








Monitors installed in the Broadway
window broadcast a steady flow of the taped,
one-word responses. The spoken word
sounds onto the street while it simultaneously
appears subtitled against the image of the
speaker on the monitor screen—the words
reach the audience on the street both aurally
and visually. A static camera records each
person in black and white against a neutral
background in the style of a “talking-head”
documentary. Each segment of speech lasts
from fifteen to thirty seconds, with intervals
of silent, slow fades of equal, if not longer,
duration. These fades are endowed with as
much suggestive import as the segments of
speech. By broadcasting different tapes on
various monitors, Alavi creates a dialogue be-
tween speakers; the juxtapositions create
layers of meaning and ways to rethink
language.

Alavi reduces the slick visual ap-
peal of video, engaging the viewer with si-
lence and shadows. He refrains from using
the myriad vocabulary of film and video lan-
guage; instead, the only editing used is the
steady stream of fades which frame each in-
dividual response. This slow movement to
and from each respondent suggests a penum-
bral region that absorbs a steady seepage of
afterimages and resonances. These transitions
imbue the successive segments with lingering
shades of meaning.

Alavi’s work in Last Words is the
inverse of the work done in his newspaper
installations—a de-structuring or unbinding,
the liberation of words from a constricting
syntax. Rather than fashioning out of this
compilation of words a cool, stylized column
which can only await ruin, he creates a flow-
ing stream of refractions and reverberations.
Alavi’s deletion of the coded editing language
of film and video is paralleled by his elimina-
tion of the syntactic structure of human lan-
guage. Loosed from this confinement, the
one-word response is freed from a singular,
specific reference or context. Last Words
is an accessible, living, mutable body of
meanings, sustained and given unlimited new
incarnations by the continuous process of
interpretation.

A widely lodged criticism of video
is that it is inevitably locked in a present

tense. Alavi’s project attempts to work with
and against this condition: the viewer must
vacillate between a past (the pre-recorded ut-
terance) and the present tense of his own in-
terpretation of the utterance. Again, unlike
the work of Trompe ’Oeil Columns, Last
Words demonstrates a present which need
not obliterate the past. Here he allows the
viewer to experience a community of voices,
richly layered and generous in influence,
which create a living history.

Though intentionally avoiding the
construction of an objective, inflexible his-
tory, Alavi undertakes a type of reportage in
Last Words. He admits that his own curious
desire to discover a “spirit of the times” in
part compels him to undertake such a proj-
ect, which he intends to continue as an ongo-
ing endeavor. His attempt at journalism then
stems from an interest in a spiritual, rather
than factual, account of the day. His intention
is not, however, to assemble a dusty archive
out of these recordings, but rather to use
them as an impetus for the exercise of free
speech. By providing a forum for individuals
to speak, he hopes to encourage others to re-
flect on not only the power, but also the au-
thority of speech, and to actively pursue how
they can seize the necessary means for their
voices to be heard.
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