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:Arffl l Assault 6n SeriSibilitleS 
DISLOCATIONS. Seven socially engaged artists challeng·e . 

establishment verities, Including the Museum of Modern Art, at the 

Modem, 11 W. 53rd St., through Jan. 7. (212) 708-9400. 

By Amei Wallach 
STAFF WRITER 

F 
OR DECADES, the Museum of Modern Art 
has served as a haven of haute-taste calm, _ 
shielding all who enter from Harlem nights, 
napalm nightmares and even the ancient 
homeless woman who has been camping in a 

succession of cardboard boxes just outside the Mo
dern's door. 

With "Dislocations," its big fall show, the Modern 
has invited in the noisy, noxious, anxiety-provoking 
outside world. Seven artists - three of them women, 
two of them black, all of them actively engaged in 
undermining cherished beliefs - have been given li
cense to do what they wanted on three of the Mo
dem's floors. 

The result is a raucous, demanding :..... dislocating 
- exhibition that may send some viewers fleeing into 
the Monet "Waterlily" gallery for R&R. Denizens of 
Downtown may be familiar with the work of Bruce 
Nauman, Ilya Kabakov, Louise Bourgeois, Sophie 
Calle, David Hammons, Chris Burden and Adrian 
Piper. Bourgeois was the first woman artist the Mod
ern ever honored with a retrospective, nearly a decade 
ago. But much of this work, created specifically for 
this context, reads as a refreshingly welcome declara
tion of war on what the museum stands for. 

Not all of it. The Modern is, after all, the prime 
example of what the critic Brian O'Doherty once 
called a "White Cube," and Robert Storr, the curator 
of "Dislocations" defines as an "uncluttered shrine 
for art's contemplation." The one eventuality the 41-

year-old Storr could not have foreseen for his debut 
Modern exhibition was how the institution itself 
would alter the artists' intent. Both Burden and Piper 
chose to clothe their explosive messages .in a far more 
formal, minimal container than has been the habit of 
either one. 

Burden actually blunts the impact of an action so 
brazen it required a special dispensation from the 
board of trustees: He printed names representing the 
more than 3 million Vietnamese who died in the Viet
nam War on floor-to-ceiling, steel-framed panels of 
copper, which can be turned like cards on the ulti
mate Rolodex. But the exquisiteness of execution 

· bleeds the piece of meaning. Precisely because of their 
number, the names ·are too small, the surface too 

smooth for anyone to feel them out with their fingers; 
to weep and remember, to bring the war home as did 
the 57,939 names on Maya Lin's Vietnam Memorial, 
to which this one makes both respectful and ironic 
reference. · 

Piper's flawless white-on-white room lined with 
white bleachers on white floor, fails to inflame in her 
usual manner, because, like the best of minimalism, it 
soaks up so much ambient meaning from its. 81.1!· 
roundings. Piper's subject for some time has been the. 
way white prejudice, particularly hberal :white stereo

typing, cripples both blacks and whi-. 

The chanting head In Bruce Nauman's 'Anthro / 

Socio' Installation at the Museum of M~ Art 

Her confrontational situations are choreographed I 
to give _her usually all-white gallery audiences maxi- I 
mum discomfort an<l, as a result, maximum insight. 
In this case, in the all-white column in the center of 
the room, a black man on a video screen faces front 
back, left and right and refutes a litany of stereotypes; 
"I'm not horny. I'm not scary. I'm net crazy. I'm not 
servile. I'm not stupid." 

His delivery is as stolid, his anger as palpable as 
Clarence Thomas' was last week. Since the emotions 
~he piece-is meant to arouse were endlessly exper
ienced by most of us all last weekend in front of our 
own television sets, it just takes that much more ef
fort not to leave the room. 
. Leave it to _David Hammons, though, to make mag
ic of the realities of the real world - and also of the 

"Dislocations" exhibition. The whole thing didn't ac
t~ally take fire until Hammons had completed ~ 
piece at 5 _a.m. the day of the opening, taking advan
~ 1of_uusste~ an~ delays by the museum staff to 
1mproVISe and Jive up to the last moment. 

H~mons, who recycles the detritus of the Lower 
East Side and Harlem streets into metaphors for the 

black '~rien~, has recyled last summer's ~et 
~~l!4to , . celebration of the cultuhµ coup that 

~~--It& ,/lJ,-a.3.. ~ ,_ ., .., • ., 

. ! 
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makes possible his appearance at the Modern. · An Art£i } A ,;. ult 
It's not Lenin's statue that's being toppled at the u .l"1bSa 

Modern; it's the rather racist statue of Theodore Roo- o s •b•1 •1• 
sevelt on a ?1arger ~anked by noble savages on foot Il ens1 I I 1es 
- one Native Amencan and one African - on the · -
~fS of the Museum of Natural History. The "stat- j . . . - . 
ue consists of huge black-and-white photographs contradiction, they symbolize the Soviet tragedy and 
pasted to a column, complete with black-and-white also p~efigure the c1;11'1'ent uphea!als, whi~ for Kaba
~ echoing the trees to be seen through the window kov st~ could end ID another failed utop~ Kabakov 
ID the Modem's sculpture garden. Dynamite is taped f~ big, absolute statements, so everything here is 
_to the "statue"; sandbags surround it, along with ~ither hard to~ or tiny, whi~ may blunt the initial 
won~er~y aro~atic fallen leaves. On the sandbags rmp9:ct but ennches the meanmg. . 
are lifesize machine guns pointing at the statue, also It lB Bruce Nauman who plays ~e-bully ~d fllll'ly 
toy cannons and helicopters, and a toy helicopter flies ~teals the show. The ~unds from his mstallation echo 
overhead. The police barriers are protecting the at- ID both the 8?~geolB and the Kabak.ov rooms. They 
tack <?n ~e "statue," just as ~he Modern is officially are the re~titive sounds of a Gregorian ~t from 
sanctionmg these attacks on its orthodoxies. Beyond I hell. They issue from the face of a man proJected on 
the barricades - and within it - are party streamers the walls and on video screens. His head has been 
and ballooni, for viewers to walk through. The walls shaved the ~;rer to emphasize his ~- "Feed 
are tenement green, despite the name "Roosevelt Me I Eat Me, yells / chants the faee. "Help Me / Hurt 
Gallery" printed upon them. ·· Me." As the homeless on the street yell it. As OOlilllBS 

What's most subversive about all this is.that view: and workers silently yell it. Husbands and wives. Me 
ers ~ going to drag leaves and confetti into the other ~d you. Horrible, endless, primal, everyday contra
gallenes when they walk in, thus collaborating in _dictory demands. 
Hammons' sly infiltration. There's no escape. You exit the museum singing 

The Frenchwoman Sophie Calle, who is equally sly, Nauman's ~ng. The world seems slightly different 
also has been successful in her guerrilla incursions on after all this provocation, just as the exhibition in
the ~ries. ~h~ ~ replaced favorite paintings by te~d~ it should. Now that it has begun, cacophonous 
~tte, Modi~, Se~~t and Hopper with hilar- ~ it 18, you ~ only hope the museum will not again 
1ous text recording the oprmons and memories of peo- stop the music. / II 
ple who pass them every day. 

Down in the basement, Louise Bourgeois plays I 
marvelously wicked games with childhood terrors of 
birth, death and copulation. She has rescued phallic
shaped gasoline storage tanks from the side of a road, I 
painted them black, lined them in red (as in womb as 
iJ;i h~ll, as in ~ger) _complete with flashing red light. / 
And she has mecharuzed them ao that one slides pon
derously in and out of the other, threatening to crush 
whomever might be cowering in that far-from-protec-
tive womb. · · 

Next door, Soviet artist Ilya Kabakov has painted 
hallway and large room drab Moscow brown and 
green, lined the wails with a retrospective of his own 
paintings, piled old chllll'I! and benches in one side of 
the room, bridged the·whole thing for us to cross and 
focused the tiny bit of ligh~ _and also some handy bin
oculars on cockroach-sized white figures. A text on a 
bulletin board tells us tlier story that Kabakov has 
staged here: the tiny whlte horde has disrupted an 
official .meeting in March, 1984, held to warn about 
the horrors of nonconformist 1arHik-e his. The white 
figures are lost souls, survivoni ofratastrophe. irt\ich 

, c4,,r 14---' -
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DISLOCATIONS 
KAY LARSON 

Sept artistes invites par Robert Storr 
a investir librement le MoMA, font 

d'une exposition eclatee l'evenement le 
plus attachant et le plus inattendu 

de la saison. 

Les meilleures expositions font 
toujours J'effet d'un choc. 
mais le choc lui-meme rappelle 
necessairement quelque chose 

de connu. Rien ne laissait prevoir que 
Dislocations - sept installations dis
persees sur trois niveaux du MoMA -
allait etre autre chose que l'habituel 
assortiment quasi aleatoire d' reuvres 
prises ~a et la . Le nouveau conser
vateur du departement de peinture et 
de sculpture , Robert Storr , a simple
ment invite sept de ses artistes preferes 
a « faire quelque chose » dans Jes 
espaces du musee . II en resulte une 
exposition qui fixe , le temps d'un 
eclair, Ia condition humaine . 

Yous pressentez que quelque 
chose d'etrange et de prodigieux vous 
attend au moment ou vous empruntez 
l'escalier roulant qui conduit aux gale
ries du niveau inferieur - des salles 
qui donnent une reelle impression de 
sous-sol. n ·en deplaise aux architectes. A mesure que vous 
vous enfoncez dans ces profondeurs , un chant bizarre par
vient a vos oreilles . Impossible a identifier. ii demeure 
ainsi , mysterieux , tandis que vous suivez le couloir et que 
le volume s·amplifie . Dans une salle obscure , vide . seu
lement encombree d'ecrans video et d'appareils de pro
jection. Bruce Nauman a deploye une de ses installations 
video . Sur six bandes differentes apparait . sur les ecrans 
et projetees sur trois des murs , la tete chauve de Rinde 
Eckert. artiste de performance et chanteur de formation 
classique qui braille . dans une sorte d'antienne. des varia
tions sur NOURRIS-MOI. MANGE-MO!. ANTHRO
POLOGIE , et AIDE-MO!. BLESSE-MOI. SOCIOLO
G IE , a un niveau de decibels qu i rivalise avec Jes 
hurlements des rames de metro. 

Le chant , tel un canon classique, vient heurter . avec 
la regularite du ressac. vos oreilles et votre cerveau. L 'in
satisfaction et la douleur martelent les murs et reclament 
bruyamment qu'on leur prete attention. L'esprit primal 
de l'homme exprime ses desirs dans des tonalites d'une 
puissance a peine supportable . Cette extraordinaire inten
site eveille une multiplicite d'interpretations : Rinde 
Eckert represente Jes multitudes hurlantes de la terre . ii 
est le corps politique . ii est l'enfant archetype et les 

MoMA curator Robert Storr gave 
seven artists an open ticket to the 
museum. They made this fragmented 
exhibition into the most riveting 
event of the year. 

T
he best exhibition's always 
seem to come as a shock, 
but the shock itself is vit~lly 
reminiscent of something 

familiar. There was no way to antic
ipate that the Dislocations shoiv -
seven installations spread out 
through three levels of the Museum 
of Modern Art - would be anything 
more than another nearly random 
assortment of scattered work . The 
Modem 's new curator in the Paint
ing and Sculpture Department, Rob
ert Storr, simply invited seven of his 
favorite artists to "do something" in 
MoMA 's spaces. They responded 
with a show that flash-free z.es the 
human condition at this instant. 

The first indication of some
thing strange and marvelous comes 
on the escalator that descends into 
th e lower galleries at MoMA -
spaces that feel like a basem ent, no 

matter what the architects intended. As you slowly sink 
into the earth , a bizarre song rises to meet you. It is 
at first indecipherable, and it remains so even as you 
ivalk down the hall and the volume mounts. In a dark 
empty room filled only with stacks of video monitor; 
and their projection machines, Bruce Nauman has set 
up one of his video installations. On six separate tape 
~oops ?n the monitors, and projected onto three walls, 
m antiphonal harmonies sung at a decibel level that 
rivals the scr~ech of subw_ays, the bald head of per
formance artist and classically trained singer Rinde 
Eckert belts out variations on: FEED ME, EAT ME , 
ANTHROPOLOGY, and HELP ME HURT ME 
SOCIOLOGY. ' ' 

_The ~ong, a~in to a classical round, beats in a 
ph~s1cal t1de against your ears and brain. Need and 
pain h~mmer at the walls and clamor for attention. 
The primal hu1:1-~m mind cr~es out its desires in barely 
tol_erable tona~u1es. There is no one explanation for ~ 
th1s ex_traordm_ary intensity : Rinde Eckert is the ! 
~~r~am~ng mu_ltuud~s of the earth, and the body pol- = 
1~1c, he s the mfantile, archetypal child, and the insa- ~ 
tlable expectations of adulthood. He 's as obnoxious ~ 
as the homeless who demand money, rattling their ~ 

Bruce Nauman, Anthro/Socio, 1991 , detail. ~ 
B 
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attentes insatiables de la maturite . II est auss1 insuppor
table que !es sans-abri quemandant une piece de monnaie. 
en secouant leur gobelet en carton et gemissant sur !es 
crescendo de Dies Irae. Yous eprouvez un irresistible 
besoin de partir. Mais . pour peu que vous y resistiez . vous 
percevez progressivement Jes accents melodieux et sedui
sants d'un chreur gregorien chante en sourdine par des 
moines - la souffrance trouve son salut dans la connais
sance de soi-meme . Mais vient un moment. pourtant. ou 
la fuite est la seule reponse. 

U ne fuite qui vous conduit dans une autre salle 
(tandis que la voix de Rinde Eckert vous poursuit. 
attenuee. mais encore audible) . lei . Ilya Kabakov 

a monte une parabole de l'Etat sovietique depuis la Revo
lution . Yous prenez un pont qui traverse une « salle de 
recreation » ou !'on debattait naguere d'art. de philosophie 
et de droit. La parabole se deploie comme une histoire. 
racontee sur une feuille imprimee. agrafee a un tableau 
noir au milieu du pont. Tout. autour de nous. et vu du 
pont. nous « prouve » qu 'il s·agit d'une histoire vraie . Une 
exposition d'art dissident s·est obliga
toirement tenue dans cette salle . Mais 
un cataclysme a projete Jes reuvres 
d'art. !es chaises et !es tables sur !es 
quatre murs. !es a retournees et ren
versees avec la violence d'un cyclone. 
Sur la portion de sol couleur terre ainsi 
degagee pres du pont. de minuscules 
silhouettes humaines . blanches. plus 
petites que l'ongle . ont surgi en hordes 
innombrables. Pour mieux Jes voir sans 
doute. des jumelles . accrochees au 
pont. visent ces multitudes silen
cieuses . 

Comme Nauman . Kabakov a pro
duit un mythe de creation a strates mul
tiples. qui n·a pas de reponse unique. 
mais une quantite d'interpretations vir
tuellement resonantes . Cest d'abord 
!'image d'un peuple fragile jouant dans 
!es champs des divinites . Cest aussi. 
avec plus d'insistance . une metaphore 
de la Revolution russe . ou la crise de 
l'ideologie ecarta brutalement !'art. la 
philosophie et le droit et figea toute politique au moment 
de ces bouleversements . instituant la surveillance per
manente de ses citoyens. (En fait . on voit mains bien !es 
gens avec ces odieuses jumelles. mais allez dire c;:a a l'Etat 
sovietique .) Mais. surtout. c·est une superbe represen
tation du sort miserable qu 'infligent Jes gouvernements a 
J'humanite qui gemit a leur porte . Quand les citoyens font 
trop de vacarme . on appelle la police . 

Passe le pont. puis une porte . vous butez contre le 
troisieme volet du paradoxe humain . Avec Twosome, 
Louise Bourgeois resume et reunit tout ce qui a retenu 
son attention pendant sa longue carriere. Un long cylindre 
noir (un ancien fut d'essence) est niche a l'interieur d'un 
autre cylindre noir. Lumiere rouge brillant par intermit
tence. moteur tournant. le plus petit cylindre effectue un 
mouvement de piston a J'interieur de son homologue. Ce 
jeu secondaire. malhabile. tire au clair toutes les asso
ciations possibles avec le grand IN/OUT : excretion. inges
tion : ce que font Jes bebes . Sexe et pouvoir : ce que font 
!es hommes et !es femmes. L'alternance de retrait dans 
J'intimite et de poussee vers la liberte : ce que font !es 
families . Le grand moteur/machine qui nous conduit a 
former un co~ple et a vivre ensemble en emportant nos 
spectres freud1ens dans nos bagages. Bourgeois a ajoute 
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Paper cups and cry ing in a surgi_ng Dies Irae. ~hle 
1 . . • t'ble But 1fyou momenta11 y pressure to eave is 1rres1s 1 • 

1 
h 1 fight it you begin to hear an undertone o ! e 1:1e -

filluou; and seductive, of monks joindingh vo1cehs 1111:fa 1 ' · · · d me t roug se -Gregonan chorus - pam ,e ee h h ft ' ht ·s . . rh • s thoug w en 1g 1 recognmon. , . e pomt come , , 
the only ans1ver. ( · h ' But escape leads you into another room IV/~ 
Rinde Eckert's voice surging more fa111tly but. still 
audibly). Here, Jlya Kabako v has m_ounted a P_a,a~le 
of the Soviet state since the _Revolut1c:,n. Y~u t1_ave1s~ 
a bridge through a "recreat10n room 111he1 e a, t, phi
losophy, and law were once debated. The parable 
unfolds as a story, told on a typed ~heet tacke.1 t? 
a blackboard in the middle of the bndge. The evi
dence " that the story is true is visible all around yo~ , 
from the bridge. This room was to have been the s1~e 
of a dissident art exhibition. Bur some cataclys1:11c 
event has happened here to scatter t~e art, the chm_rs, 
and tables to the four 1valls, overturn mg and upend mg 

them as though by cyclone. In the 
cleared space on the earth-red floor 
near the bridge have emerged tiny 
white human figures , smaller than 
a fingernail - unnumbered hordes 
of them. Presumably to see them 
better, there are binoculars fixed to 
the bridge and aimed at these silent 
multitudes. 

A s with Nauman , Kabakov 
has produced a many-layered 
creation m yth with no single 

answer, yet any number of poten
tially resonant interpretations. At 
one level, it's a picture of frail peo
ple at play in the fields of the gods. 
Rather more insistently, it's a met
aphor of the Russian Revolution, 
which swept aside art, philosophy, 
and law in the throes of ideology, 
and froze all politics at the moment 
of upheaval, instituting perpetual 
surveillance of its citizens. (Those 

. . obnoxious binoculars actually make \ 
If harder to v1e1v the people, but try telling that to the 
So viet state. ) E~en _more urgently, this is a superb 
parallel of th~ '!11senes that governmen_t~ inflict on the \ 
humanay 1vailing next door. When citizens crv out 
governments send in the police. · ' 

Off the bridge, through a door, and you confront 
the t~ll'd aspect of the human paradox. In Twosome, 
Lou~se Bourgeois has produced a piece that sum
marizes and coalesces all the preoccupations of her 
long career .. ~ long black tube ( a former gasoline 
t'!nk) nests 11:si~e a,:iother black tube . Flashing a red 
light and g,?ndmg its motor, the inside tube rolls in 
and ou_t _of Lts larg~r counterpart. This rumbling by 
play ~lieus_ a~l po~sible _associations with the great J N / 
OUT. exc1et10n, mgestwn - what babies do. Sex and 
power - what men and ivomen do The alt ·. ll 1 · · · ernatmg l!l! o mt1macy and the push for escape - what fam-
ilies do. The great motor/engine/machine that drives 
l!s to couple, and to live together, bringing our Freud
ia,:i phantoms along ivith us. Bourgeois has added 
ivm101vs and a door in the configuration of her ar
en!sd ho1use,_ so that overlaid on it all is the arc~aic mm o ch11dhood. 

Nauman, Kabakov, and Bourgeois inhabit the 
Ilya Kabakov, The Bridge, 1991 , detail. 
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des fenetres et une porte a la configuration de sa maison 
parentale, plaquant ainsi sur le tout la mentalite archa1que 
de J'enfance . 

Nauman. Kabakov et Bourgeois habitent !es galeries 
en sous-sol comme pour repondre en bloc a la lamentation 
de Rinde Eckert . SOCIOLOGIE ... ANTHROPOLO
GIE . Le triple passage a travers le cerveau primal s·acheve 
ici. et vous amorcez votre remontee a la surface de la terre 
vers des niveaux d'experience plus « normaux » . Dans !es 
galeries contemporaines du second etage . la ou finissent 
les collections permanentes du MoMA . trois artistes sou
levent de douloureux problemes de race. de politique et 
d'identite . 

Tous ont pris des risques . Chris Burden a con~u un 
« li vre » qui va du sol au plafond . constitue de 
plaques de cuivre . dont !es pages tournent autour 

d' un mat . Sur ces plaques sont graves !es noms des trois 
millions de Vietnamiens du Nord et du Sud qui ont peri 
dans une guerre que !es Americains estiment etre « la 
leur ». La piece forme un contraste delibere et dire~t avec 
le memo rial vietnamien realise par Maya Lin a Wash
ington : sur celui-la . 56 000 noms americains sont inscrits 
sur du granit noir . Dans le livre de Burden . les noms sont 
de la taille d'une fourmi. et presque impossibles a dechif
frer. La plupart de ces noms restent approximatifs . puisque 
J'Etat \·ie tnamien n·a officiellement recense . documents a 
J' appui. que 100 000 victimes. 
mais r es timati on des pertes 
fo rmulee par J' aniste . est aussi 
precise que possible . Pour Bur
den . ces chi ffres representent 
« le ti ers d'un holocauste ». 

Dans une salle adjacente . 
A dri an Piper a construit un 
a mphithe a tre e nti e rement 
pe int en blanc e t ce rne de 
miroirs dans sa partie supe
ri eure. La sa11e evoque . au 
niveau subliminal. un lieu ou 
l' o n s' affr o nte . n ' importe 
lequel. une sa11e de vente ( de 
betail. o u encore d'esclaves) . 
ou une salle d' interrogatoire. 
Piper . arti ste noir dont les installations remettent habi
tue11eme nt en question les comportements « coloni sa
teurs » des Blancs . a ajoute, au centre de sa piece . une 
tour qui contient J'image de la tete d'un Noir sur ecran 
Yideo. L 'homme tourne lentement sur lui-meme pour se 
presenter a nous sous quatre cotes . la encore comme un 
escla\·e sur J' estrade . Dans ce decor entierement blanc. 
ii est montre comme un specimen de labora toire ou un 
suj et etudie dans un cours de medecine. II proteste en vain . 
aYec vehemence : ii n·est ni sale . ni idiot , ni faineant , ni 
minable . Mais ii a beau s·en prendre directement - autant 
que faire se peut - aux s_tereo_t)'.pes racia~x . le decor l'em
peche d'echapper a s~n 1dent1te_ de specimen . J?ans cette 
situation. ses protestations font s1mplement part1e du spec
tacle . Dans J'arene immaculee. ce qu 'il dira ne changera 
rien . 

Exposer dans une institution comme le MoMA pose 
naturellement un dilemme aces deux artistes noirs. David 
Hammons . que ses prises de position contre le cadre ins
titutionnel et son habitude de vi vre dans les rues de Har
lem et de construire ses a:uvres avec les detritus qu'il y 
trouve. exprime dans son installation. une partie de sa 
colere anticonformiste contre le grand establishment blanc. 
II donne sa propre version amere d'une parade de Colum
bus Day . Dans une salle dont !es hautes baies vi trees don-
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lower galleries together as though they ha~ colh~~o-
1 

rated on a general answer to Rinde Eckert s wazlin¥ 
song: SOCIOLOGY. .. ANTHROP_OLOGY. The tri
ple passage through the primal brain stem ends here, 
and your climb back to the surface of ~he ea_rth and 
more "normal" levels of experience begins with your 
ascent up the escalators. In the third floor contem
porary galleries at the end of MoJ:1A 's I!ermanent ~ol
lections are three artists who raise painful questwns 
of race, politics, and identity. . 

Each picked a dangerous limb. Chris Burden h_as 
a floor-to-ceiling "book" made of copper plates wtth 
pages that rotate around a pole. The plates _are etc~ed 
with the names of three million North and South Viet
namese killed in the war that Americans think of as 
"ours." The contrast with the Vietnam memorial by 
Maya Lin in Washington is deliberate and direct: I 
there, 56,000 American names are inscribed on _black 
granite. In Burden 's book, the names are as tiny as 
ants, and nearly indecipherable. Most of the names 

1 

are approximations, since the Vietnamese go vernment 
had documentation only on about I00,000, but the 
estimate of casualties is as precise as the artist could I 
make it. Burden calls the numbers, "one third of a \ 
holocaust. " 

In an adjacent room, Adrian Piper has built an 
amphitheater painted entirely 
white, and surrounded at its 
top edge with mirrors. The 
room subliminally recalls 
any number of confronta
tional settings, including an 
auction pit (for cattle, or per
haps for slaves) , or an inter
rogation chamber. Piper, a 
black artist whose installa- \ 
tions generally challenge 
white "colonizing" attitudes, 
has added a tower in the 
room 's center that contains 
a video monitor image of the 
head of a black man . He 
slo wly turns around to show 

all fo ur sides of himself, again like a slave on the \ 
block. In this all-white setting, he is presented like a 
laboratory specimen of a subject in a medical-school 
operating theater. Futilely, he protests out loud: he 's 
not dirty, not stupid, not lazy, not sleazy. But though 
he confronts racial stereotypes directly - as directly 
as it 's possible to do - the setting prevents him from 
escaping his specimen-like identity. Under the cir- I 

cumstances, his protestations are just part of the per
formance . Within the all-white arena, nothing he can 
say will make a difference . 

N a~urally, the two f?lack a_rcists m~st confront the 
dtl~mm~ of showing their work in a major insti
tutwn like MoMA. David Hammons, who is 

legendary for his anti-institutional attitudes and his 
habit of living in the Harlem streets and making art 
out of. the refuse he finds there, directs some of this 
maverick anger at the great white Establishment in his 
installation. Hammons does his own resentful version 
of a Columbus Day parade. In a room with floor-to
ceiling glass windows that look out over the sculpture 1 

garden !O brownstone Manhattan, Hammons has set' 
up Pf:!ltce barricades and sandbags manned with 1 
machine guns, and _balloons bobbing from the ceiling. 
At the center of this oddly argumentative celebration 

David Hammons, Public Enemy. 
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nent sur le jardin de sculptures et Jes immeubles bruns 
de Manhattan, _Hammon~ a i_nstalle des barrages de police 
et des sacs equ1pes de m1tra11leuses , ainsi que des ballons 
remplis d'air qui pendent du plafond . Au centre de cette 
fete ambigue , ii a place u_ne reproduction photographique 
de la statue equestre engee . devant le musee d' Histoire 
naturelle , vue sous ses quatre cotes. Cette statue exaspere 
Hammons qui passe tous Jes jours a Central Park West. 
Teddy Roosevelt se dres_se sur sa selle avec une arrogance 
de macho. A cote de Im , sans montures , un Indien et un 
Africain agrippent ses etriers et se laissent conduire vers 
leur « destin manifeste » . II fallait etre Roosevelt pour voir 
un hommage dans cette effigie. Hammons, qui ne fait pas 
dans le velours , a place de la dynamite sous la statue. 

Esprit primal au sous-sol , analyse politique au 
second : ii est normal que l'a:uvre de Sophie Calle , qui 
a trait a !'art , se situe au niveau intermediaire. A la requete 
de !'artiste , une demi-douzaine d'a:uvres - un Seurat , un 
Magritte , etc , - ont ete provisoirement decrochees des 
galeries du premier etage qui abritent Jes collections per
manentes (pour creer des « fantomes », dit-elle) . Calle a 
ensuite demande au personnel du musee - commissaires, 
conservateurs et autres gens de metier , bref, aux personnes 
bien informees - de decrire l'a:uvre d'art ainsi escamotee . 
Elle a ensuite mis sur Jes murs , a !'emplacement des ori
ginaux , Jes mots qu'ils ont employes et Jes petits dessins 
qu'elle Jes a pries d'executer. 
II en resulte une piece subtile , 
brillante, sur l'a:il et !'esprit , ou 
la memoire et ses confusions. 
Faut-il le dire , meme Jes spe
ci aliste s ne gardent pas le 
meme souvenir d 'une meme 
a:uvre . Certains sont precis , 
d'autres non. Quelques-uns ont 
dessine Jes a:uvres avec exac
titude , mais la plupart ne se 
rappellent d ' abord que 
quelques details frappants , 
qu 'ils placent habituellement 
au m a uvais endroit. En 
revanche , taus se souviennent 
des sentiments que leur inspire 
J'a:uvre en question , memes s' ils sont incapables d'en 
reconstituer !'image. Les opinions ont Jes priorites , au sens 
epistemologique du terme , sur la precision du regard . 
Meme !'art le plus neutre visuellement est apprecie en 
fonction du contexte humain . 

L
a vie modeme hurle sa peine et implore qu'on la 
delivre. Le resume de l'etat du monde qu'etablit 
Nauman entraine tous Jes autres constats a sa suite. 

Par miracle ii ne s'y mele ni plaisanterie legere ni jeu 
complique . C'est un domaine hante par l'urg~nce_ en une 
periode oil Jes J?Oliticiens. vaq~ent avec ,obstin~tton aux 
affaires de routine , tand1s qu autour d eux s eleve un 
cha:ur de voix angoissees. Aux Etats-Unis , Jes fonda
mentalistes polarisent la nation ; beats d'orgueil_, ils affir
ment que Dieu parle Jeur seul Jangage. Washington ne 
demande qu'a exacerber Jes schismes, a dress~r !es gens 
Jes uns contre Jes autres et a renvoyer ses c1toyens au 
monde des sans-abri et des paumes pour mieux imposer 
Jeur ideologie. La plainte funebre de Rinde Eckert nous I parle en ces temps d'humeur maussade. □ 

... I Traduit par Marie-France de Palomera 

~ 
:e Dislocations, au MoMA. New York , jusqu'au 7 janvier. 

Collection: 

Pl 
Series.Folder: 

II.A.1486 

GALERIES MAGAZINE 
Page 4 

is a four-sided photographic copy of the _equestrian 
statue in front of the Museum of Natural History. The 
statue has been a daily irritant in Hammons' commutes 
down Central Park West. Teddy Roosevelt rises off 
his saddle with macho arrogance. Walking on the 
ground beside him, an Indian and . an Africr:n clutch 
his stirrups and are led toward Manifest Destiny. Only 
Roosevelt himself could imagine that this is flattery . 
Hammons, not exactly subtle about his anger, has 
planted dynamite underneath the statue. 

W ith primal mind below, and politics above, 
it's appropriate that Sophie Calle's piece about 
art should be in the middle. On the second 

floor permanent collections galleries, Calle asked that 
about half a dozen art works - a Seurat, a Magritte, 
and so on - be temporarily removed (to create, in 
the French phrase, "ghosts ") . She then asked museum 
professionals - curators, conservators, and others 
who should know - to describe the art in absentia. 
Their words and the small pictures they drew at her 
request have been put on the wall in place of the orig
inals. This is a subtle but brilliant piece about eye and 
mind, or memory and its confusions. Needless to say, 
even the experts don 't remember the same work in 
the same way. Some are precise, some aren't. A few 
people draw the works accurately, but most can't begin 

to remember more than a few 
salient details , usually 
wrongly placed. But every
body remembers what they 
feel about the work, even 
when they can't exactly 
reconstruct the image. Opin
ions take priority, in the epis
temological sense, over the 
precision of sight. Even the 
most visually neutral art is 
value-loaded with human 
contex t. 

Modern life cfies out in 
pain and begs for deliver
ance. Nauman 's summary of 
the state of the world draws 

all the other work along behind him. Miraculously, 
there are no trivial jokes or con voluted games here. 
The urgency resonates in this era when politicians per
sist in going about their business while the chorus of 
anguish rises around them. In the United States, the 
fu'!damentalist_s are polarizing the nation; reveling in 
pride, . they clr:zm _t~at God speaks only their language. 
Washingto'! is wzllzng to aggravate the schisms, to pit 
people against people, and to send its citizens out into 
homelessness and decline, in order to ram ideology 
down all those crying throats . Rinde Eckert's wailing 
voice speaks to the bitter temper of the moment. □ 

Dislocations at MoMA, New York, through January 7. 

I Louise Bourgeois, Twosome, 1991. 
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ART NOW GALLERY GUIDE 
OCTOBER 1991 

(llya Kabakov, The Collector, 1981 -88, from "10 Characters," 
installation at Ronald Feldman Gallery) 

-- .11111111111111111- -
I 

(David Hammons, Installation view, Exit Art, 
May 13-June 10, 1989) 

Site-specific installations by Louise Bourgeois, Chris Burden, 

Sophie Calle, David Hammons, llya Kabakov, Bruce Nauman, 

and Adrian Piper are presented in "Dislocations" at The Museum 
W Modem Art from October 16 to January 7.' 
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The Art of 
Dislocation 
Daniella Dooling 

Dislocations 
Organized by Robert Storr, curator, De
partment of Painting and Sculpture. An 
exhibition featuring new installations 
by seven artists: Louise Bourgeois, 
Chris Burden, Sophie Calle, David 
Hammons, Ilya Kabakov, Bruce Nau
man, and Adrian Piper. Museum of 
Modern Art, New York, October 20, 
1991-January 7, 1992. 

To the hard of hearing you shout, and for 
the almost-blind you draw large and star-

tling figures. -Flannery O'Connor 
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PARABOLA 
Dobbs Ferry, NY 
Spring 1992 

THE CONTEMPORARY artist 
is often an outsider-partly 

by choice, but largely because of being 
cast in that role by the rest of modern 
society. This position is often one of 
solitude, and it is a position both de
sired and despised. The seclusion of 
the artist is much like that necessary 
in the lives and work of the monk, 
shaman, and blacksmith; indeed, there 
are obvious similarities. These indi
viduals, like the artist, require isola
tion in order to achieve a purified state 
of mind and spirit that will enable 
them to "create." Because of their 
ability to transform, they are also the 
members of the society that are most 
feared and venerated, and therefore 
must be separated from other people. 
As Mircea Eliade states in T/ze Forge 
and t/ze Crucible, "Metal workers, al-

David Hammons' Public Enemy 



FOR STUDY PURPOSES ONLY. NOT FOR REPRODUCTION. 

The Museum of Modern Art Archives, NY 

most everywhere, form groups apart; 
they are mysterious beings who must 
be isolated from the rest of the com
munity. "1 

In practical ways, the artist may 
feel forced into isolation by a lack of 
financial support, intellectual cama
raderie, and tolerance for difference. 
Yet, in another way, the artist may 
consciously seek the solitude needed 
for inner growth and the distancing 
that is often a part of the creative pro
cess. Whether he or she feels embit
tered and rejected by the community 
or revered and respected, one element 
remains true: the artist, and conse
quently the creative process and its 
subsequent outcome, maintain a posi
tion which is outside the rest of the 
society. 

From this position of isolation, a 
natural and obvious distancing occurs 
between the artist and the community. 
How great or small this distance is de
pends upon the nature of the art that 
is produced and the ability of the so
ciety to respond to it. Closed in upon 
itself, the community is unable to see 
itself clearly, and it is the contempo
rary artist who attempts to criticize, 
challenge, and describe it. The current 
exhibition, "Dislocations," at the Mu
seum of Modern Art, shows how the 
work of seven artists relates directly to 
the community to which they address 
their art. Each has created an installa
tion that is specifically designed to 
challenge the accepted point of view of 
the audience-to create an unfamiliar 
circumstance that might generate a 
question about something taken for 
granted or something long forgotten. 
Each space is in some way disquieting, 
discomfiting, dislocating. The installa
tions by Louise Bourgeois, Chris Bur
den, Sophie Calle, David Hammons, 
Ilya Kabakov, Bruce Nauman, and 
Adrian Piper open up a dialogue with 
the viewer that in some way enables 
their work to be accessible to the com
munity to which they speak. 

Collection: 

Pl 

Series.Folder: 

II.A.1486 

PARABOLA 
Page 2 

THE IDEA that contemporary 
art is in any way accessible 

or understandable may seem contradic
tory to the outer community that has 
challenged, threatened, and questioned 
its very validity throughout most of 
this century. As art moved away from 
accepted traditional styles with such 
revolutionary works as Pablo Picasso's 
Les Demoiselles davignon of 1907, the 
concept of what art is, or should be, 
changed, and consequently, the art 
"product" changed. As we approach 
the twenty-first century, these changes 
have become so severe and differ so 
much from traditional art that, in fact, 
many of us might say that contempo
rary art is no longer art. Installation, 
video, and performance art are some 
of the new modes of expression in the 
last twenty-five years, and by their 
very nature, these forms are often not 
recognizable immediately as "art" by 
either the art community or the outer 
community. These methods often uti
lize the body as a medium-that of 
the artist, the viewer, or an anony
mous figure. This kind of art often 
evokes a theatrical presence, and upon 
entering the installation the viewer un
wittingly becomes a member of the 
cast and therefore an active participant 
in the work of art. As contemporary 
art has become more and more exclu
sive and demands are made for a 
highly specialized and educated audi
ence, installation, video, and perfor
mance often offer much needed entry
ways through which the viewer can 
gain access to an otherwise inaccess
ible and specialized activity. 

While today's viewer must be 
trained in both art history and con
temporary art theory in order to fully 
understand the meaning of most con
temporary painting or sculpture, in
stallation work usually directly con
fronts, assaults, and demands a certain 
level of participation in a very visceral 
way from its audience. For instance in 
Bruce Nauman's powerful work, ' 
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Anthro/Socio, we are immediately im
m.:rsed in a disturbing, almost chill
ing, video installation as we enter the 
room. On each wall a large video im
age of a bald white man is projected. 
The same image appears on smaller 
television monitors stacked on top of 
each other, creating a mirror reflection 
with one head right-side-up and one 
head upside-down. The man chants 
the phrases: "Feed me/Eat me, Help 
me/Hurt me" and on some monitors, 
the word "anthropology" is added to 
the first phrase and "sociology" is 
added to the second phrase. While the 
effect of this chorus of repeated words 
is in many ways troubling and irritat
ing, there is also a sense of a beautiful 
harmonizing reminiscent of Gregorian 
chant. As Roberta Smith said in her 
review of the exhibition, Nauman's 
work "can send one running from the 
room or force an inner confrontation 
with one's own conflicted desires to be 
independent but also protected. "2 In 
this very emotional and physical way, 
Nauman is able to get beyond the too 
often inaccessible dialogue that sur
rounds so much of contemporary art 
today. 

IT 1s interesting to note that al
though often excluding the 

very audience to which it is directed, 
most contemporary art is specifically 
about the outer community. Recent 
contemporary art has become much 
more content-oriented, and this con
tent is derived from and reflects the 
society and culture. Content and 
meaning have become the most im
portant aspects of the work of art, 
while aesthetic beauty has often be
come less important, if important at 
all. This lack of beauty in contempo
rary art and the differing concept of 
what is beautiful is another factor that 
has pushed the contemporary artist 
and the community even farther apart. 
The very definition of beauty becomes 
altered by the artist who is able to ma-
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nipulate the content of the work of art 
through the use of unconventional 
materials. 

David Hammons' aesthetic is 
formed by the objects and refuse he 
finds on the streets of Harlem. While 
these materials may be seen as waste 
or surplus, and ultimately as ugly or 
displeasing to most of us, Hammons 
can see their beauty, irony, and validi
ty. In the past Hammons has utilized 
such varied waste products as human 
hair from the floors of barbershops, 
discarded liquor bottles found on the 
streets of Harlem, and elephant dung 
from the Brooklyn Zoo. This debris 
becomes illustrative of various aspects 
of the community that we do not 
wish to see, resulting in a further dis
parity between Hammons and our
selves. In another way, however, Ham
mons is able to manipulate these 
materials in a ritualistic way that is 
evocative of his African heritage and 
speaks directly about the members of 
the disenfranchised African-American 
community to a primarily white, 
privileged audience. By working 
within the culture of the street, Ham
mons establishes the city as his work
place. "I like doing stuff better on the 
street, because art becomes just one of 
the objects that's in the path of your 
everyday existence. It's what you move 
through, and it doesn't have superi
ority over anything else. "3 

In Public Enemy-the title itself 
perhaps referring to the controversial 
political rap band of the same name
Hammons literally attacks establish
ment art's racist imagery, which we 
are so accustomed to that we no 
longer see. The installation consists of 
a barricade of sandbags, machine 
guns, balloons, and autumn leaves 
around a four-sided photographic rep
lica of an equestrian statue of The
odore Roosevelt, the original of which 
is located in front of the American 
Museum of Natural History. In this 
traditional sculpture, Roosevelt, seated 
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grandly atop a majestic horse, is 
flanked on either side by a sculpture, 
one of a Native American and the 
other of an African-American slave. 
Hammons takes the plywood replica 
of the statue and its racist connotations 
hostage by surrounding it in a military 
maneuver, albeit one with the playful 
irony of a political convention or 
birthday party. He creates a new point 
of view through which to experience 
the sculpture-he dislocates another 
work of art-enabling us to open our 
eyes and see the world anew. 

Another artist, Adrian Piper, at
tacks racial stereotypes in an even 
more direct and serious way. Piper, a 
light-skinned black woman, has been 
a victim of racial preconceptions 
throughout her life and, in fact, in an 
effort to challenge these attitudes had a 
business card printed up that she 
handed to people when they made a 
racial slur in front of her: 

Dear Friend, 
I am black. 
I am sure you did not realize this 

when you made/laughed at/agreed with 
that racist remark. In the past I have at
tempted to alert white people to my racial 
identity in advance. Unfortunately, this in
variably causes them to react to me as 
pushy, manipulative or socially inappropri
ate. Therefore, my policy is to assume that 
white people do not make these remarks, 
even when they believe there are no black 
people present, and to distribute this card 
when they do. I regret any discomfort my 
presence is causing you, just as I am sure 
you regret the discomfort your racism is 
causing me. 

Sincerely yours, 
Adrian Margaret Smith Piper4 

Piper's installation, What It's 
Like, What It Is, consists of a glaring 
white room with bleacher seats lined 
along each wall. In the center of the 
room, a white pillar stands with a 
video monitor on each side. A black 
man's face looks out from the video 
saying over and over: ''I'm not pushy. 
I'm not sneaky. I'm not lazy. I'm not 
noisy. I'm not stupid .... " Piper 
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forces us to confront our stereotypes
in a room where our skin's very pores 
are visible in the harsh light. 

Chris Burden, an artist infamous 
for an action in 1971, where he had 
himself shot in the arm in front of a 
gallery wall, has one of the most aes
thetically pleasing works in "Disloca
tions." His installation, entitled The 
Other Vietnam Memorial, is made of 
enormous copperplates in a hanging 
file configuration. On each plate is 
etched the names of the Vietnamese 
people killed in the Vietnam war. The 
impact of numbers, three million in 
all, especially in comparison to the 
57,939 American names listed on 
Maya Lin's Washington memorial, 
causes the viewer to reflect once again 
on a familiar topic from a totally un
familiar and new location. We are 
forced to acknowledge the other side 
of the story, unwittingly seduced into 
the work of art by the warm glow of 
the copperplates. 

Perhaps the most light-hearted 
artist in "Dislocations," Sophie Calle, 
interacts with her audience in a direct 
and tangible way. Calle asked certain 
museum workers to recall from mem
ory several of the paintings that are 
temporarily out of the museum. Each 
museum staffer was asked to draw a 
small picture of the missing painting 
and also to describe it. This collabora
tion resulted in drawings and images 
that Calle used to create a decorative 
collage in the space that each painting 
once occupied. Her work is not with 
the rest of the "Dislocations" installa
tions but is interspersed throughout 
the permanent collection; the viewer 
has to search for various parts of it 
throughout the regular works in the 
second-floor galleries. 

Her installation also operates as a 
fun-filled guerilla tactical plan as it 
surprises and perplexes unsuspecting 
visitors to the museum proper who 
have come to walk through the per
manent collection. Coming upon one 

I 

I 
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of Calle's pieces, these innocent view
ers gaze with incomprehension at this 
seemingly out-of-context work of art. 
Ghosts, the title of the piece, is literally 
a faded and distant image of some
thing that was once there, and it 
brings the theoretical dogma of paint
ing off its pedestal and allows the 
viewer to think once again about the 
fundamental aspects of art-what it 
makes you think about, what it makes 
you feel, and what you remember 
when it's no longer there. 

T HE OTHER TWO artists in
cluded in the show, Ilya Ka

bakov and Louise Bourgeois, present 
installations that are interesting but 
perhaps less accessible to the general 
public. Kabakov, somewhat like Ham
mons, addresses a specific commu
nity-in this case the Soviet commu
nity. The installation represents the 
site of a gathering of underground art
ists which seems to have been inter
rupted by the police: there are over
turned chairs and benches, crumpled 
pieces of paper, and finished canvases 
propped against the wall. The viewer 
must stand on a bridge and view 
miniature cut-outs of little white men 
through a pair of binoculars. This 
adds a dream-like dimension to the in
stallation, but seems self-conscious in 
comparison to the expressionistic atti
tude of the rest of the piece. The 
viewer is not allowed to stray from the 
path formed by the bridge and feels 
further intimidated by a museum 
guard who hovers nearby to make cer
tain that no one moves the carefully 
placed binoculars. The Bridge, the title 
of the piece, forces the viewer to re
main at a specific location and thereby 
causes the work to become "spectator 
only" museum art. 

Twosome, Louise Bourgeois' 
work, contrasts remarkably with the 
silence of its neighbor, The Bridge, by 
its flashing red lights and mechanical 
whirs and clicks. There are two hori-
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zontal oil tanks with small win~ow
like holes which glow with a startling 
red light in a dimly lit room. As the 
viewer watches, one tank moves 
slowly away from the other along a 
track and then suddenly pulls itself 
back with a magnetic-like attraction. 
Twosome, although largely remaining 
allusive and ambiguous in its refer
ences, draws the viewer in by its 
nightmarish kinetic energy, like a toy 
train set gone mad. Its kinetic capa
bility and emotional quality both en
gage and repel the viewer, but its mes
sage remains unclear. 

Ours is a world that is difficult 
to understand, or to have a visual pic
ture of, and contemporary art is one 
way we might begin to have a better 
understanding of it. It is, perhaps, one 
of the jobs of the artist to open the 
eyes of the public to the political, ra
cial, and social issues facing our 
world- and to establish a different 
place from which to view these issues. 
However, because art has become so 
exclusive and specialized, we have 
often been unable to gain access to 
this insight. Perhaps this new work, 
in which intellectual coldness is put 
aside for a hands-on, visceral, playful, 
and confrontative style, will begin to 
break down the barrier between con
temporary art and the public it 
portrays. 

Daniella Dooling, sculptor and former edi
torial assistant ef PARABOLA, is currently 
teaching sculpture at Montana State 
University. 

NOTES 

1. Mircea Eliade, The Forge and the Cruci
ble (New York: Harper & Brothers, 
1962), p. 89. 

2. Roberta Smith, "At the Modem, Works 
Unafraid to Ignore Beauty," The New 
¼rk Times, Oct. 18, 1991. 

3. Robert Storr, "Dislocations" (New York: 
The Museum of Modern Art, 1991). 

4. Ibid. 
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DISLOCATIONS 
The Museum of Modern Art 
New York 
ocrober 20, 1991 - january 7, 1992 

A major exhibition fea turing new installations by 
seven artists: Lo uise Bo urgeois, Chris Burden, 

Sophie Calle, David Hammons, Ilya Kabakov, Bruce 
Nauman, and Adrian Pipe r. Organized by Robert Storr, 
curato r, Department o f Pa inting and Sculpture , 
Dislocations leads us to question some of the fa miliar 
mental landmarks by which we o rient o ur thinking. 
The te rm d islocation implies ca lculated shi fts of 
location and point of view. In the exhibition 
Dislocations, artist and audience collaborate in 
mapping previously unimagined spaces or rema pping 
those taken fo r granted as self-evident . 
Severa l large-scale interio rs are among the installations 
that have been created especiall y fo r this ex hibitio n. 
They are spread througho ut the Museum, incl ud ing 
portions of ga lle ries devoted to the painting and 
sculpture collection, and their elements range from 
monumental sculpture to found objects. Given the 
q uantity and diversit y o f installation work be ing done 
today, the artists have been selected with the aim of 
bringing together a broad ra nge of for mal . poetic and 
socia l practkes . 

NEXT 
Rome 
Spring 1992 
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ART & ANTIQUES 
New York 
June 1992 

>Political Correctness Anc4 
Its Discontents 

ISSUES OF 

THE 

RACE, CLASS AND 

ART WORLD TO THE 

GENDER ARE DRIVING 

BARRICADES. 

STEV E N VINCENT EXAMINES 

DISCOVERS CAUSE 

THE CONTROVERSY-AND 

FOR CONCERN 

olitically correct garbage," wrote an irate viewer in the comment book of the Smithsoni
an's National Museum of American Art in Washington, D.C. "A relentless sermon of con
descension," added the well-known Harvard historian Simon Schama. "Perverse, histori
cally inaccurate, destructive," penned former Librarian of Congress Daniel Boorstin. 

The reason for this hullabaloo? Last summer's "The West As America" exhibi tion. 
Reinterpreting Western paintings, the show asserted that works by such artists as Frederic Remington 
and Charles Russell were unwitting justifications of America's greedy, racist and ecologically disastrous 
westward expansion. The exhibition, understandably enough, struck a nerve. Ken Ringle in the Wash
ington Post declared that it "trashes ... most of our national history," while thundering from Capitol Hill, 
Alaska Senator Ted Stevens demanded to know why people 

I should visit the museum to "see a history that's so perve1ted." 
An exercise in so-call ed political correctness or an overdue 

reeval uation of Western a1t? Both-and more. For the furor over 
"The West As America" is ye t another skirmish between two 
rapidly diverging art world camps: on the one side, critics, cura
tors and arti sts schooled in politically radical " postmodern" 
critical theories; on the other, the increasingly besieged defend
ers of more traditional notions of aesthetic au tonomy and value 
and, indeed, of the liberal imagination itself. 

"Many Western paintings supported an expansionist policy," 
explains William Truellner, the show's curator. "They're not accu
rate mi1TOrs of the past." In the show's catalogue he goes fmther, 
asserting that 19th-century American history was written by and 
for the society's dominant class. "I don't hold with formalist theo
ries that give paintings ahistorical or universal meanings," Truet
tner elaborates. "I'm interested in art's significance, in its histori
cal context." According to the now-infamous wall texts of "The 
West As America," Western paintings viewed in that historical con
text are little more than agitprop travel posters for the interests of 
Eastern money and are riddled with the white man's "fears of mis

cegenation" or even, in Remington's case, with full-blown racism. 

Accurate or not, one thing is clear: political correctness
"p.c."-together with its traveling companion "multicultural

ism," has come to the art world. Stoked by the tinder-dry climate 

Cowboy or imperialist? 
As reinterpreted by the politically 

correct, works such as 
Frederic Remington's The Parley . 

(detail) are little more than apologias 1 

for America's "racisY' westward I 
exponsion. 
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Heroes and villains: the NEA-bashing North Carolina senator 

is skewered in David Wojnarowicz's Subspecies Helms 
Senatorius (above), while Pruitt-Early eulogize-or 

exploit?--the civil rights martyr in Painting from the Red, 

Black, Green, Red, White, Blue Project, House of Martin 
Luther King (opposite). 

in America t()(lay-itsdf th,! resuh of more than a deem If, 

of Lhe government's malign neglect of wide ning social 

inequalities and racial and e thnic te nsions, oflhc AIDS 

epidemic and of women's issues, plus a raft or cuhural 

controversies inc:lucling the continuing attacks on the 

Na tional Endowment for the Arts, lhe spirilual and e('o

nomic doldrums of lhc art world and lhe increasingly 

frac tious nature of racial and sexual "idenlity poli1ics"-

1he contentious p.c. dogma is curre ntly hla1.ing through 

sizable tracts of today's art world. But while few pc,ople 

de ny the seriousness of America's currenl prohlc·,ms, ii 

remains a vexing question whether art world political 

correctness use fully addresses them, or whethe r ii 

s imply makes its adherents feel morally elevated and 

engage while frequently protecting mediocre. trend-of

the-month art from the cold light of 

c riticism. Whatever the answer, 
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rool of all Pvils in 1h,, idc,a of lihe ral democ racy 

ilsclf. lml,·,,d. 111a11y p.c. radicals Sf'!' d«··rmwrali<' 

inslilulions and ,·011, ·,·pls of individual lilw,11· as 

lilll<' mon· lhan vt-lvcl glov,,s disguising llw iron 

risl or whi1,·. 111al,·. l,..i,·rns,·xual. l•: uro, ·, ·111ri, · 

powl'r. B,wis111 and s,·xis111, tlwy <"lai111. an· ,·t-11-

lral suppor1s of our l'uhun-. 
Tiu, a11 worl .. 1-and art i1sdf- is 1101 cx<'rnpt 

from 1lw irnliC'llll<'III. Casling asid,• llw id,•as of 

ac,slhP-lic irul r. pe ndc,ni:c, and judgnwnl firsl 

,,spous,·d l,y lm111a11111,I Kanl. hanl-lirw p., ·.-1•1-,.; 

l,clicvc Ilia! art is /ll'll("f rmnpolil ical. and 1ha1 ii , 

has meaning onl y wll<'n ii a<"l ivel y serv,•s a 1 

so<"ial purposf'. ThP-y would agrt-r. wilh nili, · 1 
Thomas M,·Evi ll ,:y wlwn hce wrilt-s, "Artwork . . . 111usl . 

hav,• an c lhi,·al asp,•,·I. .. a ,·lainwd inll··nlion 011 llw pa11 I 

of ilw arlisl lhal llw work. how,•vpr unolivimrsly. is somt-- · 

how 'ahm11' S<.>IIIC issue SU<"h as ecology. A'. DS. fr.111inis11'. : I 
r. lhnw ule nlrl y. homeless1wss, the medra and so on. 

Md:vill,iy's luidgc ('"howev,H· 11nohvio11sly") rrnlwith -

slanding-hr. is, aflr.r all. discussing Julian Sdrnahe I , 

here -many of today's poli1ically p,ngaged artists willful -

ly downplay lhc formal q11ali1i..,s of 1lwir work in favor of 

ils social contenl. "Your liody is a hallleground," cries c1 I 
well-known piece by Barham Kruger, for instance, using 

slark magazine advnrlising 11,chniques lo advance u I 

pro-ahorlion righls :<larl<'e . l•:ven more in-your-face is a 

work hy Had1ivi Edgar Heap of Birds. a Nalive Arneri~ 

can artist who shows at Manhallan's culling-edge non- I 
pmfil gallery Exit Art, which stales in hig while block let

lc,rs agains l a black hackgrnund, "DON'T BELIEVE \ 

MISS I.IBEHTY." "I wanted to show the Chinese s tu

dents al Tiananme n Square what the Slalue of Liberty I 
rl'nlly mP.ans," Edgar Heap of Birds explains. "If you 

showed the slalue on an Indian re:=;ervation, they'd proha-

1 hly throw egi,-s at ii." 

Such p.c. peclanl ry is also creep- I 

political correctness-however 

sensationalized by the media

seems certain lo change altitudes 

and institutions for years to come. 

"Political correctness 
ing into lhat temple of disinlerested 

modemi:=;m, New York's Museum of 

Modern Art. In last fall's "DISLO
CATIONS" show, for example. , 

artist David Hammons's installa-In one sense, of course, none of 

this is tenibly new. America has lra

ditionally been chock a bloc k with 

moralizing reformers. As 1ini£ mag

azine art critic Robert Hughes puts 

its, "Political correctness is the 

recrudescence of good old-fashioned 

American puritanism and guilt." 

Still, today's political correctness 

has a particular-and particularly 

troubling-edge: in ils more extreme 

formulalions, p.c. lend:=; lo lcw.ale the 

is the r~crudescence 

of good old-

fashioned American 

puritanism and 

guilt" 
Robert Hughes 

lion Public Enemy-in which he ' 

"laid siege" with toy guns and 

dynamite lo a photographic replica 

of the Teddy Roosevelt statue out

side New York's Museum of Natu-

ral Hislory-seerned to reduce the 

complexities of TR's legac y to a 

visual one-line gag. Adrian Piper's 

interrogation-like room in which a 

videotaped African-Ame rican \ 
denounced black stereotypes 
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Barbara Kruger's 1991 installation at the Mary Boone Gallery bombarded viewen with 
denunciations of sexism and violence. 

I 
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stresi,ed the evil of racist thinking to museumgoers
who, one would have hoped, understood this already. And 
Chris Burden's The Other Vietnam War Memorial, com
memorating the war's Vietnamese dead, came up with its 
3 million "casualti es," whose names were etched into 
copper plates, by electronically recombining in various 
permutations the names of 4,000 actual Vietnamese vic
tims-an act of condescension so staggering in its impli
cation that Asian names, individuals and personalities 
are interchangeable to an artist scoring a politically cor
rect point, that it surely rivals the sanitized body counts 
given by the smug architects of that war. 

"Most so-called political arti sts leave the art-the 
complexity, the quest for form and originality-out of 
their work," maintains Gerald Marzorati , deputy editor 
of Harper's Magazine and the author of the PEN-award
winning study of Leon Golub A Painter of Darkness. 
"Instead, they create visual op-ed pieces." 

It is not suprising, then, that time can be cruel lo p.c. 
artists. Among those artists whose issue-oriented work is 
now being reassessed and frequ ently down graded by 
less ideologically tendentious critics are such favorites 
of recent seasons as Lorna Simpson, Tim Rollin s & 
K. 0. S., Donald Moffett, Mike Glier, Jerry Keams, Sylvia 
Kolbowski and Robert Morris, among others. On the 
other hand, a number of politically oriented artists con
tinue to do work that often transcends its p.c. -ness: 
Kruger, Louise Lawler, Hans Haacke (at times) and , 
despite their "DISLOCATIONS" misfires , Hammons 
and Piper, to name but a few. 

Installations such as those seen in "DISLOCATIONS" 
are not the only way p.c. artists attempt to raise the con
sciousness of the Great Obtuse. More generally, a genre 
that may be dubbed "investigative art" has become a sta
ple of political engagement, and nowhere more so, per
haps, than in exhibitions mounted at New York's New 
Museum of Contemporary Art. "We're interested in the 
ability of art to create a better environment," expl ains 
Marcia Tucker, the museum's founder and director, "and 
to change the way people think." A typical show at the 
New Museum, for example, uses a collection of vintage 
television sets to "explore the social impact" of the medi
um. Another "seek[s] to challenge ... biased representa
tions of death," according to museum literature, and "the 
rampant fear of death that permeates . . . our culture"; 
among the exhibits: a cryonic suspension lank. And in the 
accompanying brochure for a recent show by Chilean 
sculptor Alfredo Jaar-works that "raise troubling ques
tions" about Brazil's 1980s gold rush, Vietnamese refugees 
and the power of "multinational capitalism"-the muse
um announces its own ambition to "examine global power 
struggles." "We like to ask questions," Tucker adds. 

But not everyone agrees that such (coruinued on page 114) 
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POLITICAL CORRECTNESS 
ques tions are 

appropriate for art . '·Art is not the servant 

of social agendas, nor is it there to improve 

you morall y," states Camille Paglia, 

humanities professor at the Universi ty of 

the Arts in Philadelphia and controversial 

author of the best-selling Sexual Personae: 

Art and Decadence from Nefertiti to Emily 

Dickinson. " In totalit arian soc ieti es, art 

exists for didactic purposes." 

Exacerbating this debate, however, are 

the many politically active artists and crit

ics who believe that America is a totalitari

an society, ruled by, as Hughes sarcastical

ly jokes, " the pale, patri archal penis 

people." And lo combat this perniciously 

omnipotent class, many arti sts have taken 

up the cudgels of "multiculturalism." 

What is "multiculturalism" in the arts? 

Simply put, it is the attempt (some would say 

long overdue) lo broaden---0r in some cases, 

suppla nt-the art world's traditional bias 

toward white, male, European artists in muse

ums and galleries, with an increased empha

sis on women, gays and lesbians and Third 

World aJtists, as well as American "aJtists of 

color." The perception powering this move

ment is simple: America is becoming an 

increasingly politicized, ethnically diverse 

socie ty, and art and art institutions must 

reflect these changes- even if it means, in 

some cases, sacrificing notions of quality and 

the ideal of a "color-blind" society. 

" Peopl e want to fee l a connec tion 

between art and the ir li ves," says Ka thy 

Halbre ich, the direc tor of Minneapolis's 

Walker A1ts Center. "Art has real meaning 

when it helps people to understand them

selves, or the world beyond themselves." 

Toward tha t end, directors such as 

Halbre ich have plunged their institutions 

into a fe rment of multi cultura l a rt s pro

grams, fea turing, for example, gay and les

bian videos, Native American music con

cert s and new-wave Afri can-American 

- -

films. Even the NEA has gotten into the act 

by penalizing institutional grant recipients 

that demonstrate a lack of minority repre

sentation. And recently, as the New York 

Obseroer newspaper reports, two major New 

York museums were considering hanging a 

show of Cuban art from a Washington, D.C., 

artspace whose catalogue for the exhibition 

trumpeted , " For 45 years , rac ism and 

provincialism have been hallmarks of the 

American museum. Women artists have 

been marginalized; Blacks 'lacking quali

ty'; Latinos almost invisible; and Afro-Lati

nos not even existent." 

As Whitney Museum Director David 

Ross-along with Halbreich, a leading advo

cate for the multicultural, politically correct 

musewn--explains, "The composition of the 

people who traditionally support museums 

has been white and upper-middle class. Will 

that evolve? Yes. And art institutions must 

reflect the culture around them." 

But if these modifications in America's 

art institutions mi ght be thought of as 

"good" multi cultu ralism, there is a lso 

"bad." In 1990, to take one hardly unique 

exampl e, the c it y of Chicago dec ided to 

organize an exhibition reflecting the ethnic 

arul racial diversity of its aJtists. When only 

6 of the 90 works selected by judges for the 

show were by minority artists (whose entries 

made up about 7 percent of the total), a fra

cas developed, resulting in the forced addi

tion of 20 works by artists of color. To com

pound matters, a s tatement by Chicago's 

commissioner of cultural affairs regretted 

that, prior to judging the artwork, the selec

tion panel had not been informed of the 

race of each artist. Similarly, if not so egre

giously, toting up the number of women 

and racial and other minorities included in 

exhibitions, on panels or on rosters of grant 

recipients and the like has become so much 

a part of the ordinary prac tice of th e art 

world that few people stop to think about it, 

far less to ques tion th e assumptions on 
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which it is based. 
However, the influential Marxist art his

torian-and a Ross appointee to the Whit

ney museum staff-Benjamin Buchloh, for 

one, is quite clear about what's ultimately at 

stake in thi s sort of aes thetic affirmative 

action. According to Buchloh, the means by 

which "white, male, Western culture" tradi

tionally excludes "all other cultural prac

tices is the abstract concept of 'quality."' In 

other words, as the current motto has it, 

"Quality is a racist-and sexist-term." 

Nonsense, replies Hughes. "The origin 

of the attack on quality comes from the 

grossly overpopulated a rt world," he 

declares. "We have all these young artists 

cranked out by academia who maybe aren't 

that hot to begin with and who wind up 

resenting the art world's absurd Hollywood

like star system. While 8 or 10 artists are 

in Frankenste in's laboratory being trans

formed into stars, the rest are like the angry 

villagers at the foot of the cliff, waving their 

torches around in frustration." 

But Buchloh's sentiments are only the 

tip of the ideological iceberg. For example, 

the Whitney's influential Independent Study 

Program (where Buchloh teaches) promul

ga tes a doctrine of art so earnestly, even 

naively, political that one might think this 

century's ideological killing fields and gulags 

never existed. "The ISP is a setting where 

student artists or curators have the occasion 

to come together to discuss critical theory," 

says program director Ron Clark. But behind 

thi s bland description lies a tendentious 

blend of "critical theory" derived from sev

eral approaches that first vaulted into aca

demic prominence in America in the wake 

of the frustrated rebellions of the late '60s

radical feminism, the Frankfurt School Marx

ism of Theodor Adorno and Walter Ben

jamin and French poststructuralism (the 

notoriously complex theory that stresses, in 

part, how a society's dominant class defines 

that society by determining the meaning of 
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its signs and representations). 

The result: a jargon-laden dogma that 

repudiates liberal concepts of artistic cre

ativi ty, originality a nd authorship while 

remaining peculiarly obsessed with the 

pl\ll)orted power of straight, white males to 

--nf'ginalize" other people and their "di s

corrses." This "alternative methodology," 

asp he ISP call s it, manages to Le Loth 

dourly pedantic and at times uninlentional

h· amusing. One brochure for an ISP stu

de,\t show on the theme of touri sm, for 

e,"f'ple, portentously describes "the desire 

lo travel" as a "complex register of cultural, 

political and sociological influences, many 
of , hich have been completely repressed 

by 1e tourist." And from the ISP's 1990---91 

journal comes this high-p.c. description of 

a heavy-metal concert: "Colonizing the 

spac1s of class discourses through my priv

ileg"p critical/anthropological microscope, 

I be'io,me at once Dr. Science ... masking 

mys111 in foreign modes of consumption for 

the purposes of my curious pleasure." 

Such linguistic posing-one critic has 

tagged it "academagoguery"--should come 

as no surprise, given the academicization of 

today 's art institutions. " For the las t 25 

years," says Marzorati , "academics have 

inc reas ingly populated the art world. 

Almost all artists have college degrees now, 

and pt·ople in galleries and museums are 

no longer enthusiasts or monied aristocrats 

but profess ionals educated, or semi-edu

cated, in the reigning lingo." 

Jeanette Ingberman, an ISP graduate and 

now codirector of Exit Art, agrees. "There's 

a lot of p.c. jargon out there that people don't 

understand," she says. " If you don't know 

Foucau It, Derrida, Lacan [ the French post

struclw·alist maftres-penseurs], you're out of 

the game. But it's all book smart, an intel

lectually authoritarian position that's not in 

touch with living artists." Thunders Paglia, 

"Politica l correctness is a serious threat to 

our cultu re. These bleached-out, dead-assed, 

sexually repressed art world academics are 

teaching young artists lo use a big, abstract, 

intellectual machine lo smash art. But emo

tional trul h is the hea rt of our culture-if 

you want \ o talk about ideas, go become a 

philosopher." 
Despi t\! the to-the-barricades mentality 

of the p.c. debate in the U.S., the spectacle 

of Ameri ca donning its p. c. hair shirt is 

greeted O\·erseas with a huge--yawn. When 

asked wh : the r p.c. ex is ts in England, 

Nicholas Sf1!rota, director of London's Tate 
Gallery, re· onded that he could not really 

comment <l, what he called an essentially 

Ameri can 
1

problem. " We're concerned 

about soc i· issues such as multicultural-

ism in England," notes Catherine Lampe11 , 

director of London's po liti cally active 

Whitechapel Art Gallery, " but in a less 

dogmatic, fonnulaic way than in the States." 

And as someone who was, in 1968, on the 

Parisian barricades himself, French writer 

and arl critic Guy Scarpetta says, "For us, 

the real question is how lo rethink the valid

ity of the aesthetic in contemporary terms. 

Frankly, there is something a bi t c rude, 

and more than a bit worn-out, about a lot of 

American discussion of these issues." 

In fact, for all the curren t heat they are 

generating, there is something retro about 

p.c. attitudes. And for good reason. In muse

ums, foundations, student programs and art 

magaz ines, thi rty- and fortysometh ing 

bureaucrats and ideologues are now snugly 

ensconced in power- or poised to se ize 

it-many of them hoping to extend thei r 

salad days in the radicalized 1960s and 

'70s into their 1990s professional careers. 

And this, in tum, could well foster the most 

important and lasting, if subtle, effects of 

p.c.-influencing the work and thinking of 

young artists seeking critical and inst itu

tional approval, as well as affect ing the 

character and content of the shows and 

exhibitions the art public will see. Already, 

indeed, a number of well-established ai1isls 

have been chasti sed and more by the Left 

for their political (or sexual/political) posi 

tions, real or perceived: Ian Hamilton Fin

lay, David Salle, Ma11in Kippenberger, Jeff 

Koons and even Matthew Barney. 

" l was heav il y influenced by feminism, 

wh ich I've been involved in since 1968 ," 

Tucker remarks, explaining that the an ti

hiera rchal ''coll aborative model" wi th 

which she runs the New Museum "comes 

direc tl y from feminist thinking." For his 

part, the ISP's Clark speaks of being affect

ed by the an ti -Vietnam, fe minist and civil 

rights movements. And the Whitney's Ross, 

who is considering a future series of exhibi

tions organized around themes from social 

hi story and theory, believes that "the radi

calism of the '60s is embedded in the art of 

today. For me, I've always been distrustful 

of authorit y, especially when it 's unable to 

challenge its own assumptions." 

But it is precisely such easy confidence 

that yesterday's rebels can, once in power, 

remain self-critical and open-minded that 

worries observers of the p.c. phenomenon. 

History is not exactly encouraging on the 

point. Already, many p.c. insurgents who 

have gained inst itutional influence have 

demonstrated the same failure to examine 

the assumptions of their power as those they 

have deconstructed and denounced. Last 

fall, for example, Pennsylvania Stale Uni-
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versity removed a reprod uction of Goya's 

Nude Maja. from a music room after a pro

fessor complained that the painting consti

tuted "sexual harassment" of her students 

(the work was subsequently hung in some

thing called the "TV Reading Room"). And 

whi le tha t inc ident may be di smissed as 

isolated and inconsequential-indeed, far

cical-there is a substantial body of 

thought, and of acti vists to make those ideas 

a reality, ready to put the boot into art that 

doesn' t s it nice ly on the sexual. ethnic, 

political or moral age nda. Indeed , one of 

today's most influential legal theorists, Uni

versity of Michigan Law Professor Catharine 

A. MacKinnon, who has likened marri age 

lo prostitution and consensual heterosexual 

intercourse to rape a nd whose stature was 

enhanced recently by an adoring New York 
Times Magazine cover story , has argued 

firmly on behalf of censoring certain forms 

of art. " If it can be proven that the material 

harms women or anyone else." she explains, 

" then I don't see why it should be protected 

s impl y because it' s a work of art." Far

fetched? MacKinnon's princip les have 

already been incorporated into Canadian 

law and have been taken up by the Ameri

can feminis t antipomography movement. 

Wrapped in the rad iant mantle of jus

tice, propounded from the lec terns of our 

most prestigious universities and now par

roted by the comfortable and intellectually 

hip in today's art world . p.c. must seem an 

undeniably attractive alternative lo the poli

c ies of inaction a nd the culture of glitz 

whose effects everywhere surround us. But 

art. unlike rea l politics, is a poor instru

ment of reform. A rt and aesthetic experi

ence are complex . contradictory, mobile, 

inde te rminate , as like ly to sup with the 

imag ination's dev ils and demons as with 

the better angels of our nature. And, after 

all, in this century especially, politics and 

ideology have a shameful , even murderous 

record of trying to tell us who exactly those 

better angels are. Art is not wholly beyond 

politics surely, but it does well to maintain 

a cautious distance in order lo preserve its 

freedom. The politically correct would scoff 

al such talk , but in reducing art to a tool of 

social and communicative combat, they are 

striking a Faus tian barga in . '" There's a 

direct cable linkup between Massachusetts 

in the 1600s and Berkeley in the 1990s," 

says Robert Hughes, "and it bypasses the 

Bill of Rights." Art istic freedom-and art 

itself-may have just as much lo fear from 

the theory-quoting Left as from the Bible

thumping, NEA-bashing Right. ( A&A ) 

Steven Vi11ce11t is the stnff writ.er 

of Art & Auction. 
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