THE ART WORLD

WHAT'S NEW

The Whitriey Biessil

BY PETER SCHJELDAHL

Fanfasy tablemu: an untitled 2004 painting by the Los An rgedes avtict Lasirn Crepens.

T]'u: new Whitniey Biennial i star-
tingly good. Itis better—mone seri-
ous, more pleasurable—than anyone,
perhaps even the curators, Chrissie Thes,
Shamim M. Momin, and Debrm Singer,
eould have expected, given the peneral
exhastion and incoherence of the past
decade and a half in art, Essays in the
show's catalogue impose the usual theo-
ries and exhortations, but the artists
lurgely elude therm. All of 2 sudden, ar-
ists are again plainly smarter in their
bores than art intellectuals are in their
brams. The operative word is “plainh."

Painting and drawing are back. That’s
the big news of this Biennial. Its not
that the handmade pictures in the show
are so nurmerous, though they are, or so
oo, thowrh masy of them are very good
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indeed. Ir's thar painting and drawing—
the: visual mediums in which the creative
r.u:-pn-m.on af hand, eye, and i imagina-
tion attains peak efhcency—exercise a
gravitational tug on practically every-
thing in the show, including sculpunes,
installations, videos, photographs, films,
and digital animations. Framing and
the delinextion of vision reign. Tactiliey
exnts, Aesthetics tamp polites, withour
sugpestng withdrowal from the warld

Though huge and dense, the show
exhilarates, (Its superh arrangement, in
smuallish rooms that often juxtapose
works by twa or three artists with some
particular affinity, helps avert viewer
fatigne. ) Festivalism—the mode of pro-
cessional theatricality that has long
marked institutional group shows of

contemporary art—barely apphics. You
will want to revisit works i this Bien-
nial. Here's my short list of highlirhes:
paintings and dravings by David Hock-
ey, Elembeth Peyton, Lasra Chwens,
Cecily Brown, Amy Sillman, James
Siena, Lecis Dole-Recio, Raymond Pet-
tibon, Robyn O'Neil, Robert Mangold,
Chlce Piene, and Laylah Al;; video in-
stallaticns by Catherine Sullivan, Craiifie
Hersficld, Eve Sussman, and Slater
Bradleys a photographic-concephal work
by Roni Hom, and exacily one miced-
miedin installation, by a group called as-
sume vivid aso focus,

H-'.-ch'q'. the veteran showolf, i pre-
possesing agaun, in an instructive way, His
glamorows portrasts and lage views of
Culifornia, all in watercolor, hang in a
rocmm that is dominated, in spirir, by Eliz-
abeth Peytons small, ficreely adoring
paintings and derwings of androgynows
youny people, inchding herself, Its as if
Peyton had recalled Hockney to onder,
after his questiorable forays into neo-
cubism and clever thearies of optics, -
g b that his inrate gft for deco-
rative charm is what we crove from him,
unzsdulterated by preat-artist longuenrs.
The art world must be in good shape
when o fshion-sensitive fellow ke Hock-
ney confidently lets fly with what he does
best. As for Peyton, the distilled allune: of
her little pacrunes makes thern, for me, the
moral centerof the Biennial. Fler roman-
tic pestheticisrn chinges her swift line and
miense color with 4 senge of the saced.

It's interesting o register the collapse
of conviction in current installational
work. Gone are the heydays of Robert
Gober, Felix Gonzalez-Torres, David
Hammons, Cady MNoland, and other
masters (none present in this Biennial)
who exploded tropes of painting and
sculpture into agpressively themed social
space, The better installations here are
nervously seductive, featuring lights,
glitzy materials, and precious bric-a-
brac. The nec-psychedelic disco pro-
vided by assume vivid astro focus ul-::s
crowd-pleasing to giddy heights with a

tall, round-comered room whese wall-

paper and painted Acor of overlaid Hrp
images reacts sensatonally to thtI’JnK
colored light, as 2 d_j. atop o spiral stair-
case manages catchy house music. The
work is puse fun,

Most installations in the show palpa-
bly fall back an pictorial and sculptural &
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comventions. | had an epiphany, in this
regard, while looking ar a larpe paint-
mg by L Chwvens, a Los Angeles are-
ist with an avant-gardast background;
it s & fantasy tebleau of o tree (rendered
in runny paint), cure animals, 2 castoon
seascape with ships, and dollops of thick
paint that may Fepresent falling leaves.
It struck me a5 an installational piece
pulled fat. Why go o the touble of de-
ploying things m real space when, with
painting, you can make ther csences
comprchensible at a glance® Az a bonus,
if you're Ohwens, you can enhance the
encounter with hauntingly sophisticated
color
Vidkee installation is now o fully ma-

ture and independent art form thar sym

thesiees pepects of numative and doos-
mentary film, painting, sculprure, and
decorbtion in real space and time. Crajge
Horsfiedd enchants with a four-walled
projection nf:mm.u.- forest in the C:m'.ujr'
Lzlands Watching it, you have an experi-
ence that would be mome transporting
onlyif it inchded geting chilled and wer.
{(Adso spiritually rourste is Roni Homs
distribugion, f wougshout the rusewm, of
sumptuous photogrphs of o beautifil
oy, hierutic birds, and gloomy icchengs,
all from Teeland.) Stiter Bradley’s close-

ups of a youth chodr in the cathedral of

Motre-Dame stunmingly caphure states
thf.ﬂmﬂwlﬁﬁ and :|l|;:ir[:,.' n kids whese
aingring channely diviniry, Catherine Sul-
Invin, using actors trained in antie, Rich-
ardd Foreman-ish stylzations, fills severnl
screens wath eere evocations of war and
pymanny in @ twentieth=cenmury Eastern
Europe of the mind. Eve Sussman's
twelve-minute-long high-definition
video, “BY% Seconds ar Adcazar,” takes on
nothing ks than Velizques's "Las Me-
minas.” With actors in full costume on a
set that n‘pl‘m!uum the room in the
painting, Sussman imagines the activ-
ity—brstling with the tensions of the
roval houschold, which seem 1o affect
even the long-suffering pet dog—that
mi:l,ﬂll: heve prr.‘l.'nll:ﬂ and folkowed the
split-second armngerment of Veliaguers
virmigl photograph. As an aficionado of
thar enigmatic Masterpicee, I have nits
o pick with Sussmans speeulations, but
1 saluite @ rvishing new wrinkle in ar-
hi:-h‘n’i:a,'ﬂ 1.1'|!'|4_'i|;n.1.

I can't decade if esmbhshed, cstumabile
painters and drafrers like Brown, Sill-
i, Siena, and Petdbon have abrupdy

wnproved or if the new authoriny of their
work mirrors the Zeitgeist. In the case af
Brown's sexy Expressionism—uudes in
bed, oppressed by darkling atmosphens
that are pregmant with demonic intima-
tions—baoth possibilitics seem likely.
Among the neweomers, Lecia Dale-
Recio gives a sharp boost to the saggmng
fortunes of abstraction. Her luge, un-
framed works on paper, entailing iy
cutcut and eallaged bits of painterly
and geometnic detail, ane wanderfully
decorative when glimpsed, and rivetingly
thesghtful when perused. In a very dif-
ferent syle, Dole-Recio evokes the lyrical
rigor of 1 young Ellsworth Kelly: Robym
O'Neil's vast fantasy drawing of minus

cule llliildll:-:tg,ﬂ;l.l men and animals in a |

IMOUNEANLE SOWSCEPE I8 1 gnpl-il:-.—
epie You get lost in it Chloe Piene is rep-
resented by a lugubricas, highly reastible
video projection, in which a dirr-stained
young woman writhes in masochistic
fapiture, but abo by similardy therned, ber-
rific denwings whese snarling line bears
companison with that of Egpon Schicle.

Least engaging for me at the VWhit-
ney are works i key with some en
dentious discourse or another, which, at
present, commanly cxpress nostalria for
mincteen-sties-type counteroulnrlism,
“Legality 15 ROT Momlity,” trumpets 2
light-bex sigm by the protest-minded
Sam Dhurane, to which 1 fancy a medish
young smart-aleck of mare recent vin-
tage respanding, “Well, dub.” A new mil-
itane idealisen may or may not be afoot
and effective in society (i anly by torpe-
damg another Democrat with votes for
Balph MNader), but it shows Birtle promise
of making an important difference inart.
Maore compelling is the curnors” peculiar
sebection of obder armises, nchsding the
minermalist painter Robere Manpold, the
pioncer conceprualist Mel Bochner, and
the pamiterly hAlmmakers Stan Brakhage
and Jack Goldstein, both of whomn died
kst year. All four might be seen i coal,
brainy types tempeed by the dark joys of
picture-making. Their presence supgests
a sharply revised perspective on the re-
cent past, as a tradition Sach hockwand
adjustment of reputations always ocours
whien art moves forvard, Am 1 sangnine?
Yes, on the condition that art's artentive
annclbensoe—you and J—asaures our arties
that their best instincts are noted and ap-
Fn'(‘t'ml.'cd. and that more, and still better,
15 expected of therm, +
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