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By MICHAEL KIMMELMAN

HE 2000 Bienmial at the Whitney 11 not, as you
may have been led to beheve, amther "*Sen.
sation.” Rehieved? Disappoinied® The hittle
pre-game flap over Hans Haacke's “*Sanita-
ton” may have created an impression that
this Biennial would be alan to that Rroakehyn sdhibitinn ar
maybe to the Bienmsal in 1883, which was heavy on heavy-
handed politics. But Mr. Haacke, it turns out. 15 the only
artist among nearly 100 in the show whose work fits that
bill It 1s the most uncontroversial Bienmial i years

This is not good

It s the expedient outcome of an admnistrative
change that partly explains its neutral charicter When
Maxwell L. Anderson arrived as the Whitney director in
July of 1998, much of the muscum's staff |eft or was
pushed out, 5o he had 1o cook up a way to pu together a
brenmial quickly. The solution was a team of outside
curators, spread across the country, with diferent per-
spectives.

They met and compromised, and thas 15 tre result- a
show without a theme, no strong pant of viev, not much
seX, no dead pigs. no fecal matter or roting eggs or
mannequns with a pems for a nose

Sounds borng, no?

Well, it 15. The show goes out of is way to be
ecumenical, independent. geographically diverse. repre-
sentative of all media, including the Internet, and differ-
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A New Whitney Team
Makes Its Biennial Pitch

Taking chances with emerging film
and video artists, Page 33.

ent from what the New York power brokers would do All
this 15 admurable. A few arusts fu jour, ke Vanessa
Beecroft and John Currmn, make the cut, but very few, We
get a group from Texas instead. Arother from Califormia,
Lus of fresh names HoNorabic voerans ke Los cams-
mitzer and lesser-knowns, hike Rrma Banerpee, who have
shown at places like the Broax Museum of the Arts or the
Queens Museum ol Are

It's truer than previous bienuals to what goes on
across the country, truer to the ctaracter of the Amen-
can scene. where artists come from other countres,
more respectful of different generations and multiple
strategies

And flat, which may partly be chalked up to the
quality of art at this moment. Liks life, art has its lulls,
The first three-quarters of the 20theentury may have led
people 1o believe that a Picasso ar a Matisse or a de
Kooming would always be around but let's face it, the
party has been winding down sirce the early 80's and
what's left are a few stalwarts, stragglers and latecom-
ersdoing the best they can We all vant to fall in love, But
these days you've often got 1o scunt to find someone
you'd want to take home

So be it Resist the temptationsimply to leave Keep
an open mund Cherk mu pantines far sxample The
Bienmal has plenty, some mexplicible, ke Vernon Fish-
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“An Historcal
Anecdote About
Fashion,” above,
by Josiah
McElheny, Kurt
Kauper's “Diva
Fiction No. 8,"
below left. and
Yukinon Yana-
£i's version of
“Three Flags ™

Vbt e Eruars Whe 6 bastwn 5 M, wen iof Aseriean A

er's scumbled abstractions and Katherine Sherwood's
works, which leok like poor imitations of Terry Winters's
early pictures Lisa Yuskavage's bumbos don't do it for
me, either But John Curmin's do, and so, mildly, do Kurt
Kauper’s lictive divas, proudly outlandish in their ridicu-
lous outfus, avd also Linda Besemer's hard-edge ab-
stractions, which are multicolored stripes on plastic
panels draped like towels over aluminum rods
Salomon Fuerta's deadpan heads and houses, pasel
colored and skek, carry the flag for what seems hke u

Conunued on Page 33
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cool new wave of Califormua pamnters,
with a slender undertone of identity
politics added in hus case. Joseph
Mapom upholds the monochrome
tradition stylshly, and Richard Tut
tle, "as always, 15 a shaman with
translucent daubs of acrylic pant
ang plywood IU'S (oo bad his WOrks
hang n one of the show's crowdec,
mixed-up gallenes, eclecucism haw
ing led to an occaswonally chaoti
installation.

That's a range to choose from In
the equally broad category that yos
mught call quasi-painting, the Bienn-
al has Vik Mumz's photograph of hi
copy of Géncault's “Raft of the Me
dusa’ i Bosco chocolate syrup —
yes, Bosco — which Jooks less dis-
unctive than it sounds But Willam
De Lotte's “Love Letters Straght
From Your Heart, Part 17 1s some
thung much better. several rectangy-
lar aluminum panels wrapped i
brght polka<dot and fower-pak
terned cloth, the panels affued to the
ends of long metal poles, which pre-
trude several feet from a wall. Ths
roo 15 floodlighted so that the par-
els cast shadows complicating ths
effect. Where the poles attach to the
panels they also skewer photocopied
newspaper pictures of Adolf Esct-
mann and Isaiah Berlin.

Mr. De Lotte 1s one of the show's
oddballs | don't know precisely what
he 15 up 1o, but his work, which takes
off from 60's abstract panting, &
wacky enough to be completely ur-
forgettable and ot suns the current
irend for decorative abstraction
whule staving very much on its owa
track.

Joseph Grigely 15 another example
of this indmdualist spanit and a new-
ly fastonable figure who deserves
the attention He makes an irregular
colored grid from scraps of paper,
Poxt-lte, forempn hille and elmme-
check swubs on which he and hs
friends have scribbled notes to eacy
other Mr Gngely 1s deafl This s
how he communicates The resut
twists a kind of anonymous moders-
1Sm mio a personal, almost voyeuns-
e art.

Likewise, Yukinor: Yanag: who
has shown at the Queens Museum,
reumagines Jasper Johns's moders-
ist classic *'Three Flags™ in the form
of an ant farm. Anarchic humor piles
onto trony The work will deteriorate
as the ants dig through s, which,
consadering the flags, may have pe-
htical meaning to Mr. Yanag but
doesn't spoil s joke.

Mr Yanag's flags aren’t paun:-
ngs or sculptures precisely Sculp-
tuce, strictly speaking, 1s the weakest
af the rraditinnal medoa in the Ries.
mal, which reflects sculpture’s ges-
eral state these days. Two excep-
tions. Sarah Sze gets the prize for
sheer :ndustry with her spuiral Ti-
kertoy of hghts, murrors, potted
plants and several thousand other
httle things, and Josiah McElheny's
gorgeous colored glass vases exen-
plify straghtforward, unapologetc
high craftsmanship. A madewp
story by Mr, McElheny goes with the
vases, about thewr bemng 1950°s de-

“2000 Bienmol™ remans at the
Whitney Museum of American Ar,
45 Madison Avenue, of 75th Street,
(212) 570-3676, through June 4

signs derived {rom dresses by Chris-
uan Dior, which 15 a pomntiess Con-
ceptual conceit except that the cur-
vaceous shapes do convey two of the
essential ingredients of haute cou-
ture, sex and siyle.

Wodiczko and Car Guo-
Quang, in different ways, also fall into
a gap between Conceptual Art and
sculpture They deserve 1al men-
lm]ip(Mr Cay, who 15 omsgi“me most
inleresung arnsts around, 18 seling
feng shu hons i 2 Buddst grofto
beside the museum lobby. (You'll
see ) And Mr. Wodiczko, whose usual
locale 1s outdoors, survives more or
less mswde the museum, displaying a
bizarre video device with voice-acty
vated pictures, It 1s worn like a back-
pack to strike up conversations with
strangers on the street The stran-
gers respond enther to the person or
to the device Suffice it to say that the
gizmo, which only sort of works, sly-
ly functions as a metaphor for the
comic inadequacy of casual commu-
mcation,

A few things in the show seem
merely dutiful or reflexive or dumb
Thornton Dial s an overrated folk
artist. Chns Verene's photozraohs of
middle-aged men photographing
teenage girls are pornography pre-
tending to be social commentary,
and they're no excuse for hum to
have been pulled from virtual ob-
scunity. John Coplans's photographs
of mmsell have become simply un-
bearable. And someday | may grasp
the attraction of Lowise Lawler's pac-
tures of art installations, but I'm still
wating.

Dawoud Bey, whose best photo-
graphs are in black and white and
earher than the overly romantic
ones of young men he shows here,
deserves to be in some Bienmial, so
he's a different matter. So 1s Robert
Gober, who rehashes old terrmory
with several beeswax legs and enam-
el sinks A few of the legs, along with
a repraduction of 8 pses of wand
draped over one of them, are soft and
droopy, like overripe bre, recalling,
n an interesting way, Dali's famous
symbolhism for the morufication of
the flesh

Having demonstrated modern sur-
real illusiomism to a new generation,
Mr Gober also comes to mmnd at
Leandre Erhch's nstalianon i
which raun falls, thunder crashes and
hghtmng (lashes between windows in
a narrow alley Mr Erlich, a new-
comer, is one of the show's surprises,
along with Michael Joo, whase trans-
parent, headless Buddha and syn-
thetic white dogs with models of hu-
man hearts in them extend Matthew
Barney's weird bodily transforma-
tions in the direction of science fic-
tion

Internst art w» 8 benmal fust
Much has been made of ths fact
Unfortunately, most of the sites |
wisited dida’t amount to much more
than scrolling texts, fuzzy pictures,
remote video cameras and mterac-
uve gimmicks. They were siow to
download and visually mert. One of
these days the Internet will come up
with something good, but Mark
Amenka's “Grammatron™
(www.grammatron.com) typifies
the problem: “a thematc hybnd of
cyberspace, cabala mysticism and
entical theory,” 1s how the Bienmal
catalog descnbes it It's worse
oceans of jittery photos and discon-
nected phrases like “he 1s him and 1
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would be her if only she would let
me"” and “the It transponding my
feelings for me ™

Ben Benjamin's “Superbad™
(wwwsuperbad com) 15 better, a
funhouse of abstract ammation, visu-
al gags and Op teasers, easy 10 ac-
cess, graded for different Net skills
Like most Net art, it explous the
Web's random, helter-skelter ethos
Ken Goldberg's “Ouya 2000"
(http:/ /ouwja.berkeley.edu) 1sn't
bad, either, a remote Owja board
that's 2 metaphor for the mystilica-
nen o e Web aind the puldis wr
questoning faith wn it

Netart s the upstart that video art
used o be Now video 15 ubiquitous,
and several suck out among the
works i the show. The best 1s Doug
Antker's (which was at the Vemce
Bienmale), a strange, beaut:ful, com-
pletely engrossing spectacle of a
man valking and dancing through an
empty oty at mught, on multiple
SCreeas in a of spaces that
make the work into a sculptural ex-
penepce.

The disappowntment 15 Shirin Ne-
shat's new work. Her subject, the
gap between Islamic men and wom-
en, was best expressed in a dual-

screen video of 1 male singer and a
female singer, ilso m Vemice Ms
Neshat has run sut of gas here, This
wideo opens witha man and a woman
passing n a lasdscape, and it fast
devolves mto melodrama It 15 im-
plausibly acted and incomprehens:-
ble, like a foreign soap opera — or
could Ms Neshat intend this as a
parody? 1 doutt . Either way 1t
misses the mart badly,

More successiul 1s the video instal-
lation by lfiugo Manglano-Ovalle, who
lately proffered glasses of Antarctic
waler al e Dowes Musewn. In “Le
Baiser/The Kis,” he washes the
windows of Mes van der Rohe’s
glass Farnsworh House. Besides 1l-
lustrating the Lk between archutec-
tural transparercy and personal sur-
veillance, the work, which looks as
neat and sleek as Mies's bulding,
sweetly honors 1 (lawed monument
Every ume Mr Manglano-Ovalle
wipes the window with his squeegee,
the squeegee makes a sound Like a
g wet Kiss.

Bnan Fndges black and white
video "Vault Sequence” 1S memora-
blen a dufferentway* seven minutes
of steam turming mto ice crystals in
his kutchen {reeaer, the video r
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Phatugraghs DY KiKharg Feeryy Ine M York Times
A wew of Hans Haacke sinstalla-
tion “Sanitation,” above, ind “Bad
Picture (Diana’s Last Ride).” by
Thornton Dial, at the “2000 Bien-
nial" extubition at the Whitney.

backward (1 thank) so that the crys-
tals, hke sparklers, yield 1 swirling
vapor, a kind of muni-galxy, very
Zen and wry And the effect ol Paul
Piesfler’'s uny, digitally mempulated
videos, one of the basketball player
Larry Johnson and the other of Tom
Cruise thrashing on o sols, are -
versely proportionate to their suze,
They're worth a look, too

A few more: Denms Adams's
splendid video, 1n which hehands out
stille fram a film abhoot a girl bewing
chased through an orphanige. mixes
suspense and humor in a way even
Hitchcock mught enwy Lutz
Bacher's *‘Olympiad” evokes an-
other famous director Ms Bacher
used to show unlikable pantings of
Vargas pinups she had comms-
sioned Here she takes a hand-held
camera through the empty Olympic
stadium m Berlin where Lem Riefen-
stahl's propaganda mastemece was
shot

Ms Bacher has added gliches and
fare-ups to corrupt her tipe, and a
static soundurack, making the work
as crude as Ricfenstahl's “*OQlymps-
ad” was polished. It's @ opaque
saga that runs on but ends up bemng
more than historic table-tvrmng and

a nff on another female e (Riefen-
stahl this tuwme instead «f Vargae

girls), because the camern conveys
the melancholy beauty of the modern
rum of the stadwum and park around
it

Silvia Kolbowski's video 1s also
OK Her “Inadequate History of
Conceptual Art" 15 a work of serm-
nostalgic Conceptuahism. Artists talk
about works of Conceptual Art from
the 60's and 70's We see their hands
only, out of sync with the voices, and
the awkward, disembodied effect 15
touching, lke watching someone
else’s home mowvie, in addimon W0
which the intimacy of ther descrip-
tions of the art, even wher the art s

| ble to wisualire,
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makes the art world scem like 2
small, friendly place.

One of the speakers in Ms Kol-
bowski's video happens to be Hans
Haacke Mr. Haacke's ““Sanitation™
barely deserves menton as art, but
in the culture wars, the quality of the
work 15 rarely the governing issoe.
Inspired by the skirmush over Chnis
Ofih’s **Holy Virgin Mary™ in **Sen-
sation,” at the Brooklyn Museum
last year, Mr Haacke has concocted
an mstallation in a darkened room.

On the back wall he has printed
statements by Mayor Rudolph W
Giuham and other conservatve poli-
ticians. They are printed i Fraktur,
a typeface the Nazis promoted for a
whule Three Amencan flags of de-
creasing size are also on the wall,
arranged agawn, cunously, ke
Johns's “Three Flags,” one on top of
another, the smallest flag folded on
the diagonal The sound of marchung
troops comes out of a squadron of
trash cans Beside them on the f{loor
Mr Haacke has lmd o framed cok
lage of newspaper clippings about
**Sensation,” onto which he painted a
passage from the First Amendment

10 Near ADoWT the WOrK IS Virtuakly
to have seen it. There's not much 10
see Isn't it remarkable how much
this broshaha parallels the last one®
A big new survey making headlines
before it opens A media-fueled esca-
lation. A work that, sight unseen,
offends the Anti-Defamation League
on behalfl of Jews mnstead of a group
of Roman Cathohcs The artst
claming to be shocked, shocked by
the reaction The museum, after pub-
ke hand-wringing. declarmg that
will defend the right to {ree speech,
damn the consequences, knowing
perfectly well that this 1s the kind of
art this arnst does and that the con-
sequence of all the publicity will be 1o
help the box office.

And you wonder why much of the
public 1= e0 eymical about contempo-
rary art®

A Dbitle credit. Mr. Haacke has
been an wnfluennal figure for 30
years (he dad ant farms early on),
and lus best work mixes nvestiga-
tve journalism, wordplay and thea-
ter. It can be funny and annoyving 1o
the conservauves and businesses he
ams to annoy. His worst work 1S
planudinous. “*Samtation” must be
the worst thing he has ever done. It
demeans the public’s mtelligence,
never mind that the Anti-Defamation
League says it demeans the Holo-
caust Naz comparisons are almost
automancally far-fetched, and while
it's a stretch for anyome to assert
that using Fraktur and the sounds of
jackboots cheapen the memory of
people kalled by the Nans, it°s hardly
more unbehevable than comparing
the mayor to Hitler, which passes for
political nsight in certam art circles
these days Too bad Mr Haacke was-
't bemng wromc, because then bus
installation mught at least have been
a good joke about New York cocktail
party blather

Instead, the mayor 5 suddenly
made to seem wvirtuous for domng
pothing He should thank Mr
Haacke. And if he has not already, he
should thank the league for turning
an attack on lum mto a shight of
Holocaust vicums, stll an unthink-
able taboo even for a contemporary
artst
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