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1913, Boccioni returned to a more expected
Futurist subject, a man striding forward—but
not with speed or freely scattering energies, as
one might have expected. The fluid, rippling
forms that make up this strange body are not
its own; what Boccioni shows us, I believe, is
the air moving around and about it as the body
steps forward, seemingly against some great
resistance. Boccioni’s man has no shape of his
own, but is molded instead by those forces in
the face of which he determinedly proceeds.

iennials are generally supposed to be
reports on the present, but they have
become more and more concerned
with the past. The last Documenta, in
2012, included figures such as Giorgio
Morandi, Lee Miller, Emily Carr and Char-
lotte Salomon in its attempt to define the
contemporary. T'he current Whitney Biennial
(on view at the Whitney Museum of Ameri-
can Art through May 25) may not reach quite
as far back as to those figures, but a sense of
retrospection lingers over much of the show.
‘Two years ago, the Biennial included an
impressive freestanding exhibition of works
by Forrest Bess, the legendary “Texas painter
who died in 1977, curated by Robert Gober.
This time around, there are many such mo-
ments. Richard Hawkins and Catherine Opie
have curated a selection of iconlike mixed-
media paintings by Tony Greene, a relatively
little-known Californian who died young of
AIDS in 1990. Philip Vanderhyden has re-
created a massive 1988 wall sculpture in paint-
ed vinyl and neon by Gretchen Bender, an
artist best known for her work in video, who
died of cancer in 2004. "Twwo more artists lost to
AIDS, Martin Wong (1946-1999) and David
Wojnarowicz (1954-1992), are re-presented
by Julie Ault, both through works taken from
the Whitney’s collection and documents bor-
rowed from the Downtown Collection at
New York University’s Fales Library. Joseph
Grigely presents an archive of materials relat-
ing to the life and career of Gregory Battcock,
the art critic and editor (best remembered for
a pioneering 1968 anthology of writings on
Minimalism), who was murdered in 1980.
Another archive is the work of Public Collec-
tors, a Chicago-based collaborative project
led by Marc Fischer, whose subject here is
Malachi Ritscher, a musician and activist who
documented the Windy City’s lively free-jazz
and experimental-music scenes in thousands
of live recordings until his death in 2006,
after setting himself on fire to protest the
war in Iraq. And finally, there’s a selection
of notebooks from the novelist David Foster
Wallace, who committed suicide in 2008.
It all adds up to a reminder that, even as
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the art historians have been slowly trying to
squeeze the history out of their discipline, art-
ists have been assiduously turning themselves
into historians, archivists, even collectors of
a sort. Stylistically, much of the new art has
its eye on the past, and is not necessarily the
worse for that. Dawoud Bey’s black-and-
white portrait photographs—haunted by the
bombings in Birmingham, Alabama, in Sep-
tember 1963—have been made with the sober
yet empathetic eye of an August Sander; Alma
Allen’s biomorphic sculpture looks back to
Arp and Brancusi; Susan Howe’s cut-up visual
poetry (a distant and more ruminative descen-
dent of the Futurists’ parole in liberta) seems to
be attempting a literary séance. “Archives, the
material—the fragment, the piece of paper,”
Howe has said, “is all we have to connect with
the dead.” This is more than just retro styling.
There must be a terrible feeling abroad that
no one but an artist is going to salvage any
sense of memory, and that since, as Walter
Benjamin put it, “the past carries with it a
secret index by which it is referred to redemp-
tion,” our stubborn present-mindedness may
represent the loss of some last chance.

This year, the selection of artists for the
Biennial has been entrusted to three people,
none of them Whitmey employees. Anthony
Elms is a curator at the Institute of Contem-
porary Art in Philadelphia; Stuart Comer
has recently arrived as chief curator of media
and performance art at MoMA after having
worked for many years at the Tate Modern in
[London; and Michelle Grabner is a Chicago-
based artist and critic who (with her husband,
Brad Killam) runs two exhibition spaces, the
Suburban (originally the garage behind their
home in Oak Park) and the Poor Farm in
rural Wisconsin. The three curators did not
work together as a committee; each has his or
her own floor. What's strange is how nearly
interchangeable the artists seem from floor
to floor. Yes, Elms’s second floor seems a little
more political, Comer’s third floor is a bit
more evocative of queer identity, and Grab-
ner’s fourth floor is heavier on women abstract
painters; but even a significant amount of re-
shuffling might have left the floors feeling sub-
stantially the same. It’s as though each curator
felt compelled to act as a committee of one and
accommodate as much of the contemporary
art spectrum as he or she could. I understand
the impulse, but it blunts the point of having
three curators work independently. It might
have made for a more challenging (and more
productively divisive) exhibition if each of the
three had chosen to examine in depth just a
handful of distinct tendencies in the contem-
porary scene, or even to focus on a single one
exclusively. For instance, I'd love to have seen

a whole floor of Grabner’s choice of women
abstractionists (and quasi-abstractionists), all
by themselves and with a lot more space for
their work to breathe in—and, above all, with
a lot more work from each artist. I'm crazy
about Dona Nelson’s two-sided free-standing
paintings and would have liked to see more
than just a pair of them. And why only one
work apiece from Molly Zuckerman-Hartung
and Suzanne McClelland, two painters who
embed language in their abstractions; why not
show the breadth of their recent work instead?
And I'd have the same question about quite a
few of the other artists.

Whatever my misgivings about the struc-
ture of this year’s Biennial, it features a lot
more good and substantial work than it did
two years ago, in a show that was wildly over-
rated by many critics. Maybe one reason for
the frantic praise was that show’ sparse instal-
lation; with the work of many fewer artists on
view than this time around, when there are no
less than 103, one could fully grasp what was
there and focus on it more clearly. But just as
was the case two years ago, I can’t get over the
feeling of an art world becalmed, and not only
at the Whitney—other big exhibitions, such as
the 2012 Documenta, gave the same sensation
of artata standstill. But as Boccioni’s bottle re-
minds us, stasis also has its hidden inner move-
ments and tensions. There’s some powerful
work being made these days, and a good bit of
itis here at the Whitney; but as an ensemble, it
seems smaller than the sum of its parts.

The Futurists believed themselves to be
riding and even somehow pushing forward
a wave of progress that was bigger than they
were as individuals; three decades later, as
Europe was tearing itself to bits, Benjamin
feared that “what we call progress” was in-
stead an endless catastrophe. Today, we have
our own reasons for thinking the same. Art-
ists are searching for clues in the recent past,
trying to imagine how to proceed in the
absence of a common project based on faith
in progress. Without that, museums can seem
more than ever what Marinetti proclaimed
they were: “public dormitories where one
lies forever beside hated or unknown be-
ings...absurd abattoirs of painters and sculp-
tors ferociously slaughtering each other with
color-blows and line-blows, the length of
the fought-over walls.” (Benjamin called this
“historicism’s bordello.”) Yet one day, all
these beautiful sleepers may awake. Certain
works here are somehow more compelling
than the context from which they emerged
and in which they have been buried in turn.
Who will light the fuse thanks to which they
will be blasted, as Benjamin hoped, “out of
the homogenous course of history™? e




