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Abdel-Jelil

Detroit Lakes, Oregon, 2019, video, dance time-lapse,

Credits: created in collaboration with Gisell Calderén at Caldera Arts Center
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Abdel-Jelil

Have you watched a sunset recently? Sat still and
focused on the whole duration of the spectacle? It
takes about thirty minutes from the moment when the
horizon first cuts across the bottom edge of the diffuse
disk of light to when the last rays disappear. It is one
of two times during the day (the other being sunrise)
when the natural rhythm dictated by the rotation of
the earth on its axis is perceptible to us in a tangible
way. If you are not accustomed to being still and
present for an extended period of time, then the speed
at which the sun disappears seems agonizingly slow.
Combining dance with time-lapse photography, Sarah
Abdel-Jelil s artistic practice explores the disjunction
inherent in this disconnect between the pace of a day
and the speed at which we move through it.

Abdel-Jelil s choreography is rooted in a deep,
embodied awareness of a particular setting and
draws on her sense impressions of the space
what she describes as listening with the body.

These gestural impulses are broken down into
incremental movements for the purposes of time-lapse
photography. Typically, a dancer completes a move in
the space of a beat of music, often a small fraction of
asecond. Performing Abdel-Jelil s choreography is an
altogether different feat of endurance. For example,
in Kerkethen (2015), her first foray into combining
dance with the time-lapse technique, a beat lasted
several minutes, with a simple gesture such as raising
and lowering an arm taking course over an hour. The
resulting images, taken at much longer intervals than
the standard twenty-four frames per second for film,
compress time when played back at the normal rate.
The dancers glacial movements regain a semblance
of proper speed at the same time that subtle natural
phenomena, like the slow creep of clouds across the
sky, take on the sweep of human drama.
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Although Abdel-Jelil is a moving image and
movement artist, it is more accurate to say that her
work is concerned with stillness. The conflation of
timescales that she achieves through the dilation
of action for time-lapse photography heightens
our awareness of the gaps between each frame. She
inadvertently alludes to the sustained focus and
physical stamina required for time-lapse dance shoots
in a recent work created during her 2019 residency at
La Napoule Art Foundation in France: she melts from
her chair onto the floor in an expression of what one
might interpret as dying of boredom, particularly
relatable as we move into a third season of restricted
movement and socialization in response to the
coronavirus pandemic. Nevertheless, the end result,
where the natural environment changes in time with
human gestures, is enthralling.

Abdel-Jelil had a peripatetic childhood because
of her parents work for international organizations.
A so-called third-culture kid (as distinct from the
first culture of her parents homeland and the second
culture of her various childhood homes) accustomed
to continual displacement, she had lived in eight
countries on four continents by the time she went
to college. Given the constant moving highly
destabilizing for a child even without the added
pressures of having to learn a new language and
culture itis not surprising that Abdel-Jelils creative
practice would center stillness over movement. Her
characterization of what she terms dance time-lapse
is particularly telling: 1 wanted people to be the
anchor and the world to move around them. One
could argue that her films also function as anchors,
holding us fast to a position for the length of time it
takes to watch them.

Because time-lapse photography makes us
conscious of the passage of time, the rituals and
routines that structure each day and ground us in our
body are particularly apparent in Abdel-Jelil s films.

A scarf drapes itself up and down in a stop-motion
animation of dressing and disrobing. Performers
hunch their shoulders and roll down their spine until
they are fully bent at the waist in a pantomime of
shutting down. Bodies slowly spinning in circles with
arms extended reference the hands of a clock. In one
memorable sequence, Abdel-Jelils seated figure travels
around a circular stone form reminiscent of a sundial.

Accustomed to working closely with dancers to
develop and film her dance time-lapse choreography,
Abdel-Jelil, like all of the MCAD Jerome fellows,
has had to adapt her practice to the limitations
imposed by the coronavirus, though not necessarily
in unproductive ways. She is experimenting with
outsourcing the production of images for her dance
time-lapse films, asking her subjects to photograph
themselves at the same time each day for three
months. A houseplant will register the passage of time,
harking back to her childhood fascination with time-
lapse photography of the growth and decay of plants
that first piqued her curiosity about the subjective
nature of how time is experienced.

Abdel-Jelil's films, by inviting us to pay equal
attention to the spaces between those significant
milestones we use to measure progress, ask us to be
patient and present through stretches of time when we
dont seem to be going anywhere a welcome message
during this period of disruption and stalled plans. We
impose order on any sequence of impressions, which
lends an air of inevitability and continuity to the arc.
To a certain extent, life is a series of events moving fast
enough to read as choreography.

Room, 2019, video, dance time-lapse (top)

Sweet Potato, 2020, video, dance time-lapse (bottom)
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