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  Foreword


  Hans Ulrich Obrist


  
    A twenty-first century biennale will utilize calculated uncertainty and conscious incompleteness to produce a catalyst for invigorating change whilst always producing the harvest of the quiet eye.
CEDRIC PRICE
  


  
    

    

    The twenty-first century curator is a catalyst—a bridge between the local and the global. A bridge has two points, two ends. This is a metaphor for how one crosses the border of the self. One position, that of the original personality, will always be more stable, but the other, which is floating, is less stable; therefore the bridge can be dangerous. According to the artist Huan Yong Ping, this notion of danger is not necessarily negative but can be a creative force as it allows for the possibility of something else. And the possibility of enlightenment comes from embracing chance. Traditional Chinese philosophers never said I say but always said our ancestors said as a way of accessing reality. The curator should always be open to surprise so that the unexpected might happen. In a now legendary exchange, Sergei Diaghilev challenged Jean Cocteau to etonnez-moi [“astonish me,”] when he asked him to write Parade in 1917.


    The quest for a center of the art world dominated the twentieth century. The twenty-first century has opened to a polyphony of centers. Immanuel Wallerstein argues that as we travel from dreams that were betrayed to a world-system in structural crisis, which is unpredictable and uncertain, a new world-system will emerge that will inevitably go beyond the limits of the nineteenth century paradigm of liberal capitalism. The issue is not borders, but how to navigate the borderlines. Artists, curators and their exhibitions are nomadic, physically and mentally traveling across borders; by trespassing national borders, languages and cultures spill in all directions, expanding one’s capacity for translation. To become a bridge or as Édouard Glissant says, “an archipelago.” Biennales and other large scale exhibitions sometimes tend to be too much like continents, which are rock solid, and imposing, as opposed to the archipelago that is welcoming and sheltering. In Glissant’s words, “The idea of a non-linear time implicit in this idea, or in this concept, the coexistence of several time zones would of course allow for a great variety of contact zones as well.” The Biennale as a reciprocal contact zone can mediate between museum and city.


    Twenty-first century curators use new spaces and new temporalities in order to achieve what Glissant calls mondialité: enhancing global dialogue. The practice of curating can learn from radical Polish urbanist and architect Oskar Hanson and his visionary concept for his Museum of Modern Art to question the often-unquestioned master plan. Curators invent new formats for exhibitions and architects must respond to them. As Hanson said in an interview with myself and Philippe Parreno, “We don’t create these structures for formal reasons but to bring together the moral life with the physical life, since the second is obviously much longer than the first. Concrete, bricks, etc., remain, while functions evolve, the economy changes. For this reason, spaces must be capable of changing, of being continually recomposed.”


    
      This book is a wonderful example of curatorial polyphony in the early twenty-first century. Polyphony in music is the confluence of multiple voices, independent melodies woven into counterpoint. The curators in this book have internalized the urgency to generate a situation receptive to complex spaces combining the big and the small, the old and the new, acceleration and deceleration, noise and silence. To change what is expected…


      
        Hans Ulrich Obrist

        Hydra, Greece

        July 2009
      

    

  


  


  Introduction


  Carolee Thea


  
    Fearful consumers, you will all devour!
WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

    Two Noble Kinsmen
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      Cao Fei, A Mirage (COSPlayers Series), 2004. Courtesy the artist and Lombard-Fried Projects.

    

  


  
    The relationship between new artistic practices and new modes of production, new forms and new meanings–and the specialized economies they engender–cannot be considered without taking into account the recent transformations in the global markets. The exponential increase in wealth that produced a host of über-collectors and fund managers, whose pursuit of fine art bought them the joy of ownership as well as entrée into a privileged society, has suddenly shifted, and the effect of this newly precarious if not dire financial condition is unraveling with time. Already we see more and more artists turning the ordinary into novel forms, bringing to the forefront a more democratic structure for art practices and their social functions.


    Among the major figures to have come of age in this cultural milieu is the independent curator, whose importance can be compared to that of the literary critic’s in the 1950s or the business consultant’s in the 80s. Yet, aesthetically, curators are more like theater directors, and it could be argued that they follow a performance paradigm rather than one based on the object or commodity. We could say they are translators, movers or creators whose material is the work of others—but in any case, the role of mediator is inescapable. While the art critic embodies the generalized gaze of the public, the curator inversely translates the artist’s work by providing a context to enable the public’s understanding. The expanding geography of the art world, the complexity and interdisciplinary nature of artistic proposals, and the demands of various publics create a situation in which mediation plays an ever more crucial role in the exploration and dissemination of art.


    It has been my interest to interview those curators who represent or comment on the multiplying centers and hybrid activities articulated into their individual zones of scrutiny. Equipped with a rational understanding of the cultural moment as embodied in an artist’s work, they utilize highly distinct strategies to expedite their role as conduit between the artist, the exhibition’s institutional politics, and the public. These interviews, conducted over the course of six years, beginning in 2001, address the commonalities and differences among the curators’ points of view, tracing a path into the 21st century and perhaps laying an aesthetic foundation that claims a measure of validity regardless of the vicissitudes of the marketplace.


    The biennial or mega-exhibition—a laboratory for experimentation, investigation and aesthetic liberation—is where the curators’ experience and knowledge are tested. As they negotiate venues for artistic expression, intellectual critiques and humanistic concerns in their own societies and others, they are challenged by the certainties and uncertainties of an evolving future. Through innovation and spectacle, they may also contribute to a host city’s evolution into a transnational marketplace for elite consumers. At the same time, they take into consideration the critical shifts within the exhibition system and the aesthetic precedents that have defined our relationship to history and culture.


    It was during the chaotic 1960s and 70s that Robert Smithson and Gordon Matta-Clark attempted to break the barrier between culture and society, innovating strategies that deconstructed the museum paradigm of viewing art. This 1970s imperative fueled the work of American independent curator Mary Jane Jacob, who is today considered a pioneer in the development of new forms of public art.


    While at the Detroit Institute of Arts in the 70s, she organized numerous exhibitions that championed artists outside the mainstream, particularly those working beyond the so-called art center of New York. She also highlighted women and those employing experimental or non-traditional media. During the 1980s, she was Chief Curator of the Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago, and of the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles. In 1990, she left the museum to work in concert with artists on projects conceived for locations where the audience interaction would be more direct, spontaneous and unpredictable. Opposed to art that functions merely on a symbolic or aesthetic level, her ambition has been to unite a community by commissioning artists to create installations that expand on the conventional story of a city’s history. This has been the heart of Jacob’s project: not entertainment for the post-capitalist city but an aesthetic, intellectual


    Admittedly, the ideas of Smithson, Matta-Clark and Jacob have been spread through the work of other artists and curators. In the forty-plus years that have passed, exhibitions are now presented in a variety of spaces—some on the skin of the museum, while others utilize architectural strategies, presenting gigantic sculptural constructions in vast atria and lobbies. Many of these spaces are so huge that they are capable of consuming the immense artworks originally created for the public arena, such as Richard Serra’s 1997 work, The Matter of Time, in the Guggenheim Bilbao.


    The rich audience component inspired by Jacob and espoused by Nicolas Bourriaud in his books Relational Aesthetics (1998/English version 2002) and Postproduction (2001) provides the aesthetic philosophy behind the Palais de Tokyo, a place for “installation” and “interactive” art that he cofounded with Jerome Sans. In Bourriaud’s words, “The role of artworks is no longer to form imaginary and utopian realities, but to actually be ways of living and models of action within the existing real.”


    Rirkrit Tiravanija, Jacob’s former student, is both an artist and curator. He believes that an artist curating an exhibition “always brings a different methodology and perspective.” And like others today he has turned towards trans-disciplinary or collaborative practices to define new modes of bypassing formalist credos and bureaucracy—ones that interact with the social realities of daily life. Some follow Félix Guattari’s philosophy, ecosophy, which includes the interrelationship of individuals to their cultural, social, economic and natural environment.


    Born in Buenos Aires, he divides his time between New York, Berlin and Bangkok. Rirkrit believes that “It’s not what you see that is important, but what takes place between people.” His famous project, The Land, is a large-scale collaborative undertaking in the village of Sanpatong, near Chiang Mai, Thailand. Inspired by a holistic Buddhist garden, it’s a new model for art, living and working as well as a laboratory for self-sustainable development. An inveterate journeyman who enjoys the challenge of complex situations, Tiravanija also co-curated the short-lived, politically censored first Ho Chi Minh City Biennial in 2007.


    Another curator whose interest lies in testing the exhibition’s conventional boundaries is Charles Esche, the curator and director of the Van Abbemuseum in Eindhoven. He believes that “The task … is to move away from the reflexive form of art toward something more unstable and prepositional.” He invokes Michel Houllebecq’s term “metaphysical mutation” to discuss the need for “a new world order … that challenges and replaces social and civilizational rules.” For Esche, the “political moment” in art is not documentary or accusatory, but ambiguous and sensual; it ushers in an instability that enables viewers to effect a transformation in themselves and “to imagine the world other than it is.”


    For Istanbul Biennial 9 in 2006, Esche and his co-curator, Vasif Kortun, eschewed the seductive antique sites that were employed by past curators: Hagia Sophia, the Yerebatan Cistern and the Hagia Eireni Museum. Perceiving them as pandering to the dramatic, the focus instead was placed on the working city, not as the collusion of spectacle and marketplace, but as a place where art and artist could function in unexpected ways, expanding and facilitating encounters with both international visitors and local inhabitants. Viewers, some guided by a map of the sites and others by chance encounter, would discover a different kind of trove animating the living city.


    Since midcentury, deserted buildings—the relics of the Industrial Age—have been converted into exhibition sites. This development has provided artists and curators with an urban equivalent of those desert expanses sought by the 70s land artists as an alternative to established art venues, as well as to create new, permeable environments in which the viewer is meant to participate. In a lecture I once attended, the speaker, Rosalind Krauss, described these spaces poetically as “a ghostly presence, grazing the surface and like an elsewhere, a paradox of being physically present but temporally anterior and locally exotic.”


    For Massimilliano Gioni, Ali Subotnick and Maurizio Cattelan, the curatorial team for the 4th Berlin Biennial in 2006, the choice to place the entire show on one historic street in Berlin was a spatial advance on Krauss’ trope. Auguststrasse is made up of several streets that, before the Holocaust, were the marker for a Jewish neighborhood, encompassing a variety of surviving midsize structures: Kunst-Werke, once the home of a wealthy Jewish family that was used as a margarine factory during communist times; a former Jewish girls’ school; a variety of small apartment buildings; a dance hall; low-rise offices; a playground and a cemetery.


    The Berlin team layered the historical dimension with literary inspiration: the title, Of Mice and Men, was taken from the 1937 John Steinbeck novel, and the mood was gleaned from the Bavarian writer W. G. Sebald (1944-2001), whose novels speak of the struggle to rescue his memories of the apocalyptic aftermath of World War II from oblivion. Out of respect, the curatorial team agreed to preserve the historical resonance of the sites, what Gioni calls “fugitive voices,” and treat the biennial artworks only as “guests.” One could say that this gesture was a memorial highlighting the history of the city, but on a deeper level, its temporality befitted the site. Designed by the curators as an intimate theater of the absurd, the parcours began at the church and ended at the cemetery—passing through the spaces where our time is spent.


    The curators also devised a temporal expansion during the two years leading up to the Biennial by starting a column in a local magazine featuring interviews with artists, thereby extending the tenure of the mega-exhibition and increasing its audience. As the founders of Chelsea’s Wrong Gallery, they also engaged in what was termed “guerrilla franchising” by setting up a Berlin outlet for Wrong and rechristening it Gagosian Gallery. They followed this with an issue of their magazine, Charley (dubbed for this occasion, Checkpoint Charley), featuring the 700 artists whose works were viewed for the show.


    Okwui Enwezor once said, “The biennial is an exhibition structure beyond itself, an event that allows for very difficult subject matter. Its function, as defined by planners and curators, is to add intellectual capital, to think about the relationship between the past and present and to experiment with truths.” This statement, while having many applications, certainly pertains to the evolving curatorial perception of performance art.


    Originally, performance art was considered against a background of a political and intellectual battle in cities across Europe, Japan and the U.S. It was a reaction to decades in which the traces of postwar trauma were slowly erased by expanding consumerism. As an extension of Dada and Futurist gestures, the artists deliberately blasted traditional art, forcing it into public confrontation.


    Today, when inserted into a biennial, often during the vernissage, performance is frequently viewed as a sideshow or a happening. The art historian and impressario RoseLee Goldberg, recalling the 60s and 70s art scene in New York City, where inexpensive downtown neighborhoods provided living and work space for artists, was inspired to found the biennial PERFORMA. Now, after successful runs in 2005 and 2007, it has become a leading venue where, for a three-week period, performance art stars.


    Goldberg’s mission was to establish a much broader understanding of the role that performance plays in the development of artists’ ideas and in the history of art. This New York City-based biennial provides a platform for newly commissioned material as well as revivals of early-60s and 70s performances. Of the latter, she has said that their “restagings do not necessarily deny the original intent of the work, but rather raise those earlier questions and force a rethinking.” This activity has engendered a debate about the practice of restaging—whether it is a form of nostalgia, a variety of retro, or a reflexive celebration of a failed utopia. Some contend that by ignoring the context, it plays into a market mentality.


    During the market boom of the past decade, art circulated at a growing rate, perfectly synchronized with the movement of capital and information. Ole Baumann, one of the curators for Manifesta 3, has said, “Don’t save art, spend it!” Another, Anselm Francke, the curator for Manifesta 5, said, “Biennials are an optical instrument for showing wealth.”


    Artists and curators have been unavoidably affected by the onslaught of art fairs and consumerism. Some, like Charles Esche, who chose to focus on the transformative interactions of the biennial, seemed to anticipate the lean times ahead by privileging the audience over the object and by utilizing the working city’s less seductive structures. Esche’s work is viewed as a breach/investigation, meant to alter the trend of spectacle and engage the local population.


    Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, co-curator of the first Torino Triennial, however, claims to have no argument with the exhibition as spectacle or with corporate imperialism. She says, “I’m interested in how knowledge is constructed—to observe art on the micro level of a single artwork and see how it’s negotiated in the world.” Her approach recalls Harald Szeemann’s words: “Artists are the best societal seismographs ... [they] work on their own, grappling with [their] attempts to make a world in which to survive ... and live [their] obsessions.”


    Christov-Bakargiev’s selections of art for the Torino Triennial stemmed from the cultural structures in which an artist lives, which provide the work with a new level of understanding, irrespective of governing aesthetics and with respect to the past. This curator views her exhibition as a decoy: in the canon or not. Christov-Bakargiev, who has experimented with curatorial inventions in the past, now believes that this practice has become ubiquitous to the point that it is no longer radical, but canonic in itself.


    As for the confluence of the mega-exhibition and money, she explains that the exhibition/biennial “emerged from a democratic impulse,” moving from the private exhibitions before the French Revolution to the idea of the public museum and, later, to the biennial. She believes that today we are in a conceptual decline that relates to the cultural legitimization of the art fair. A fall from grace (if you will), this demise can be traced back to ARCO, which began to feature avant-garde projects organized by a group of international curators. These types of projects and attendant panel discussions have grown to legitimize the congruity between art and the marketplace.


    Co-curated with Francesco Bonami, this first Torino Triennial in 2006 reflected our out-of-control consumerist society. The title, The Pantagruel Syndrome, derives from a work by François Rabelais, a major French Renaissance writer who in his novel Gargantua and Pantagruel created the Pantagruel character: a peripatetic creature of gigantic proportions, power and appetites. He embodies the line between healthy desire and imminent, unbridled voracity—an apt metaphor for today’s post-capitalist society. (Certainly the profusion of Murakamis in this Triennial is to the point.)


    Globalization, brought about by technology and the collapse of world political and colonialist configurations, has systematically restructured interactive phases among nations by breaking down barriers in the areas of art, culture, commerce, communication, trade, labor and international migrations. The following curators, each from a different continent, discuss their approach to this issue.


    Okwui Enwezor, curator of Documenta XI, was born in Nigeria and has lived in the United States for some time. He sees this post-colonial era as offering a model for rigorous thought in regard to the disjunctive and fragmentary aspect of our modern world, one that allows us the opportunity to look at contemporary art in a more complex way. It is his intention not to negate the vitality and necessity of the Western museum model but to task it to confront its own limits with imperatives not yet considered part of its general mission.


    In his choice to focus on global transformation and post-colonialism, Enwezor employed the documentary as one mode of analysis. The exhibition’s temporal and spatial regime, he believes, permits us to experience art and ideas “in the present without making an abstraction out of them or creating an undue ideological distortion.” This approach, which overpowered the more conventionally aesthetic works in Documenta, was considered fraudulent by many of his critics and led to lengthy discussions in art-world journals. Enwezor’s defense is that the documentary mode provides “greater access to … questions thrown by the unruly history of multiple traditions jostling for space beyond the ideology of neo-liberalism and capitalism.” By “representing an excess of reality,” it confronts the audience with “the unsavory elements of the abject in contemporary global culture.”


    Edward Said wrote that “culture works very effectively to make invisible and even ‘impossible’ the actual affiliations that exist between the world of ideas and scholarship… The cult of expertise and professionalism… has so restricted our scope of vision that a positive (as opposed to an implicit or passive) doctrine of noninterference among fields has set in.” In this respect, I believe that the strategies in place at Documenta 11 to open the art-making and art-viewing process to the real world were an attempt to correct that narrowness.


    Today, artists in the globalized art scene have been repeating a diverse and politically correct discourse about the disappearance of borders and trans-cultural crossovers. Some have experienced voluntary or forced economic or political migration. A perusal of recent biennial catalogues reveal that many artists in these shows are now settled in countries other than that of their origin. In this context, divisions between center and periphery, high and popular, primitive and contemporary, would hold the same validity. And today, the multiplication of biennials on a worldwide scale is one of the striking examples of this shift toward a supposedly more diverse and open scenario.


    The critic and curator Michael Brenson has emphasized the importance of curators being as philosophically and spiritually connected to the international scene as they are to their own countries, taking on the multiple roles of diplomat, aesthetician, economist and critic. They must be conversant with artists, exhibition officials and community leaders, and the art they choose should stimulate dialogue about cultural transformations and global movements. For Viktor Misiano and Joseph Backstein, Deputy Directors for Contemporary Art at the State Center for Museums and dialectics of hope.


    Backstein and Misiano, along with four international curators, had their work cut out for them; in Russia, there is no museum for contemporary art and the art education system is so conservative that it still maintains a Soviet infrastructure. These directors struggled for more than a few years to convince the Ministry of Culture to give them a budget of 2.5 million dollars to host an international biennial. Backstein said that a major goal of the curators in the planning of the Moscow biennial was the modernization and legitimization of Russia’s contemporary culture. “Visual art is an international language, and to organize a biennial [in Russia] means that the country/society has to become more tolerant, democratic and civilized. Biennials are a means of globalization,” said Backstein. “Having once been an isolated superpower…a show such as this means reintegration into the global community.”


    After decades of cultural isolation followed by trans-cultural crossovers, the discourse of the development of post-colonialism and globalization theory in curatorial practice and in art itself can be dangerously homogenizing. Of this, Backstein said, “The biennial is another way to present Russian art in an international context and present international art in the context of contemporary Russian art.” He believes that this can be done “without destroying the local myth.” The question for him is instead, “how do the global and local connect?”


    Backstein further elucidates the Russian problem of identity: the founding of the Soviet Union on Marxism, a European philosophy, is at odds with its isolation from European culture under Stalin. It is a particularly Russian problem, one that doesn’t affect a decidedly non-Western communist country like China.


    China’s artistic world, even before Mao Zedong, had only a small connection to the West—shared mostly by the intellectual elite who, along with high school graduates, during the Cultural Revolution were sent to farms and deserts for “re-education.”


    The end of the Revolution in 1977 and the rise to power of Deng Xiaoping were perhaps the most important political events in Asia in the second half of the 20th century. Within a few years, we saw the advent of contemporary Chinese art. China also began important trade and domestic reforms, but these were interrupted in 1989 by the Tiananmen Square crackdown; it would be two years before the economic restructuring resumed, which re-ignited an amazing creative and entrepreneurial spirit.


    For the curator and critic Pi Li, the son of an art historian at Beijing Central Academy of Fine Arts, the 3rd Shanghai Biennial in 2000 was a benchmark: the first of its kind to include both global and Chinese contemporary art. Since then the government has incorporated contemporary art into its cultural programs, employing Pi Li and other professional curators, but it soon became clear to them that such exhibitions served primarily as propaganda and were often censored. Consequently, while continuing to curate these shows, he and a partner opened a commercial gallery. Creating a duality of enterprise connected to the meteoric rise of Chinese art on the international scene may seem like a conflict of interest, but it could be said that China is forging new rules for old Western games. Its mushrooming interest in art rises hand in hand with a desire to be in the lucrative loop.


    At the time of this interview in 2006, Pi Li was co-curator for Media_City Seoul. Titled Dual Realities, this biennial, hosted by Seoul, South Korea, is a public event that seeks to integrate new technologies with contemporary trans-disciplinary art. Of this event, Pi Li said, “Most Asian cities consider media or digital art as a new creative industrial/commercial movement,” and he conceded that “Samsung, Sony and other computer companies sponsor artworks as a form of advertising.” He also cautioned that “the convergence of art and technology has brought a danger to art, as the viewer’s attention shifts to technology and odd visual experiences, and the artist’s technological requirements come to obscure his conceptual and critical agenda.” Pi Li has since given up all outside curatorial jobs to concentrate on his Beijing gallery, now called Boers-Li.


    In Latin America, as in other regions, the pressures of globalization have exacerbated the need for new contemporary art events and exhibition venues, but the lack of traditional institutional infrastructures has led to more flexible, self-supporting and inventive solutions to foster new communities. Virginia Pérez-Ratton has developed such an experiment in Costa Rica, TEOR/éTica. A small space with a small budget and large purpose, it has become a cultural center in San José, with exhibitions inside and outside the venue. There is an arts library dedicated to contemporary art, design, photography and architecture. The reading room is open to all, six days a week, and its archive houses digital images, print reproductions and slides of Central American and Caribbean artists. As Pérez-Ratton puts it, “We are in an age of multiple centers, and due to frequent travel, communication and exchange of images and information prompted by the Internet and other media, the relationship between localities is becoming increasingly interactive.”


    TEOR/éTica fills a much-needed purpose. Art education in Costa Rica is dominated by European and North American models, and courses in art and art history are from the 1950s. There is a new generation of artists in Central America, however, that is more informed, employing strategies of any international artist, but with a strong relationship to their own social contexts.


    Pérez-Ratton does not formulate a strategy around identity; instead, she wants to “change the stereotype of Central American art that was once considered exotic” (notwithstanding Costa Rica’s population of 7 percent indigenous) and to “integrate our artists into a larger circuit; taking the Costa Rican artist outside of the comfort zone and to promote exchange with foreign artists.” To this end, after seven years under Pérez-Ratton’s directorship, TEOR/éTica has organized Estrecho Dudoso (Doubtful Strait), a large-scale event with more than 70 artists from 28 countries. This takes place across several institutions, public spaces and other venues in San José and Alajuela.


    
      Propelled by the increasing number of large-scale exhibitions, certain developments irrespective of the markets have emerged around the explosion of interest in contemporary art. It is not enough for contemporary art to become a spectacle embraced by cities and people in all corners of the world. What matters more is that artists and communities are sharing information and mingling cultures at a rapid pace, reinventing themselves through these interactions and through a renewed engagement with the commonalities of everyday life. Cyber-communications and technological innovations may be accelerating these transmutations, but where they will lead continues to unfold before our eyes.
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  Mary Jane Jacob
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      David Hammons, America Street, 1991.

      Courtesy Mary Jane Jacob and John McWilliams, McClennanville, SC.
    

  


  CT An issue engaging today’s curators of biennials is the discovery and exhibition of artworks from emerging and diasporic communities. One could say that your concept of traveling art from one community to another (by train) in 1975 presaged the current inclusiveness of non-mainstream art at the same time it challenged assumptions about the audience for contemporary art. You could have easily followed a career in museums, working within established conventions. What were your personal motivations for doing this?


  MJJ  I grew up in New York City, a place with great access to many museums and cultural events. When I traveled around the country, however, I found my experience wasn’t the norm, and I became obsessed with how to bring rich encounters to other places and people. When I curated my first project, The Michigan Art Train, I was a graduate student interning for the Michigan Arts Council. Using a six-car train, we traveled the countryside stopping in one location per week. Here a community audience walked through the train, feeling a new spirit and acknowledging the value and accessibility of sharing the art. It was art for the public.
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      J. Morgan Puett, Cottage Industry: Thomas Carrol Cut Room and Shop, 2002.

      Courtesy the artist.
    

  


  CT Hmmm, a way of having a temporary museum; it was an innovative strategy.


  MJJ Yes, it showed there were other ways of sharing and recognizing culture. One factor was to acknowledge what was already in place: not having to import art, but to look at the culture and resources of a specific locale. This was consistent with the hybrid activities of the time: facilitating new definitions of traditional forms that paralleled social and political upheavals.


  It was a ripe moment for ushering in new audiences to participate in what had been considered an elitist experience. What people say about their places and values is often publicly submerged; the way I work allows for an easier evolution into the mainstream. Visiting the train, for example, gave the audience a moment to reflect—but not through eyes blurred by an esoteric dialectic. The idea was about perception—of our own lives as culture and history.


  CT Your strategy included new audiences, and also gave equal respect to women and to regional artists.


  MJJ When I curate shows, it is to add value and insight to a place and to social issues. Monuments and ancient temples have always been with us, but newly heightened factors propelled public art into the locus of discussion: expanding in space and time outside the museum, as an exercise for artist and audience to connect in the present moment.


  My interest in public art became official in 1990 when I left the museum in order to work in partnership with artists on projects conceived for certain locations—most significantly in 1991 for the Spoleto Festival in Charleston.1  It was here that I found an embracing discourse in public art: one that moved away from the monument/historical formula, or the contemporary masterpiece—like an Oldenburg or Calder—toward installations and process. It was art that brought dialogue through an incitement of memory.


  CT Yes, it’s about expanding the discourse of public art, not simply expanding genres. Going outside the museum, you have the possibility of encountering a more diverse audience interaction, and to look at and think about a place differently.


  MJJ A communal experience can also be a shared silence on a public street; it can propel a dialogue that extends beyond the art object. This is what public art can do—when you think about the public as much as the art.


  CT Do you carry on your practice with institutional support?


  MJJ Yes, and it is directed toward programming—reshaping it with respect to the audience and the artist’s work and making the institution as mutable as possible. A lecture or wall label may be among our tools, but my goal is to reunite a neighborhood through the living manifestation of an artist’s ideas—ideas that would otherwise look solely symbolic, aesthetic or contrived.


  I often return to a rudimentary definition of an artwork—as something that makes us see the world differently. The best dialogues I have are with people who don’t have art degrees, those without preconceptions about art. They’re open to my practice and will often say, “I don’t know anything about art,” but then find themselves talking about art in ways that are very meaningful.


  CT That fortunately turns received opinion on its head.


  MJJ Yes, we are often talking to ourselves or stratifying our experience as professionals—people with art degrees, with money—those from privileged social and economic circumstances.


  My inspiration comes from Lewis Hyde’s book Trickster Makes This World, where he speaks as a cultural critic, describing the mischievous trickster as one who articulates the living legends—and by greasing these memory joints of society, makes them flexible to the innuendos that history presents. For Hyde, and for me, the artist is a trickster, but the curator can play this role as well.
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      Antony Gormley, Sculpture for the Old City Jail, Charleston: Learning to Think, 1991.

      Courtesy Mary Jane Jacob and John McWilliams, McClennanville, SC.
    

  


  CT Now that the Information Age has replaced the Industrial Age, many cities are left with deserted buildings occupying large, once economically forceful arenas. Where some cities have embraced their antiquated structures as alternatives to museums, others have built new signature edifices, such as the Guggenheim in Bilbao. Today, in the spirit of revitalization, touristic concerns are paramount, and I think it’s safe to say that moving the Spoleto Festival to Charleston had a touristic charge.


  MJJ Yes. For one hundred years after the Civil War, Charleston lay fallow. It only began to come back after 1968. Then in 1977, Gian Carlo Menotti brought in the Spoleto Festival as a revitalization—to encourage tourism and other engagements.


  But what we’re doing with this visual arts program isn’t only about tourism. We’re benefiting from a strong cultural base that provides the latitude for art to act as an investigative tool.


  CT Charleston is quite distinct in its economy, geography and special history as a famous seaport and slave market. Do you think that, with this dark history, it could serve as a model for other communities?


  MJJ Yes. There are lessons learned in these projects that can inform how we proceed in our work collectively. As a curatorial body, we’re not just keepers of collections; we’re inventing processes to bring about works, exhibitions and programs as a public art form. When I began working in Charleston for a show in 1991, it felt wildly expansive to be outside the museum, connecting to individuals in the community and creating projects made specifically for them. Frankly, I was not fully aware of what I had ventured into. When I was invited back in 2001, it seemed as if all I could do was duplicate the previous dialogue. However, at the opening of the second show, Evoking History, Part 1, many residents recounted in extraordinary detail how the works they had seen in my earlier show affected them.


  CT Who were some of the artists in that first show?
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      David Hammons, America Street, 1991.

      Courtesy Mary Jane Jacob and John McWilliams, McClennanville, SC.
    

  


  MJJ The 1991 exhibition, Places with a Past: New Site-Specific Art in Charleston, dealt with those historic sites and included the artists Christian Boltanski, Chris Burden, Antony Gormley, Ann Hamilton, Elizabeth Newman, and David Hammons.2  There were twenty-three artists and eighteen installations, most placed in historic indoor or outdoor sites.


  CT Was your work informed by other models, such as Sculpture Park in Munster in 1987?


  MJJ Indeed. I was particularly interested in the site-specific work by Rebecca Horn, which dealt with the forgotten histories of Munster, and as such attracted a wider local audience. The locals had a lived historical entry point, and they, not just the art historians, were the experts. History is our past and our present, and through art we recognize its vitality.


  The public isn’t scared away from this, and through it they encounter their own lives.


  CT In the 90s, the demise of the National Endowment for the Arts in the United States was brought about by its innate philistinism.3  Today, however, the current tax structure enhances/encourages philanthropic funding of the arts and, it seems, has temporarily filled the void.


  MJJ We have studies and proof of the economic development-value brought by galleries, real estate, tourism and philanthropy, but that’s not enough. Our root questions are: why does art matter and how does it have essential resonance and relevance?


  CT Yes. It’s an important dialogue.


  MJJ If we can’t work across conventional social boundaries with our production and discussion of art, then we’ve been working in a restrictive way.


  CT I’d like to compare your ideas with those of James E. Young, who examines the stages of memorialization as they have played out in design competitions in Berlin for Germany’s national Holocaust memorial. Professor Young looks at how the vernacular of memorials has changed—how the very idea of the memorial has evolved from older, passive monuments in which memory is lost inside the material object. He based this on the observation that many monuments are less prompts for thinking about complex historical situations than expressions of a completed and sometimes one-dimensional interpretive process. While monuments do highlight historical connections, they can never replace public and individual responsibility for critical recollection and remembrance.


  MJJ Yes. Young’s ideas are a reflection of major issues addressed in the contemporary debate on monuments, and thus of the quality of public historical awareness. One of the reasons public art has changed in the last thirty years was the need to expand beyond the traditional monument model where the patina has obscured relevance. Perhaps that kind of art doesn’t speak to us anymore; maybe it never did. What’s different about Charleston is how it has moved the discussion forward to embrace the city as a living memorial to slavery—and to the problematic economic relations that built this society.
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      Yinka Shonibare, Spacewalk, 2002.

      Courtesy James Cohan Gallery, New York.
    

  


  For six months, in weekly workshops in Charleston, the southern writer Neal Bogen worked with nine artists, architects, and poets discussing the nature of monuments, demographics and real estate relationships. This was a great influence for the artists assigned to the Festival’s Memory of Water-Memory of Land project in 2002. Among these artists were J. Morgan Puett, Nari Ward and Yinka Shonibare.


  CT Then, in your lexicon, it is clear that a memorial is an activity instead of an object.


  MJJ We’re working with living monuments to commemorate ideas and actions that continue to be present. Barbara Kirschenblatt-Gimlet, one of our national stakeholders, made a distinction between the Lieu de Memoir and the Milieu de Memoir. The former being the man-on-a-horse type of thing, where a statue commemorates the event. The Milieu de Memoir, on the other hand, is a memory-prod to places where memory continues in the actions and consciousness of people in the present. Our mission is to deal with living memory as an important channel for change.
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      Nari Ward, Fortress, 2002.

      Courtesy the artist.
    

  


  In 2000, Nigel Redden (the director at Spoleto) encouraged us to undertake an exhibition that would create a memorial to the Middle Passage.4 In his introduction, he said this could be hypothetical, temporary or impossible. His thinking was truly expansive and unconstricted—and frankly, none of us could imagine where it would end up.


  We found that our preconceptions about monuments and symbolic memory were outmoded. New ones, which need to include living memory, should take another form. In this respect, this city has itself become a monument; neither to assuage the past nor to create something we pass on our way to somewhere else, but to create discussion.

  


  Notes


  1. "Spoleto Festival USA was founded in 1977 by Gian Carlo Menotti, Christopher Keene and others involved in the Festival of Two Worlds as the American counterpart to that festival held annually in Spoleto, Italy. A Pulitzer Prize-winning composer, Menotti began the Italian festival in 1958 as a forum for young American artists in Europe. The festival quickly became a haven for a large group of artists, both traditional and experimental, who found the mix of dance, theater, opera, music, and the visual arts to be both exciting and stimulating." Spoleto Festival USA website:

  http://www.wspoletousa.org/about/


  2. "Hammons was commissioned to create a large-scale assemblage of objects gathered in Charleston that would explore the African-American experience. [Charleston contractor Albert] Alston’s idea was to build a 20-footlong, door-wide, two-story single house that would incorporate various styles of Charlestonian architecture. The different styles, materials and construction methods would be labeled. Inside would be drawings and paintings of objects appropriate to the themes of the piece by local artist Larry Jackson. On the corner opposite the miniature house would be a small park, the centerpiece of which would be a Black Nationalist flag flying atop a 50-foot-tall flagpole. A billboard to the left of the flagpole would depict the faces of black youth with eyes lifted toward the flag. The back wall of the miniature house would be emblazoned with the words: ‘The Afro-American has become heir to the myths that it is better to be poor than rich, lower class rather than middle or upper, easygoing rather than industrious, extravagant rather than thrifty, and athletic rather than academic.’" John Vernelson, “Spoleto: Behind the Scenes,” SC Progressive Network.

  http://www.scpronet.com/point/9605/p13.html


  3. "The National Endowment for the Arts is a public agency dedicated to: supporting excellence in the arts, both new and established; bringing the arts to all Americans; and providing leadership in arts education. Established by Congress in 1965 as an independent agency of the federal government, the Endowment is the nation’s largest annual funder of the arts, bringing art to all 50 states, including rural areas, inner cities, and military bases." The National Endowment for the Arts website.

  http://www.nea.gov/about/index.html


  
    4. "Middle Passage, so called because it was the middle leg of a three-part voyage—a voyage that began and ended in Europe. The first leg of the voyage carried a cargo that often included iron, cloth, brandy, firearms, and gunpowder. Upon landing on Africa’s 'slave coast,' the cargo was exchanged for Africans. Fully loaded with its human cargo, the ship set sail for the Americas, where the slaves were exchanged for sugar, tobacco, or some other product. The final leg brought the ship back to Europe." "The African Slave Trade and the Middle Passage," Africans in America: The Terrible Transformation, Part 1: 1450-1750.

    http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part1/narrative.html

  




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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