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BY DUNCAN BARILE

“The House Is Open,” the exhibition that ran
at the Fisher Center from November 20-24,
had all the glossy trappings of an opening in
Chelsea. There were the gallerinas, greeting
wealthy patrons by name; there was the pop-up
café, and the makeshift bookstore stocked with
token works of critical theory. For a weekend,
the art world came to Annandale. Yet it wasn’t
for business as usual: by holding the exhibition in
a performing arts venue, its directors hoped to
conduct a curatorial experiment.

Professor Gideon Lester, who directs Bard's
theater programs, conceived of “The House is
Open” as a response to the art world’s growing
interest in hybridity. “Museums are always look-
ing for the next big thing,” he explained. “What’s
going to make them different? We know the
exhibition format well. I'm sure there are always
advances in exhibition curatorship, but there's
something about putting a live body in a histori-
cal museum, a collecting museum, which is very
disruptive, so | think that museums are attracted
to the disruption.”

The Center for Curatorial Studies had long
been planning to host an exhibition related to
performance, but after a series of conversations
with Lester, they decided to hold it in the Fisher
Center instead. “Museums have hosted perfor-
mance, but this has had very little impact on
performing arts institutions,” said Lester. “So we
were curious to see what would happen if we did
a big experiment and tried something quite new,
which is to treat the performing arts center like a
museum.”

Fluidity of genre has never been more in
fashion, and “The House Is Open” was extremely
fashionable. “Each of the four major installations
in the exhibition,” Lester explained, “has a double
life: a life as an installation and aiso a life as a
performance.” Jack Ferver and Marc Swanson’s
“Chambre,” during most hours, looked like a
sculpture; at certain times each day, it became
the set for a work of dance-theatre. Jennifer
Monson’s “Live Dance Archive” was, in part,

a video recording of Monson and her troupe
following bird migrations across whole hemi-
spheres, dancing in tandem with their environ-
ments; during performances, she reenacted the
‘maps’ of the dances she made years ago in the
videos, estranging them from the place and time

for which they were made.

Because each work in the show was multiform,
one could see the exhibition in a variety of ways.
*Some people are going to come and see one
performance, and see everything else in installa-
tion form,” said Lester. “Other people are going
to come and have a marathon day, in which
they see everything, all of the performances, in
a single day. Some people will come and hang
out in the café and maybe see one thing - and |
don’t think that any of those is more valid than
any other.” One could feel, in the format as in the
content of the exhibition, a desire to de-objectify
the art object.

But to what end? For Lester, anarchic play is
an end of its own. “There are arguments in the
exhibition about tendencies, and directions in
contemporary art and performance. But at the
same time, although some of the work is very
serious, | hope that there’s something very play-
ful about the overall experience,” he said. “It’s
not that it’s irreverent, but | really think of it as
playful, this kind of choose-your-own-adventure
paradigm.”

The ludic spirit dominated John Kelly’s perfor-
mance-cinema medley, “Escape Artist Redux,”
which follows a man's mental journey as he lies,
immobile and mostly unconscious, in the hospital
after a trapeze accident. During much of the
piece, the artist belts silly musical numbers while,
on the screen behind him, lipsticked boys pose in
tableau vivant as a series of Caravaggio paint-
ings. Whenever a new painting appeared - a
campy “Sick Bacchus,” or the artist as Holofernes
- the audience hummed their recognition. Kelly's
piece, like many empty spectacies, has two prin-
cipal effects: to mildly baffle those who aren’t
initiated in the vocabulary it uses, and to flatter
those who are. Everyone leaves smiling; the show
is nothing if not fun.

Just outside, a stop-motion homage to Andy
Warhol's “Empire,” the famous eight-hour film of
the Empire State Building, played on a nearby
wall by the Nature Theatre of Oklahoma. The
piece is interactive: exhibition-goers could take a
copy of a drawing of the skyscraper and sketch
whatever they liked over it. The sketch would
then become part of the stop-motion footage,
which played in a continuous loop. Someone,
ingeniously, had scrawled “EMPIRE STATE OF

MIND” across the page. It is, it seemed to say,
no longer enough to venerate the empty images
of pop culture, as Warhol did. Now, we make
pastiche out of his pastiche.

The works in the exhibition which did attempt
to tackle more serious themes were similar in
form and gist. Lemon's “Scaffold Room,” which
Bard co-created with the Walker Arts Center in
Minneapolis, was - so described the information-
al booklet - at once a “performance, a musical, a
lecture, and an exhibition,” host to “daily impro-
visations, music compositions, video projections,
talks, and ticketed performances.”

The show is a long parade of imitations: the
performers in turn ventriloquize Moms Mabley,
sing Amy Winehouse, sing Adele singing Bob
Dylan, and recite sex scenes from Kathy Acker.
“There are some enterprises in which a care-
ful disorderliness is the true method,” declares
one performer, citing Melville. “We are nothing
without our image, without our projection,” says
another, after a iong monologue on Beyoncé.
Lemon'’s piece, however jumbled, has explicit
politics: performativity is power.

Near the end of “Scaffold Room,” a performer
tells the story of a series of men who live through
political upheavals. “New Negro international-
ism: another revolution. Another graveyard,” she
says. "Scaffold Room"” responds to the apparent
futility of political action by embracing private,
physical pleasure. Describing her admiration for
punk poet Kathy Acker, the performer declares
the lesson she has learned from Acker’s poetry:
that one must decide between “fake dystopian
revolution, or real fucking.” The only politics we
have left, it seems, are body politics. Yet she
delivers this bleakest of messages in celebratory
tones. “Scaffold Room” ends self-righteously,
with self-congratulation.

While browsing the exhibition’s bookstore, |
noticed an odd book for sale: “The Emancipation
of the Spectator,” by Jacques Ranciére. In his
introduction to the book, Ranciére warns against
art that “uses the blurring of boundaries and the
confusion of roles to enhance the effect of the
performance without questioning its principles.”
Inert as we are in a culture which blurs boundar-
ies for the sake of blurring them, it may finally be
time to heed his wisdom.
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