The Wheel Is Turning

REPORT FROM SYDNEY

A high-spirited, nuanced selection stirred up venues old and new

at the latest Sydney Biennale.

BY GREGORY VOLK
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Attila Csirgn: Slanting Warer, 1895, blacl: and white photograph, 11 by 15 inches.
Collection Mark Cucek, courfesy ralerija Gregor Podnar, Liubifana/Berlin.

Bari Kumar: Army of Forgotten Souls. 2003, pidea, 8 minwtes, Courlesy Bose Pacia Gallery, New York,

811 Futurist painting Le Rivolta (The Rerolt). a
partly abstract, partly architectural scene suffused
with pulsating energy vectors signaling an unfet-
tered future; a video of Valie Export’s 1968 action
Tupp und Tasthine (Touch Cinema), in which
pssershy on sireets in Munich and Vienna were
mwited to touch the artist's breasts through an
spening in a cardboard stage covering her naked
turst; Bruce Nauman's partly earnest, partly ironie
17 peon with the spiraling message “The True
Artist Helps the World by Revealing Mystic Troths™,
avideo of Gordon Matta-Clark's ast architectural

ineision in anl Gianni Colombo's Spozio
Slastieo (Elastic Space), 1967, a three-dimension-
al grid of elastic cords bathed in witraviolet light in
an atherwise dark room, which subtly expands and
contracts, and seems both mag and ethereal.
Most of these on ne works hail from Europe
and the U8, a Taet that imparted a distinel West-
ern slant to the idea of revolution in art—ithough
miny were being shown in Australia Tor the first
time, which was enormously valuable for 2 domes-
tie sudience, Often they were juxtaposed with
more recent or entirely current warks, likewise

displaving a radical spirit of adventure and experi-
mentation, that were culled from many places,

The Arl Gallery of New South Wales housed
quite & number of the historical works. Dan Perj
wsehi, fram Homania, marked up one facade of this
imposing edifice with his trademark doodles, car-
toonish vignettes and scrawled messages. in this
case rendered in white chalk, Perjovschi’s tempo-
rary work, which looked like especially intelligent
vandalizm, was at once comical anid caustic, prob-
ing & contemporary world engulfed by rampant
consumerism and fractious ideologies (“1 like your
ideas,” one enthusiastic man exclaims to another,
who matter-of-factly replies, *1 like vour Mer-
cedes"). Duchamp's hicyele wheel honkended
by two videos involving bi One, by Kla
Liden, from Sweden, shows the arlist swinging &
metal bar, as she rhythmically and ritualistically
attacks a bicycle in an empty apartment, resulting
in a wanton zet of destruction that becomes oddly
il cathartie, The other was a riveting
\ -motion video of just the backs of
rickshaw drivers in Nellore, [ndia, by Bari Kumar,
a Los Angeles-based Indian artist. You never see
the drivers’ faces, which underscores their mar-
ginality and anonvmity, yet they are powerful and
captivating figures, at once super-present and
implacably distant.

The video hy

1a-Clark and Nauman
sign were placed in rooms to cither side of that
containing American Michasl Rakowits’s ambi-
tious installation linking the visionary Russian
Construetivist Viadimir Tailin with various stories
pertaining 1o the Aborigingl rights movement in
Australia, Along two walls were vitrines displaving
Rakowitz's intricate drawings and handwritten
lexts coneerning Tatlin's ultimately fziled effort
Lo erect his spiraling Monument fo the Third
Tnternational, and eifo sueh figures as the
activist Charles Perkins, one of the organizers of
Lhe first Freedom Ride in 1965, a groundbreak-
ing bus tour through New South Wales protesting
diserimination against Aboriginal people. In the
middle of the room was Rakowitz's homemade,
-ly-11-foat, full-scale version of Tatlin's model,
ted from scrapwood, cables, wire and cor-
rugated tin salvaged from Aborigine-owned houses
in the Sydney neighborhood of Redfern, which
may soon be demolished, (Tilled Wite man got
no dircaming, Rakowitz's project involved exten-
sive collaboration with Aboriginal organizations
and individuals.) Topped with a small Aboriginal
ftag. this ricketv monument commemorated fal-
tering vel persistent attempls at liberation and
transeendence, 1t also doubled as a broadeast
tower for Koort Radio, Svidney's only Aboriginal
raidio station.

Christov-Bakargiev's combinations of past
and present could be unorthodex and insightful.
She highlighted Jean Tinguely, renowned for his
kinetie sculptures, with bwo abstract pieces that
jerked into motion when vou stepped on a pedal.
Also present were detritus from his fabled, par-
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Shaun Ginderell: Ghost Rider. 2008, installation with vldes, sealptice aud sound. Pholo Greg Weight,

tially successiul 1960 atlempt 1o blow up his own
seulpture in the garden of New York's Museum of
Modern Art, and a 1962 David Brinkley television
repert eoncerning Tinguely's successiul detona-
tion of 4 sculpture out in the desert at Yueea Flats,
Nevada, al the height of the Cold War, in a region
of America partieularly identified with nuclear
testing.

Although they were made decades zgn, Tingue-
1¥'s pioneering works seem entirely fresh. espe-
cially when juxtaposed with work by several &
ists who have taken the whole concepl of moving
seulptures in very different directions. Renata
Lucas, from Brazil, adjusted some of the museum’s
temporary el o walls so you could meve them
around on their tracks in a bread arc, subjecting
the whole space o more or less constant change,
Commen with British settlement in 17
European visitors to Australia sent home samp
of its unique flora and fauna for study and to sat-
Isfy curiosity: wonders from Down Under shipped
back to the civilized world. American Mark Dion
reversed the process, mailing specimens culled
from his worldwide travels to Swdney, where they
were displaved as unopened packages in a wonden
huteh, While you eoulin't see what was in them,
vou could deduce some of their unlikely contents

B November 2008

from ecostoms deelarations: a “kitehen item,” a
metal wheel, children’s blocks, a plastic squirrel,
ete., gent from such places as Indonesia, France,
Spain and various Iocales in the U8, They were,
in short, not nature’s wonders, but the common-
place jetzam and zimulacea of nature that are
prey mueh prevalenl everywhere, Francis Alis,
4 Belgian who has long lived in Mexico, exhib-
ited Chogues (2005-06), in which nine monitors
dizpersed through the space reveal nine different
views of the same incident/mishap/insiantaneous
senlpture: in his signature high-top Converse
sneakers, walks down a sidewalk, trips when a dog
darts inte his path, pitches forward and sprawls,
picks himself up and strides away as il nothing
untoward had happened. This seemi random
accident was actually meticulously staged, and
while you learn more and more from the varieus
videos (incloding one shot from the dog's perspec-
tive), you realize that each one, far from offering
an anthoritative account, provides only piec
meal, shifting informatien, In the meantime, Al
arranged “aceident” has a curious emstional pull,
conjuring purposefulness suddenly interrupted by
dlire surprises, solitary contemplation undermined
by an unruly world.

At the MCA, photographs, photomontages and

five small hanging geometric abstractions made
of aluminum, wood or plyweod by Aleksandr Rod-
¢henko were positioned near Italian Maurizio
Cattelan's endlessly controversial Norecenlo
(1997), & taxidermy horse drooping from the ceil-
ing in a harmess. Animated by 1900s ulopianism,
the Rodchenkos offered a vivid contrast to the
sharply ironic horse, which bid farewell to that
beleaguered, deadly century. Meanwhile, a couple
of rooms away, (lalur Elizsson's Light Ventilator
Mabile (1982) careened around. simulating gust-
ing wind and the sun’s (or moon's) progression by
means of a mohile electric fan and spotlight, while
fwo entrancing, painted sheet-metal and wire
maobiles {1840s) by Alexander Calder slowly drift-
ed around, Complementing this series of revolving
overhead works were several photographs in n
nearby room from Australian Rosemary Laing's
“Weather Series” (2006), in which a female figure
appears to be dying, flung skyward by a ficree wind
blowing colortul shreds of newspaper.

The term “revolution” also connotes circles,
cireling and things that revolve, sither liter-
ally or figuratively (hence the subtitle “Forms
that Turn™), and in this sense Christov-Bakargievs
exhibition really excelled. An astonishing array




of eircles and curves coursed through the exhibi-
tion as looped videos and aerial mobiles, round
seulptures and bicyele wheels, carousels and sound
waves. When things clicked, which was often, all
these multiple connotations of “revolutions” made
for an exhibition that was thoughtful and histori-
cally informed, but alse playful, sometimes whim-
sical, and intensely poetic. Christov-Bakargiov's
linguistic framework—and she is thoroughly aware
of the word “revolution™s etvmology—apened up
to complex and evocative visual forms and proce-
dures in ways that frankly seemed more artistic
than ewratorial or art-historical,

Omne of the signature works was The Murder of
Crows (2008}, a new sound installation by Cana-
dians Janel Cardiff and George Bures Miller,
presented in a cavernous hall at Pier 273, Seated
on wooden chairs in a rough circle, the audi-
ance was surrounded by multiple andio speak-
ers emitting a #0-minute musical voyage that

includes a 1041 Russian patriotic song; varied
arrangements by composers Tilman Riter and
Freida Abtan; harrowing, nightmarish texts con-
cerning lorture, capture and injury softly spoken
by Cardiff, and miseellaneous sounds such as
the barks of dogs, the flapping of wings, bells,
buzzers, crashes, rushing water and a lilting lul-
laby, These traveled around the reom, and as vou
liztened you were propelled imward, toward your
wwn primal fears and wavering aspirations, but
also outward, toward an enticing world full of
eonflicts and coercion,

A sizable room at the MOA was devoted to a
single 11-by-16-inch photograph by the Hungar-
ian artist Attila Csorgo, featuring two halffilled
waler glasses on a table (Sianfing Water, 1995).
The scene Inoks deceptively normal, even banal,
but on longer viewing il becomes entirely strange,
for—inexplicably. even miraculously—ihe water
slants up to the left in one plass, and up to the

An astonishing array of
circles and curves coursed
through the exhibition

as looped videos and aerial
mobiles, round sculptures
and bicycle wheels,
carousels and sound waves.

right in the sther To produce this effect, Csirgo
placed the lwo glasses and his camera on a spin-
ning table, creating a centrifugal foree that. cansed
the water to slosh up like that, His tableau is at
onee evidence of @ gquasi-scientific experiment
and & deeply evocative image suggesting calm and
repoze in 4 mrbulent world buffeted by confusion
and dislocation, At the Art Gallery of New South

Rebecea Horn: Cutting Throogh the Past, J9592.93, 5 doors, metal rod and stand, motor: € ARS, New Forks/Ve Bild-Kunst, Bonn.




Refreshingly, most of the
works at Cockatoo Island
didn’t brood on the
locale’s many historical
incarnations, but instead
established a much more
supple and allusive
engagement with the site.

Wales, Rebecca Homn's sculpture Cufting Through
the Past {1992-03) which involves a hoerizontal,
sharply peinted metal rod constantly revolving in a
broad circle and slicing its way through the edges
of several old, upright wooden doars with glass
windows, manages (o be al once rough—even
brutal—sensitive, erotic, meditative and menac-
ing i arp pole rhvihmically and obsessively
advanees despite old shstaeles,

The trailblazing American video and perlor-
manee artist Joan Jonas debuted a major new
performance and corresponding installation
called Reading Dante, which, although it was
not commissioned for Sydney, gave a prominent
role to circles (making perfect sense. given the
nine circles of Hell in the fnferno), including
a hypnotieally spinning toy Ferris wheel and
a video of a woman performing at a eireular,
madernist architectural ruin in Mexico City,
among many other and touching,
was Yenezoelan Javier Téllez's video dme Flew
(heer the Vold { Bale Peredida ), 5., realized for
the inSite series of public arl interventions in
San Diego and Tijuana. Patients from a Mexican
mental health center stage a cireus parade in
costume and a performance outdoors, all expr
zive of their dignity. Hoops roll along a pathway
and eirens rings are held aloft, At the climax, the
American stuntman Dave “Cannonball™ 8
shot from a star-spangled cannon acr
border into the U
immigration policy.

the
- a5 4 gleelul protest against

Viewr af Joan Jonas's performance Beading Dante, 2008. Photo Greg Weight.

Eeu:i: paurt ol the exhibition had its charms, and
all included works at once scholarly, adventur-
ous and charged with multiple meanings, Sill,
Coekaton Island, undeniably beautiful despite
its many architectural ruins and half.ruins, best
embodied the exhibition's coneerns. The Island
(ineidentally sort of a circle pretty far out in the
harbor) belongs to the past but is leaning towand
the future. 18 has had many incarnations, good and
bad; an Aboriginal territory for centuries, after
Furopean settlement it served as a prison, ship-
building faeility, residential community and now
a mixed-use urban park. Here, every srtist had
ample room, wsnally in rough spaces not gussied
up Lo Took like pseudo-galleries.

Refreshingly, most of the works here didn't
brood on the island’s history, but instead estab-
lished a mueh more supple snd allusive engage-
ment with the site, In a ragged concrete room
containing rusted machinery, a single spare loud-
speaker installed overhead inlermittently plaved a
haunting, & cappells version of the Internationale
sung by Seottish artist Susan Philipsz. In this




Viewr of Willinm Kentridge’s performance | Am Xot Me. the Horse Is Not Mine, 2005, Phote Greg Weight,

hroken-down industrial setting, Philipsz
dued, solo rendition of the rousing motivational
song—spawned by the French Revolution and
later adopted by revolutionary movements world-
wide—was altogether entrancing, encapsulating
fervor and failure, hope through the ages and the
muination of big dreams.

In Chinese artis en Xiaoyun's viden <Bis:
4 Mythical Wild Animal—Symbol of Durawnce
H8), a long-haired, grimacing man with a whip
slands on a muddy field, a cross between some
mad cirens lion tamer, an even madder wild ani-
mal with an unruly mane and an alienated sha
man. Roaring and grinding blue trucks slowly
irele him as he leaps, spins, snarls and repeat-
edly slashes the mud with his whip, futilely trying
to tame or escape from inexorable indusirializa-
tion. In Australian Shaon Gladwell's slow-motion,
nocturnal video Ghost Eider (2006), hicyolists per-
form wheelies and other stunts while riding down
empty streets or through a tunnel. Every now and
then they hop off, give their hieye lwve and
send them crashing into walls or over curbs, mak-
ing for a mix of balletic elegance and clattering
collisions. In & eireuitous warren of threadbare
raoms, one discovered & mini-retrospective of
provoeative, oftentimes harrowing body-based
performance videos by another noted Australian

provoeatenr, Mike Parr, ineluding one inwhich the
arist calmly inserts wooden matchsticks between
his teeth, essentially filling his open mouth with a
flammable bavrier. n another, he holds his hreath
fior so long that he is transformed from a reason-
able chap into a demon, a madman, a cross-eved
wietim being strangled, before he exhales wildly,
gasping for breath. ltalian Lara Favaretto's com-
pressed air canisters in a cluster, which loosely
resemble bombs or perhaps 4 military regimen
parade, intermittently “breathe” into and ur
party whistles, making a festive. percussive, decid-
edly nonmartial music. You had to climb up a
platform to peer into the American Paul Pleiffer's
sizable, extraordinarily intricate model for a sta-
dium perha veral hundred vears in the future.
It conjures some ambiguous sport with unknown
rules to be witnessed by up to 2 million people at 4
pop—ratcheting up enfertainment and spectacle
1o an absurd seale,

The South Afriean William Kentridge presented
a wrap-around, multichannel video projection of
his animated drawings on the walls of & room that
doubled as the sel for 2 remarkable lecture/per-
formance, [ Am Not Me, the Horse Is Not Mine,
anmher of the exhibition’s signature works, Een-
tridge’s lecture wound its way elliptically through
sundry topics, from Nikelai Gogol's short story

“The Nose” (15836)—in which 4 man and his nose
are mysteriously separated—to sleep, self-seru-
tiny, the procedures of drawing, an artist’s nec-
faith undercut by doubt and anxiety, the
intact and divided self, the ultimately doomed
Tussian Communist Nikolai Bukharins testimony
to the Plenom of the Central Committes after
hiz arrest, and how (o make a horse from seem-
ingly random and digjeinted shapes, There were
startling and humorous moements when Kentridge,
distracted by the projections, interacted with
several lifelike self-portraits, Complete with loops
and tangents, twists and turns, this riveting event
altogether encapsulated the exhibition. Influences
from the past seemed vital and alive, and present
consciousness operzted as an ever-transformative
quest. Full of fleet conneetions, Christov-Bakargievs
Biennale was among Lhe best and most successiul
of such exhibitions in vears—imaginative, cours-
geons and humanly wise.

[

fions—Forms
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