 (2012) is a vinyl
recording of Gordon reading rather awkwardly from her college journal. If you can sneak around the
watchful museum guard, you can listen to her on the headphones provided.The pamphlet describes the
piece as raising "questions about the recording of history and the individual's role in relation to the collective
voice."While itis a pleasure to relive this exciting time with Gordon, the material as it is presented does not
by itself raise such questions.

In the sound installation Everything Else Has Failed! Don't You Think Its Time for Love? (2007-08), Hayes
calls out to passersby in front of the midtown building that houses UBS. Along with references to "the war"
(which one she does not say), Hayes reads phrases that sound like they are from the diary of a rejected
lover, emotional but not especially interesting writing: "How can you expect me to feel that you don't want me
here?" and "l woke up this morning with the memory of your harshness." The explanatory text asserts that
Hayes "interrupted the corporate realm," though the photograph on the Whitney's web page of Hayes
performing shows pedestrians walking past her, ignoring her completely, suggesting the ineffectiveness of
her efforts.

The Whitney's press release says the works are "what Hayes calls ‘speech acts'—when speech functions
not only as communication but as action." The term "speech acts" commonly refers to the theory of Oxford
philosopher J. L. Austin, articulated in lectures he gave at Harvard in 1955, also published as a book under
the same title How to Do Things With Words. Austin used the phrase "speech acts" to refer to a special kind
of speech in which something is accomplished by an utterance, for example, when a justice of the peace
says in a wedding ceremony that a couple is married, or a judge pronounces a sentence in a criminal
proceeding.

Itis peculiar to apply the term to Hayes's work because of the artist's restrained presentation of the images,
and the silence and nostalgia that characterize so much of whatis on view. What appears to be happening
is not so much a "speech act," but an invitation to speech with limited guidance. Clearly, Hayes's heartis in
the right place. She cites feminism and AIDS activism as her greatest influences. There could hardly be a
more pressing concern than the state of public debate in this presidential election year and as events unfold
in the global uprisings of the "Occupiers" and the "Arab Spring."



