
>> EXHBITIONS

At Wht Nat Celebt .thc
Pdst 84oa the Future sll

happenings I, tl ttt)rro

I History ofArt, the
David Roberts Art Foundation London 7 May to ro July

'11lsk)r l  
of Arl .  the' rsls what i l  might rnean l ;r  ' rr t  to be

understood and histul icrztd on i ts own terms. l f l  I  cl i iute
that rt rnains oversafuratcd by theory this seenrs I w|lcome,
if  potcl l t ial ly conservative, move. In his essa) Ar1 HistoD,
Interiupted, curator Mihnea Mircan dreams of ; i  discoursr:
ol the pres(nt, !  prcsent thal docs nol adhrrf lo l i te pr\ l  , \
an inerorlble condit i<rn or to a future rs a necer<itr ol ronfir .
rnrt ion. l l is shtL' lncnt art iculates the appel) ol the conten.
pc,rrn. l)ul Jlso i ls l i l lutdant a iet ics. For him, ln l t istory s
lf ld)r l ls to rr inrcnt t lsel l  hr!r '  l .d io tn inrpl\ \r  kr t l le
wl|t  rrg of Jn cndltss series ol prologLres k) urL\\rLlten trLd
rrn$ri t , :rblc hi!bries. Contemporlrv art.  lor rt \  part.  seerns
to  h r r t t  t o  su l l e r  l r on r  a  h i s to r i og raph r (  ( o rnpu l s l on  .
rertt :r inrng mired in i ls i t lempts to prore i ts l i fergr ' f tont art
histon Cr the cl lrakrr (onre to the rescutl  l le sees thc
exhibition as 'a locu,i where hlo disti ct ways o[ irnagining
the futurc converge ,nd are tested against each other: ad s
ard i'rl hjstorv's abilit) to flgllrt' or fabricate - tlte fiLtrLre .

Thc sin'w brings togethcr rn:esthetical lr  i rpperirne but
suspic(Nsh rnute Jssortment of trorks ir  rn)r)!  r l ]edre Thcy

Pro!.rci l i \eh antjcipate our i  tcrprclrtron lnrt del i ler o l !
some ol ' lhr '  desireri  rhrcs. Wher) D). lr l r)g rs r)r)t  lDnhaonl.
ing r!. inotkbil st:r.( rriitng t)rn'r,gli drr d.'Lir)t .iit liislorit.rl
brck-rtp drrrc rf  we hale one. Nrrrr Beier & \ l .rrL: l-urLd s
kr nLv tnrnd horrible - clay bathers (C,tlliu Tht Swfuathu:)
lolJ rrn(l  Ca[id, 2oro hegin to seen to rcler to Picasso, for
er;rntplr- while lhe scries of four glr ' )  mono.hr0ltes t l)al

Purlatrrate the cxhi l)rt lon begin 1o r($ork Robtn Rvman, and
so ol.  An intr iguing instalht ion ofrorvs ofgconretr ic shards
in plvwood. part pair led red. srKuests a suprcrnatist ci ty
wartrrrg to be taktn r lo*n lronr thc rack and ;rsserrbled
Alon LL.ln, Or {1r} Nol Celcbrutt the Pasl B4or tfu Fututt
Lri i l  Cc'rnr lni iounts t f /npptnings l .11, I I I / ,2oro CleJrly, i t
is rp lo us lo rnake somcthi g ofal l  this, but l l  rs hrrd to

l i r r g t '  t he  i i n l s .  A  f l i c l e r i nu  TV  sc reen  o f  wh i l e  no i se
Lrstai ier i  on the l imr prorides a dirersrc)n. Whrl .oit ld th(,
gir l  i l l  headplrones st:rnding watching rt  possibl l  f i  d so
annrsrng)

Then it is my tur to ljmile !t the flickering screen. Benoit
Marie s Spidt:r! Web, zoo(r, is really a great pleasure. We are
hsteriing to *liat sounds lilie r pri!lte con!ersation l}etlieen
tlvo voices onc drawling, American, the other French. The
artist has asked Arthur C Danto to say something about a
painting that he has never seen before. The conversation is
entirely coujechrral. Drnlo derodes lhr, iconoglaphy adeptly,
but admits that he has rro idet \rhat it is that he is lookmg at.
'I don't know the name oflhe paintjng and I don't klow who
did i t ." l  hrve no idea, rnvsel l .  'Clearlv this is an al legory of
s<.rnie hnd. Dantor' l  r .r l l i  adlr ire I lre lr , ' rk.. . ' \4arie: l t 's
not a work .. .  r i  S just rrr i rnage to hale I discussion ahout- '
After all, Marie says he hls no idea eithcr: 'For the noment,
I don t know what I rn d6i g ... Dinto is unfazed: 'You don't
know whlt rou're doingl That s really nite.' These l*hvard
nroments smoothed over sre full ofcharm. The txnle:it rrtist
has met his match in the tact of his intcrlocuter, who suc-
cecds in drawing out the ertist's ideas, from nothing. The
process is quite wonderlul to witncss and all tle better fot
being non-visuai. An$va). cor]grahilations!', Danto m:lster-
fully concludes. A successfirl lerdict then but lbr whom)
After I6 minutes ofconversahon neither artist nor cridc has
accepted responsibrlity for producing meaning. But at least
lheie ba\. been no malo indis.rchor)s l} either prrt1,. each
poli tely sugcrst irrg that rt  L) thc other thrt knows wlrrt  Lhere
is to be known.

Howerer convivial rnd open things rppcat on thc surface,
though. thcre js powtr l t  slrke herr ' .  The highh sclf .con
scious works in thc s[ow lrustratc certain cri t ia:] l  [uturcs
while prornoting others. N,l laden Sti lrnovic's wonderful ly
shoddy pirL canvas, with its simple rcd Serbo,Croatian hand-
painted dctlarat ion, An attock agoin\I \r  art i \  0n of l l r :k
against \o,islism and frag'st. 1977, s.rves as thc hisbrical
rallyjng point for the show. For it is a reminder that appar-
errtl)r solipsistic colrceptuJl stalenrents can have real critical
weight. Sl i l jDol ic drm.rnslrates how rrt  can inoculate j tself

ir{r1 sl , t tack with recourse lo ideolog1. Bv irrcluding this
work, pethaps Mir(an's exhibit ion also becomes rnlmune
from attack. lt seems unrdvisable to attack; aftcr all, I too
want to be proeressive. radi(rL.

Whit conLerns nre in al l  this is dut thc curxtor himself
sccms  to  ge t  o f f  ve r l '  l Lgh t l y .  A re  (u ta to r s  re i i l l y  j us t

spokespersons for'art'l Surely curating is now a discipline
too. When eractly did lhe artist and curator form ihis coali'
I ion rnd dei ignaie art hr.tory as Ihe new enemy) Mircan
annollnccs that 'art isi ja,td (uratoial xclLon' are united. And
together they unite in denounctng the'formerness'ofart his
tory. Of course, art hislorv s parasit ical succcss must be a
continued source of annoyaltcc tD lhose that leed i t .  And i t
must be rery rnnoying lbr cur3tors thJl art historians can
curate exhibitions. So thcy have conspired to do aw3l wiih
the mcddJirg mediator. lf she crnnot be entirely discredit.'d,
then she can at Lerst be co,opted inb titL'curatorial frame or
the aftjsh. proiect. Why should those who neither rnrke art-
work and only inf iequtntly take the troLlble to organise
shows have the last wordl They must be made to play their
part in rechadjng the territory between work, crilicisnr and
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lheir p:rrtlcipatiDn b (a fLrhrre) art history'. I harr: lhereforc
been compelled to allow m1 work to lr swallowed up bi- the
erhibit ion. Crit ics are instm.ted to send in thcir reviews for
drsplay bLrt f i rst they must do the rrtrst one snral l  l . rr lour.
He wrshes to have ihe last word. I  dccide to let hirn halc i t .  I
therefore do as I am told and replace my lirli stop wlth Navid
NuLris phrase: V'h*e you tnrl and I btgln. t oro. I

xLARA KEMp-wELcH rs a Lcverhulmc early r:rrcer fellow at The
Courtauld Ixstitute 01 Art.

Carcline B€ryYall

I Caroline Bergvall and
Ciardn Maher: Say Parsley
Arnolfini Bristol 8 May to 4 july

'SJy P.rrsley' is a col laborative sound a d poetry instal l . t t ion
over three galleries in which previouslv exhilrited yet trngoing
arr.-orks are developcd and lransforrned for the Arnollini.
Thr viewer as (ornposer/inlerpreter/writcr js jnvitcd to con-
(eptl lal ly irnd erperiential l l  t i l l  in thr blanks, in a sparst
white-walled er!ironment oI text fragnrerrts, sound. objects
and media projecbons oftcrl.

The exhibiturn is charlclcr jsed by nrixed messrges of
plar ard violence. There is r sense of Lrneasc and ;rntbrguity
berw-ec aspects of the instal lat ions thrt i j re .oncerncd with
resist ing thc violent Lrsage ol language as control.  and other
aspc ( t s  t ha t  r e f c r  t o  l anguage  r s  i nna tc  p l ay .  C r ro l i ne
Bersral l  sugBested in a talk. prcsented i l long with rarious
'pel iormancc writ ing' workshops l inked tLr the exhibit ion.
that her deconstructivc poel ics aim lo rcsist what she
describcs as a hnqrL.r francl where Encl ish is the vehrcular
language ol a global business monocrrl ture (Betgrr l)  rs a
writr ' r  ol  French/Norwegian oriqrn and Ciarin Mahcr is a
cornposer of Ir ish dcscent). Dissoci: l t ioI from givcrr idcn
tiry in lang\lage. rnd i ts rrton(l{uratron ir  rcw fornrs. rs:r
cenlral theme.

Ponlq (al iworks zoro; reierences a bibl ical shibboleth as
a prophetic exarnple of contr0l throuqh lrrgLrase thJt ult i
malely led lo a nrtssircre. L) lh{ 'rngxral a\enl.  t i rr '*ord shrir-
boleth was used as a test to drst ingursh Grlcadites t ionr
Ephraimites, who wcre unablc to pronounrr the h sound in
'sh' rnd wcre (onsequently shLrghtered lrL the DornLnicrn
RepuLrl ic in r9t7. thoLrsands ol Crtolc HJrtrans idenlrf i ible
through their inability to say parslei- with r rollirrg r' were
subsequently massacred. This dramahc evrmplc resorutes in
the strrchronised sorrnd and ten instail!tion fursity rn qhrch

the Fnglish deri latrves ofa l isl  ol Dutch aDd |rench rords are
heard spokcn with slight mrsrnatching of stnta)i and phone!
ics. SLrnilar to a child's chant, innocenl yct provocative rvords

Pig, Fig, Borsir l ,  Trompel, Parsley tt t  are lreighlrrred as
poetn tlrough slippage. ghosting, alliteratior and pattern.

For Walls in the adjacent gallery also Lrscs the therne ofdrop-
ping 'h s and mispronouncing 'r 's to produ.c misspell ings.
GhostLd images of the dropprd leners arc seen as lant rrnyl let-
trrs .imong thc black letters of the tcxt. Trken from RLrsscll
Hoban's dystopian r98o novel Riddl4 \falLrr, the terls have
elernents ofpared-do$n, cnrdcly arnusing ph,rnetic shng:a less
screre form of Orwell ian Newspeak. Berg"vl l l  has usc'd her
poL'hc fragments, slips-ol-dre-t0ng e and ghoshrrg to prcrduce
*hat ipp€ar to be dldactic, prophetic warnrngs, seething with
!iolrnt referencc, thit nevertheless could impl,v a reconfigrred
cnlergent identiq lile fiat of3 rilp muslciairi dogs n stnrck in
nrv throtl ntde gates ovlaw'{with ghosted'r's).

{lf(rbcl, sjtuated in the same rooln as nrr Wriis, consrsts of

:5 plumb weights, vinyl letters and badges. This installation
has thc apperrancc of a gante. The plunrb lines are xctivated as
'Jre iudience pushrs drenr. FaLh p)unrb rere\ nroves arouDd
a rinyl alphabrt letter altached to the ilot-rr. When activated by a
crowd, the plurrbs swing randomly in the room, revealing
glimpscs rnd Fttems of the rlphabet. This playing uifi letters
lnd langLragr, highllgbtcd here but erident in all ol the instal
lrtions, rellects the belief that language is irnately formed
through play ind has a universal grammar. Upon leaving this
gl l lery the viewer/composer/writer nrav pick up a badge.
i ,pp;rrentl i  as J| rnterr( l ive token, which has lhe lefter 'h
lrpon it. dle letler missing irom the garne Alpobrr. We aie told
in the bro{hure that acconpanies the erhibition ft:rt the drop
ping oi 'h s rrr hngrage trposes the speaker by sfiBnatising
socio-econonic class or. wrlh refcrcn(e lo Irish jdenlity, sectar-
ian al legiancc. Again tr arc of i i red the lci t tr 'h 'as l  remindcr
ol the shiblx, lcth. Thc brdge then is rLr, i ther garne nor tokcn
lrrrt  i  l t ,cirs ol Ihe rrslr l l r t j rrr.  l l  f i rnt lr ' rrr l rs i  j r) iraphor f f i
thc irnprisorrrrg l l l ict  oi l ,rr  rgrraqe as ., tr l l  shgnra.

\1,:htr h.rs said that he bel icrcs hLLnran bcings art 'Lrrd
$rrfd k) corshlrct meanLng f iom minrnl i t l  inforrnrhon. Sorne
oi thr nrhness o1 l3erpa)ls poetl in hrr lurk Fig h:rs been
cJrehrll) editd ur the oilibltron. This rs clident in Amldr54, nl
which 64 projected ampersrnds are vie*ed as visually interest-
in{ phenornena in thcmselves. An accornpanying te( makes
use of the aDrpersand !s il conjoining and shorthand device,
stating the need to gcnerate new conllections and dissociate
oLrrselves from a y given identi ty in language. Vithin the
roorn, Sp.olcr\, ir lound insrlhtiol, llcnrls dre gallery *ith the
sr-'und ofhunran roiccs. when trallslirnned into low frequenq
sound they form an audio phenomcnon akin to Lrirdsong. The
curling, anrmal-like shapes of the ampersand forms comple-
rDent the birdsong as il croles hunran whispers. The toncept of
unrversal6'ran)mar is posed here again jn the analogous paltem

o[innate grammar and syntar shared by birds and humans.
This spa.sf erhibition oilers intellecnral curiostv coupled

rrth violeDl prophesy, )el has densi\ b! )mpljcatron only. One
problcm with leanng the viewer/writer lo complete the mean-
inqs is drat, in art school language, lor example, the response
coLrld wcl l  be that thc exhibit ion is referred to as'cool '-  My
point is conrpounded i f  we translatc this into Newspeak:
'double plus cool'. Having idcntified the levelling and simplifi
canon of langlage as problematic, prodLrcing a sparse exhibi-
horr \rith much o( th.e richness of Berglalls poetw eCited o\rt
is perverse. I

stEPHtN LEE is :r sculptor.
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