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Chaos of the Current Art Scene Is Revealed in Three Summer Exhibitions
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Want to know what kind of current art sells best? Roll the dice. Want to know what art curators like? Roll them again. In today's art world, there are as many directions as artists, and no one wants to pick among them. The market has always liked a one-of-each approach. Now everyone's bought into it.

At least that's how things look at this rare moment of stock-taking in contemporary art. For the next few months, the 52nd Venice Biennale, the world's oldest roundup of current creativity, is coinciding with the giant Documenta festival, a prestigious digest of the field that takes place every five years in Kassel, Germany. They're joined by the once-a-decade Sculpture Projects, a survey of public art that fills the streets and squares and oddest corners of Muenster, a medieval town a few hours north of Kassel. In this special package on the state of contemporary art, Post critic Blake Gopnik looks at where we are and how we've gotten there, and teases out some of the ways that art is responding to its fractured situation.

In an art market that is by far the hottest ever, here's the wild range of recent work that's selling well:

· $11.3 million spent on a stylish oil painting of a white canoe on a lake, by Scottish artist Peter Doig, who has been called a "quietly influential" figure. Jasper Johns is the only living artist who has ever sold for more.

· $3.4 million for a giant photo of a dollar store by German artist Andreas Gursky. It is the most expensive photograph ever sold at auction.

· $2.7 million for an installation of big spheres made of stuffed toys alongside wall-size versions of a stick-on room deodorizer, by California conceptualist Mike Kelley.

Notice the artistic principle that's governing what sells: The principle is that there's no longer any principle. The market plunks as happily for one kind of work as for its opposite.

Now look at the world's most important surveys of contemporary art this summer in Europe. Same non-principle applies.

In both buying and curating, diversification is preferred to investing deeply in one notion of what matters most in art right now. Trying to take stock of this moment in contemporary art is like doing inventory at Amazon.com: There's something for everyone, times 10 -- even quite a bit that's very good -- but little sense that some things matter more than others.

The art world's dominant direction is a random scattering.

At the Venice Biennale, veteran curator Robert Storr has put the latest abstractions from German master Gerhard Richter near the folk-art figuration of Cheri Samba, a Congolese street artist. Both are around the corner from a huge, Japanimated video of a doll's house being flooded, which is not far from a sober installation of ephemera and photographs that document the life of Wael Zuaiter, a Palestinian activist and intellectual assassinated by Israeli agents in Rome in 1972.

At Documenta, curators Roger Buergel and Ruth Noack are giving big play to a slew of highly polished minimal sculptures by John McCracken, a 72-year-old American whose career is in revival. But the curators are equally committed, apparently, to a bevy of extra-sloppy, ugly-is-beautiful sex-themed allegories by Australian painter Juan Davila, born in Chile in 1946. You're likely to run into works by either artist sitting near a political video, a solemn black-and-white photo or even an antique Oriental rug.

People used to complain that for any work to have a chance, it had to support the narrow doctrines of the scene's most powerful arbiters -- an ubercritic like Clement Greenberg, who once proclaimed abstraction as the only way ahead for art, or a megacurator such as Okwui Enwezor, accused of turning the last Documenta into a political soapbox. No danger of that today. The doctrines seem so meek, almost every kind of art gets equal attention.

Maybe this new, noncommittal attitude is an offshoot of the strange fact that, despite all those broken auction records, no one's claiming that many of the latest pricey works will go on to matter deeply in the history of art. In the market, and then spreading like a virus to the art world at large, the idea may be to counter a lack of evident quality and significance by going for quantity and range.

Western society is bound up in the notion of consumer choice. A vast spread of commodities, of any kind, seems as sure a sign of civilization's success as the virtues of any one of them. It has taken a good while, but now fine art, once thought of as a humane antidote to commerce, seems to have bought into that notion, too.

It's as though the market's out-of-control success has made it the model that applies across the board in art.

According to old ways of thinking, the market was supposed to follow where the top end of the art world led, investing in the few artists picked out as important by experts with no money at stake. Today, it's the market that leads. It scatters its dollars here and there, then watches as the rest of us art lovers scamper to see where they have landed. Or at very least, the market watches as others imitate its scattershot approach.

Of course, any decent market is supposed to pay attention only to the price tags it can attach to things, not to the things themselves. It should be an equal-opportunity buyer and seller. What's strange about the current state of the art world is that the market's artistic laissez-faire has spread beyond the salesroom. It's as though curators, too, don't want to commit to where the market -- in their case, the market for ideas-- ought to be heading . They put out a pile of very varied stuff and hope to find takers for at least some part of it. Triumphant market principles -- that variety is good for business; that what sells well is good -- seem to take over when there are no bold artistic principles to rival them.

A tour through Documenta or the Biennale feels like a stroll in New York's crowded gallery districts. Some of the artists' names may be different. (Not for long; the galleries will soon pick up the unknowns.) But there's the same confounding range of suggestions for what should count as good.

At Documenta, for instance, curators are pushing the latest sculptures by McCracken -- tall pillars or slabs, in slick lacquer or polished bronze, with the simplest of cubic geometries. But if you don't like that version of McCracken -- or his 1960s pieces that the new work derives from -- why not try another one? For a little while in the 1970s McCracken made messy, brightly colored mandala paintings that reversed the fundamental principles of the glossy work he'd done before. Those are in Documenta, too, and just as well liked by its curators, apparently, as the rigorous sculptures that stand as their antithesis. Or as the work of radical Argentine conceptualist Graciela Carnevale, who invited unsuspecting art lovers to an opening in 1968, then locked them in the gallery to see how they'd break out. That moment is preserved in photographs that pop up more than once across the Kassel show.

Of course, there has always been a wide spread of art out there. Rival notions of what art should be, and the curators promoting them, have always vied for our attention and respect. But with this latest round of surveys, it feels as though stiff competition has been replaced with flabby evenhandedness. The old idea that at any given time some kinds of art might mean more than others has been replaced with a notion that anything goes, as long as someone, anyone, gets some kind of buzz from looking at it -- before moving on to looking at its opposite.

In Venice, a video of a boy kicking a rubber skull in front of the bombed-out former headquarters of the Serbian army gets the same weight as the daily figurative doodles of a painter from Argentina, which don't seem to matter any more -- or less -- than the latest batch of two-tone abstractions from the brush of an 84-year-old Ellsworth Kelly. There's a kind of leveling effect that makes even the very best, most innovative work feel like just another option some artist is trying on for size. When you glide painlessly from an engrossing video of a boxer's knuckles coming within a hair of a beautiful woman's face, made by a little-known Belgian named Sophie Whettnall (she's that almost-battered woman), to the imposing welded blobs of the famous Austrian Franz West, it can shake your belief in either one.

A wealthy collector who isn't terribly clued in is likely to buy a bit of this and a bit of that: some blue-chip abstraction as well as a sliced-up cow; a tasteful piece to go with the living room suite and something colorful, perhaps African American -- maybe even a political video! -- to jazz up the home theater; something expensive to prove deep pockets and something cheap to show a nose for bargains. Judging from this year's gigashows, the whole art world has now caught such collectoritis.

The funny thing is, this lack of focus represents a kind of trend, or at least a moment in the history of art that's different from the moments that have come before. This summer's shows suggest that our current absence of direction has brought along its own peculiar tendencies in how art gets made and shown. There's an obsession with the past, given the lack of dedication to any potent view of what we need today; a new focus on good looks, given how well the market has rewarded work that doesn't even try to be profound; a last-ditch attempt, maybe, to fight the market with cerebral art that's barely even there.

Yet all these feel more like the result of our confusion than promising ways out of it.
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MUNSTER

S OME WORKS OF RECENT PUBLIC SCULPTURE: TWO SHODDY PUBLIC BATHROOMS, HIS AND HERS, ALL SPRUCED UP AS ART; a forklift that, every day for 107 days, carries a handful of stones or bricks to a different urban spot; a long path worn into some exurban fields; a few cheap plastic dolls, umbrellas, chairs, seemingly abandoned in the square beside a church; a length of fishing line floating 15 feet overhead, forming an almost invisible circle above eight miles of a city's streets; a kind of room divider, maybe 6 feet by 10 feet, made of beige cloth, pale concrete and a narrow mirrored strip, sited in a public parking lot where it's at the mercy of bumpers and graffiti; a film screened in an abandoned movie theater, its cryptic plot set in the seedy streets directly outside.

All these were part of this year's Sculpture Projects festival, held once a decade in Muenster, Germany.

I know these "sculptures" may sound less than thrilling, but that's the fault of this describer. In the context of a summer full of wishy-washy shows that made art feel like shop goods, the Muenster projects seemed to take a principled, radical stand. They also may represent a subtle tendency, almost more felt than seen, that runs counter to the mainstream in today's commercialized art world.

"No more useless art," says the work of Hans-Peter Feldmann, a veteran German conceptualist who did the bathroom renovation. It's enough for public art to make the daily life of Muensterites a little better. (Feldman did put a colorful little chandelier into each loo.)

"No more posh commodities" is what the forklift seems to shout, as British artist Gustav Metzger sends it off around town. He's replacing standard art production, and its fancy products, with the minimum of what might count as an artistic act. What Metzger's art loses in impact and immediate appeal, it gains in determined modesty. A Jewish refugee from Hitler's Germany, Metzger has had a long career of activism and provocation on the far left of the art world.

Like Metzger and Feldman, Polish artist Pawel Althamer also refuses to put more pointless stuff into our crowded world. Instead, the modest rural path he made for Muenster can wake us up to pleasures already there in our environment, just by aiming art at them. That's sort of how landscape painting could function in its early days. Several art lovers who walked the path said it was the most involving work in any of this summer's shows. (I felt the same, until I discovered that I'd accidentally taken the wrong path, through quite different fields; it was pretty good, but I can't imagine that it measured up to the fine artist's work.)

Even the plastic junk of German artist Isa Genzken, which has graced the elegant spaces of our own Hirshhorn Museum and sells for a fortune in New York, made more sense, and had much greater power, when it was getting dirty and tattered out on Muenster's streets. It looked like the leavings of some homeless person's life, and it had the most complex interactions with the people passing by. It didn't demand the hands-off reverence art gets when it's kept apart. From tired old assemblage art (shades of Picasso and Rauschenberg, many decades on), Genzken's work became an invitation to performance by its viewers in the street.

If nothing else, all these sculptures -- as well as that length of fishing line, the parking-lot minimalism, the site-specific film and most of Muenster's other works -- refused to add to the confused mass of stylish objects that are out there for the buying. There seemed to be a principle uniting a whole show, and some shared attitudes toward current life and problems in and out of the art world.

This art represents a bold anti-market stance that has, it must be said, been tried for at least 50 years. The irony is, these days that kind of thing can sell quite well.

VENICE

Reverting to Form: Aesthetics Push Meaning Aside
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AT THE VENICE BIENNALE, A GALLERY IS HUNG WITH THE CIRCULAR PAINTINGS OF ARGENTINE ARTIST GUILLERMO KUITCA, documenting the meanderings his artist's brain went through on the day each one was made. Catty-cornered to them are wall reliefs by Algerian-born artist Adel Abdessemed, consisting of rounds of razor wire. The crucial link between them: circles, circles, circles.

At Documenta, a suite of galleries includes finely striated abstract drawings by Pakistani artist Nasreen Mohamedi, who worked through the 1960s, '70s and '80s and died in 1990. They're near a striped wedding cloth made sometime last century in rural Mali. Then, as the punch line to all this -- you could almost hear the rimshot -- comes a big canvas by legendary American abstractionist Agnes Martin, covered top to bottom, edge to edge, in her trademark chalk-striping.

Stripes, stripes, stripes.

For several decades now, the rule in talking about art has been that meaning should trump form. And that even the surface look and style of a work of art -- its stripiness, for instance -- can be laden with as much meaning for its viewers, in the particular time and place it was made, as any subject it may represent. Purely formal and "aesthetic" considerations ("I like the way circle pictures look!"; "See how all those very different works are striped?") have been seen as a cop-out. The term "aesthetic" has barely been used.

No longer. Aesthetics and good looks are back, along with an aesthete's attitude toward them.

At Documenta, wall colors, sometimes vivid ones, were chosen first, then artists were told where their works would go. At the show's opening, famous artists griped that they were playing second fiddle to decor.

In that suite of stripe pictures, the walls were painted a dark decorator olive and all works were lighted with spots, as though to unify their look. Dark-adjusted eyes could hardly see the subtle Martin painting in the glare of lights, but that hardly hurt the larger design effect curators sought.

Shades of the art market yet again, since all of this starts to recall the MO of a lesser collector: Choose your furniture and rugs, then expect whatever art you buy to fit right in. Or better yet, buy stuff that looks good over the sofa.

In stating the organizing principles behind their show, Documenta curators Roger Buergel and Ruth Noack spoke of a "migration of form" across the varied works they put on view. They seemed to be revisiting the old idea that the same "aesthetics" (they've been reviving that dirty word) can cross over between art from different places, times and cultures.

Trouble is, when you choose to focus on migrating forms, their content comes to seem like excess baggage. Or sometimes, heartfelt content -- the left-wing politics in a billboard project, the gender struggle in a painting by a feminist pioneer -- comes to feel like just another fashionable style, not so different from the colorful abstractions from the 1960s that also are included in the show.

One room at Documenta features goofy animal drawings made in 1966 by a 6-year-old named Peter Friedl, who grew up to be a conceptual artist on Berlin's contemporary scene. They're opposite very recent drawings by Inuit artist Annie Pootoogook, reflecting on the troubled life that's really lived in Canada's far north. The pairing seems to depend on the candy colors and simple renderings in both. Never mind that one speaks of the dysfunction that affects native culture as it comes to grips with change. And the other's a walk in the park.

[image: image2.png]



Documenta

Maybe It Was Created When Eisenhower Was President, But It's Still 'Contemporary'
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HEAD-HIGH CUBES MADE OF PARTICLEBOARD, THEIR SIDES HINGED TO LET YOU SHAPE THE STRUCTURES AS YOU PLEASE. Sections of industrial air ducts that can be assembled and configured as each curator pleases, into forms their maker can't control. In these sculptures from the 1960s, German artist Charlotte Posenenske -- who ditched art for sociology in 1968 and died in 1985 -- seemed to take the rarefied forms of modernist abstraction and let them collide with the materials and accidents of daily life. Many visitors to Documenta left thinking she, and several other little-known figures of her generation, made some of the exhibition's most notable art.

A huge square of pink rayon, covering a lawn as you walked into the show, looked like the latest thing. Incredibly, it was conceived in Japan in 1955, by a woman named Tanaka Atsuko.

Strange that the world's most important survey of contemporary art should score so many points with work that's decades old. Or maybe not so strange: The shelf-stocking attitude that rules the art world now, on loan from the commercial market, barely distinguishes between the old and new. Maybe it's hard to be too picky, when so little present art seems to command the degree of loyalty, or have the focus and ambition, of what came before. And when even the best new work is likely to be rooted in movements -- minimalism, conceptualism, artistic activism -- that date back decades.

Still, sometimes old ideas can seem merely tired, especially when they present themselves as attuned to our times. The Venice Biennale trumpeted brand-new abstract works by Gerhard Richter, Ellsworth Kelly and Robert Ryman. They were very, very much like the works these artists made when they were becoming famous, decades ago -- except with a new air of exhausted possibilities and diminishing returns.

Maybe the best result of all this old art passing as contemporary is that sometimes pastness itself becomes a subject to make art about.

In Venice, a recent slide show by Mario Garcia Torres, who was born in Mexico in 1975, revisited a legendary moment in late-'60s creativity, when radical conceptual artists from all over were invited to do projects with the students of the Nova Scotia College of Art. Torres reassembled the original participants from one such venture, only to discover that their recollections of the moment, or the art, couldn't be counted on.

At the Muenster sculpture show, various works from earlier years were resurrected or repeated, as though in an experiment to see how profoundly sense can change with time and circumstance.

A Bruce Nauman sculpture, planned for the 1977 edition of the show but never executed because of permit troubles, was finally realized, thanks to the resources its now-famous artist can enlist. "Square Depression" consists of a big inverted pyramid dug into the forecourt of a university science building. In 1977, it would no doubt have felt like a radical young artist's stab at invasive public abstraction. (Hence, no doubt, the permit troubles.) In 2007, it speaks of the tail end of modernist public design, of nostalgia, and of an older conceptualist looking back at simpler times. (And thus gets built.)

Nauman's younger colleague in Muenster, the French-born Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster, chose not to make new work of her own at all. As though all options for original art had been exhausted, she simply made one-quarter-scale models of 39 other pieces spanning Muenster's 40 years of sculpture surveys, and put them in conversation with each other in a local park. That was possibly the most innovative, cogent, accurate reflection on the state of things that anyone's come up with.
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