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Every two years comes the

critical sniping: “deplorable,” “childish,”::
“occasionally repulsive.” Have the &
curators of this year's Whitney Biennial
finally figured out how

to make the show matter?

BY MARK STEVERS

Ten ertists
to get excited
about.

HE WHITNEY MUSEUM of American Art can
never rest. No sooner does il cornplete one Biennial than
it must begin planning another. The musenm has become
the art world's Sisyphus, constantly pushing its heavy in-
stitutional rock up the hill, People new to New York nat-
urally lock forward to the spectacle~~this year, it opens on March
2~~but people older than 30 who have seen many Biennials suffer
from & certain ennui at the prospect of et another huff-and-puff, The
predictable attacks. The predictable defenses. The predictable yawns.
The great gageous clouds of pretentious steterment-making, It may be
time to change the game—to bust out.

The show began in 1918 as the Annual designed to provide
attention and encouragement to neglected American artists
when European art was all that mattered. (Tt became a biennial
briefly in the thirties, then went annual again until 1973.) In the
early days, Americans were damned as “provincial” In the fiftdes,
however, American art finally lost its peripheral status, Instead of
shining a light in a forgotten corner, the exhibit became 8 beacon:
What fresh look was America giving 1o the world?

That perspective did not, in turn, last very long. Since the sev-
enties, the show has increagingly emphasized work that challenges SR v
mainstream values, Elizabeth Sussman’s 1993 Biennial set the ' PSS ’
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HIXED MEDIA

MARK BRABFORD

Angeleno attists are popping
up all over Chelsea, and they’re
. certainly well represented
% jn this Biennial, Mark Bradford
mekes collaged Mondrian-esque
grids from strips of posters he
picks up on the streets of
South L-A.—psying homage to
the spraw] of his city and the
* cacophony of ours. “I'm drawn
to collage because it’s the
} immedfate juxtaposition of.
W% activity. In the city, T have that
¥ same fealing—Nigetian business
#4 ¢ nextto Korean business next
to Jewish business,” says
the 44-year-old CalAtts

q
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2% shows at the Studio Museum in.
p: Harlem and had sclos
at Sikkema Jenkins, Studio
. Museum curator Christine
' Y. Kim praises his “unapologetic
: hybridizetion of work,
play, and art. Hes discussed
having been a hairdresser
. in South Central, using the same
" backdrops and aesthetic -
B2 languages as that subculture—
& vet it complements bis painting.”

Los Moscas, 2004,
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GEDI SIBONY

With his sensitive handling of
hollowcore doors and
commercial carpet, Gedi Sthony
is one of several young Biennial
artists doing exciting things
with sculpture. T have & family
history with these materials;
my father was a contractor,” S&ys
the 32-year-old New Yorker.
His playfil transformations of
erade elements—like foam
insulation surrotnded by silver-
painted twigs—have led critics
to compare him'to Richard
Tuttle, though he’s also inspired
by BEruce Nauman's early
seulptures and Rauschenberg’s
Combines, In 2004, Sibony
made his solo debut at the
Lower Eagt Side gallery
Canada; since then, he’ made
ArtReview's list of top emerging
ertists and turned up in group
shows all over town. “He has an
eloquence in his economy of
means that is really exceptional,
especially in New York, where
there s a lot more bombastic

work;” Says

" curator Anthony Hubermat,

INSTALLATION

JOSEPHINE MECKSEPER

Like some bizarre hybrid
of Lucky and Mother Jones,
Jogephine Meckseper’s
ingtailations place protest
imagery and artifacts into mock
magalog layouts and boutique
displays. In her recent
show at Elizeheth Dee Gellery,
Constructivist manifestos
mingled with Palestinian head:
searves and homemade Super-8
footage of the September 2005
antiwar rally in Washington.
“Her work dovetails with
a renewed interest in art that's
made politically, 25 opposed to
political art.” says White
Colwmns divector Matthew
Higgs. The 41-year-old
Germany-born artist, who's
currently prepering a large-
scale ingtallation for the
Museum of Contemporary Art
in Léon, Spain, says

shes neithet an activistnora -

detached observer at the
demonstrations she films, “T'm
an artist and documentarian.
It’s a reflective role—
active but not ideological”

The Camplets History of Postcontemporary Art, 2005,

51, curator Philippe Vergne is fond of saying, Still, the Whitney’s version never
Pt ters light and energy into the atmosphere. We've identified ten artists who,
. hail from the West Coast, three from Europe, and one from West End Avenue.

CORCEPTUAL/PERFORMANCE

TRISHA DONNELLY

Trisha Donnelly rode into
the opening of her first
New Yerk show on horseback
in a Napoleonic uniform, read
ashort declaration of surrender,
and abruptly departed. In
this and other demonstrations—
involving rain dances, howling
wolves, and exhoriations to
“stand against ime™~the
31-yesr-old San Francisco artist
bas redefined the art experience
a8 a fleeting moment of
transcendence, with the artist as
an elustve guide. Donnelly’s
now-yonssee-it-now-you-don’t
approach hasn't stopped
curators from ineluding her in
their programs (the Carmegie
International, the upeoming
Bexlin Biennia), ete.). “She reslly
revived the ephemeral and the
performative act;” says MoMA's
Klaus Biesenbach. On
the Whitney'’s fourth floor, listen
carefully for Donnelly’s audio
piece, which she describes
o5 "a yeversed sound., . , like the
strange sound of the tsunami,
when the wave pulled back.”




to the filter than can make day look like night.) In short, just as the
Whitney is struggling to find its own American identity, many
artists in this particular show are playing with the edgy and un-
stable forms of the American character.

Thvo artists in the show have created fictional personaé, Several
have banded into collectives or groups—one is called Bernadette
Corporation—that simultaneously attack the idea of the artist as
a romantic solitary and subvert monolithie social identities, such
as those associated with brand names or racial stereotypes. “Day
for Night” even includes a fictional act-star named Reena Spaul-
ings, who's been pieced together by a group. Is a famous artist,
= nowadays, just a windup doll? To be an American artist today is
to be intensely conscious of the tricks, stratagems, and showbiz
of contemporary art. This hall of cracked mirrors itself reflects a
= culture that makes a fiction of reality programming,

Not surprisingly; in an era of uncertain identities, the half-seen
. hecomes particnlarly powerful. Iles and Vergne hope 10 create a
5% showthat, Tles says, is also * preoccupied with the irrational, the re-

¢ ligious, the dark, the erotic, and the violent, filtered through a
sense of flawed beauty” Verzne describes a “twilight zone” in which
artists work hetween day and night and “between the history of
forms and the forms of history”” Phrases like “lavish abandon” and
“shock and awe” are being bandied about. There will be plenty of po~
litical art on view, much of it about the war in Irag. Of course, po-
Jitical art is rarely subtle, confused, or shadowy about issues of
identity; artists almost invariably have very clesar ideas about iden-
tifying good guys and bad, guys. But the great smoke clouds of se-
crecy and the vulgar politicizing of the war do contribute to the
sensation that, in America, the truth lies behind a vast scrim.

I like twilight zones, flawad beauty, and the dark side. And med-
itations upon identity, already popular in ancient Greece, never go
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out of style. But what's heartening about this Biennial (whatever its
success as an exhibit) is the sight of eurators trying to clarify the mo-
ment rather than just passively presenting what's happening. The
challenge today is not, as it has been in the past, to get an andience
for art. It is not to attack or not to attacke The challenge is to make
distinetions of value and extract what matters from the rotten, and
growing, clot of art-information—that is, to do exactly what sloppy
surveys and art fairs do not. Curators should try to find the impor-
tant shapes and essential lights in ot evolving culture. They should
even declare what’s good and bad. Tt doesn't matter much, in the
end, if they're right. Histoty comes t0 its own conclusions. But the
effort to make judgments of value is bracing to the present.

To develop a vital new chatracter, the Whitney must give up part
of its traditional identity, its narrow focus upon the homegrown.
With boundaries in art eroding, the Whitney actually has little
choice; it will otherwise subside into & fuddy-duddy museum that
jsolates what cannot be isolated. It's lucky that America itself is not
a place of fixed identities. It a place of immigrants, a mongrel na-
tion; that’s its glory, Perhaps the Whitney can embody the American
idea at its most expansive, An anxious institution. uncertain of its
place may even, paradoxically, be in & good position to bold a mir-
ror to America itself. At a gathering of past and present Biennial cu-
rators staged by Arfforum, someone suggested a Biennial ealled
“Post-America” lles herself thought it was no big deal to have Eu-
ropean curators organize an American show since this country has
so many connections to other Western nations. But imagine, she
said, if a Chinese curator arganized a Biennial! Imagine if an artist
did one! Klaus Kertess, who organize the 1995 Biennial, observed,
“The beauty of the show is its impossibility” He was striking an old
existentialist chord about the human condition. And invoking
a traditional American idea: Chase that whale.

-
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1881 sulian Schnabel's 1893 The “politieal 1887 The first
Biennlal debut, with Fouff Blennfal” Vigitors time an autside
Noutl in Hell and Wha? to receiva | CAN'T IMAGINE co-curator isLouwe
Do With Corner in Madrid. " EVER WANTIHG TO o8 brought in,
Kramer calls show 1985 Jenny Holxar' where buttong. The Neri of Harper’s
“axtremely boring” and iconic Unex Sign #1 Nation's Arthur C, Baxaar, Critics yawn.
“occasionally repulsive” (Su.rv:val"_S;i&s, Danto responds, Dig.o collectors:
Appeate. Aua "I can't imagine ever “T haven't seen
o il wanting to have anything that e ey et aare
in living memory” had anything to do tnakes me angry,” - Y and d d
s Time's 'ambre) and dengerously
pay with the 1993 gayg Eli Broad. focused s, “This
Whitney Biennial” . « SRYIRIS:
show often defines art 30
bro:ﬁl{,“ m£ 50 laxly, that the
art t dfsappears” saya
1873 Fiim is Roberta Smith of the Times.
introduced.

1983 Debuts of Jean-Michal
Basgulat, Keith Haring, Jenny
Holzer, and Chidy Sherman—plus
an unprecedented
number of good

TevieWa,

1987 Jass
Koons makes
his Riennial
debut with
the sculpture
One Ball Totaf
Equilibrium
Tank.

2000 internet art 2004 A generally
(below, work by well-received (if
1335 Kisus Fekeshop) isintroduced; ~ Vaguely ides-lese)
Kertesscurates LisaYuskavageendJohn  Bienmial,
the "return Currin also show. But concentiating on
to peinting” overall, “a triumph artists not themes,
Biennial. of mediocrity” cays Jorry b3 DEERE difficlt
“Thkeihic one,”  Saltzof the Voioe. two years in.the
says Michael . world]” says co-
Kimmelman 5 curator Debya Singer.
of the T¥mes, “Maybe people were
“despite the- .. tired of besating up on
occasionally theshow” —EMMA
pallid choices.” ROSENELUM



READY T0 WATCH

we think, are likely to be around when the dust settles. In the spirit of this globalized Bien
Get a glimpse of them now, while New York’s still the center of the universe. BY KAREN ROSENBE

MIXED MEDIA

AARON YOUNG

A graduate of Yale's MUFA.
program, fatnous for turning
out att jocks like Richard
Serra, Asron Young, 34, knows
how to aestheticize macho
aggression. A growling pit bull
¢lamps onto a.rope in his video
Good Boy, and Young once
filled & gallery with a revving
motorbike's tire prints and
exhaugt. "My work is an attack
says the San Francisco native
(and eurrent New Yorker), who
claims special inspiration from
fellow West Coast artist Chris
Burden (though Young has yet
to shoat himgelf in fromt of
gallerygoers), “He’s referring to
approaches that were common
in. the sixties and seventies,”
says MoMA and P.S. 1 curator
Klaus Biesenbech, “but he iz
making them cutting-edge.” For
his first solo show; Young hired
a helicopter to train
searchlights on the opening;
look for more intimidating art
in the Biennial, including
a byonze seulpture of & boulder
spray-painted LOCALS ONLY!

“"LOCALS ONLYL" 2006,

46

PHOTOGRAPHY

ANGELA STRASSHEIM

C\.S8.1. meets Billy Graham in the
domestic scenes of Angela
$trassheim, 36, who was raised
in 2 borm-again Christian
household in Minnesota. For
her 2005 Marvelli Gallery solo
called “Left Behind” (after the
Evangelical book series),
Stragsheim shot family and
Triends in suspenseful,
deliberative moments—a gir]
sprawled in a Christ-like pose
on her canopy bed, a father
combing the hait of his hollow-
eyed son as they dress for
chuteh, even her grandmother”
in a coffin, Some seenes are
staged, others (like the
grandmother) real. “] was
photographing in the morgue,
and photographing 2. lot at
home, and slowly finding a
relationship between the twa,”
says Strassheimm, who used to
record awtopsies for New York
City, While at Yale in 2001, she
helped with the caseload after
9/11, "None of the other
students in art school wanted to
see those pictures,” ghe recalls,

Untitled (Father and Son}, 2004,

Lake With Pira, 2005.

PHOTAGRAPHY

HANNA LIDEN

In Hanna Liden’s photographs,
masked, hooded figures wade
through swamps and ride through
the woods on horseback, like
counselors-in-training at some
goth sumter camp. But these
images have a painter]y aspect
(rooted in the Romantic Sublime)
that separates them from horror-
flick clichés, and “a keen and seli-
ironic intelligence that onderpins
the creepy hocus-pocus” (in the
words of Arfforum critic David
Rimanelli, who elso sees Liden as
an artist to watch). “T'm influenced
by the cinerna of Tngmar Betgman
and Werper Herzog; also old
Northern European painting ke
Friedrich and Munch,” says the
29-year-old Swede, Liden shows
atthe Lower East Side gallery
Rivington Arms (her sister, Klara
Liden, made her own well-
received debut at Reena Spaulings
Fine Art Iast year) and is part of &
tight-knit circle of downtown
artists including Dash Snow and
Emily Sundblad. This April, shell
be inaugurating Rivington Arng’
new space on the Bowery.

Untitled (Bill), 2004,
019 Ciinton

“H hiennial dies every 30 seconds in
goes quietly, and like a supernova, :

MIXED MEDIA

ADAM McEWEN

While working for the Daily
Telegraph, Oxford graduate
Adam McEwen, 41, compiled
obituaries for living figures—a
gig he later exploited in his first
solo at Nicole Klagsbrun
Gallery. There, in a show none-
too-subtly titled “History
is & Perpetual Virgin endlessly
and repeatedly Deflowered
by successive generations of
Fucking Liers,” McEwen
exhibited “obits” of Bill Clinton,
Nicole Kidman, and Jeff Koons,
offering a funny, morbid
take on celebrity obsession.
“Nicole Kidman is the
only convineing Hollywood star
today, but she’s clearly a freak.
When you see her interviewed,
it's like she’s not even in control
of her personality;” he sayva.
At the Biennial, McEwen will
show several obituaries,
plus a large abstract Rorschach
painting made with chewing
gum; look for bim again in
ouid-March at Bortolemi
Dayan, when the buzzed-about
group show "Survivor” opens.

Photographs bu Todd Selby
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shock standard. (Visitors to that show received a button, created by
Daniel Mattinez, that said I CAN'T IMAGINE EVER WANTING TO BE
wrre.) After that show, outrage itself developed into a convention.
More important, the situation of art once more began to change. To
enclose art within national boundaries, as the Whitney was doing,
suddenly seerned—history is full of wry jokes—provinecial.

Back to square one? Provincial yet again? The Biennial em-
bodies the Whitney’s eternal identity crisis. The musenm cannot
abandon its Ametican focus, but today theres every reason to em-
phasize global rather than national perspectives. (Besides, art fairs
churn out surveys constantly,) What's the Whitney to do with the
Biennial? Its predicament is serious but also funny. T can imag-
ine how the planning session might have gone for the “Whitney
Biennial 2006: Day for Night.”

DIRECTOR: WETZ, it’s that time. ..

OLD CURRTOR: [tk aliiys thet goddamn time.

DIRECTOR: Any ideas?

(Silengs).

(More silence).

OLD CURKTOR: ] forget what we actually did last time. Was it vomit,
body parts, and chocolate?

DIRECYOR: That veas years ago.

YaUNG CURATOR: Would it be wrong fo suggest that controversy 1s
useful? Qur audionce welcomes bring challenged.

DIRECTDR: W coudd emphasive patnting—

OLD CHRATOR: ¥ou cam ondy do "The Return of Painting” shiick
0M£6 (@ GENETTTION.

YOUNE CURATOR: £ 822 to 1me that Arnerica’s becoming a land of
shadowy definttions, of complicated relationships betwem the
authentic and the ersatz. Some people here are argusi

show organived around "The American Stmulacrum.”

DLD CURATOR: Jsn't “Simudacrur”a slesping pill?

YOURQ CURATOR: And your idea 157

PANDISCIO CO

0LD BURATOR: 77 too old. for ideas. I fust like pictures.

DIRECTOR: Wherels the margin today? What are we excited abious
that we can’t edmit?

ULO EURATOR: Ohazy;, come on, There's no boo Ieft in taboa.
YOURGCURATER: A re you. drunk?

0L CORATOR: I wish, Could we make the Biennial a quadrennial?
PIRECTOR: For 2006, perhaps we should try a theme, What's hap-
pening in America?

YOUKE CHRATOR: Ler’s give the mtirebmldmgtoaoollem:asﬁvm
Los Angeles, They could call it "Fortress America.”

DIRECTOR: Or break dowm, the walls of the fortress... America’s re-
lationship 1o the rest of the world, with expat art, immigrant
art, art that isn't specifically American or nat.American. Now
that would be—

OLD CURATOR: T can becoms the Whitney Musevn. of Mostly
American Art.

And thus it is. For the 2006 Biennial, the Whitney has hired two
curators who aren’t Americans—Chrissie Iles, an Englishwoman
who works at the musenm, and Philippe Vergne, a Frenchman
from the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis—to pull a pew Amer-
ican rabbit frorn the old hat. Like earlier curators, they went on the
road, visiting hundreds of studios, but they've also included ‘artists
with only vague links to America, like Dorothy Iannone, a 73-year-
old expat who lives in Berlin. And for the first time in Biennial his~
tory, they've given the show a title, “Day for Night” They're trying
to tarn the Biennial into an angled interpretation of America today,
in other words, rather than a sprawling survey.

"Da.y for Night” evokes Frangois Truffaut’s celebra,ted 1573 film,
which is about darkness and light, illusion and reality, and, not
least, the process of making movies. It's a movie concerned with
the shadawy business of creating an identity; also an important
theme of this Biennial, (Its French title, Lo Nuit. Américaine, refers
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features Gaorgls O'Keaffe's
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