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The Bachelor’s Quest by Francis M. Naumann
The recent Duchamp retrospective at the Palazzo Grassi prompts fresh speculation on the links between the artist’s life and work.
72

Abstract Sinister by Elizabeth A.T. Smith
Lee Bontecou's metal-and-canvas wall reliefs of the '60s are reexamined in a current show.

82

Back to Beuys by Christopher Phillips
A major exhibition focuses on Beuys's idiosyncratic drawings as a key to his art.
88

s Material Imperatives by Miriam Seidel
For more than two decades, Louise Fishman has explored unorthodox processes and abstract forms in her paintings.

94

Identity Crisis by Marcia E. Vetrocq

The 1993 Venice Biennale is marked by its excessive size, its lack of focus and the auteurist ambitions of its chief curator.
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The ambition to cover the
whole world of art in one
mother-of-all-shows is as
arrogant in its way as
was the old imperialistic
preoccupation with the
idea of the superiority

of European art.

political support. respectively Socialist and
Christian Democrat, is the precise reverse of that of
their predecessors. Giovanni Carandente and Paolo
Portoghesi, and observers smelled vet another trade-
off between the two powerful parties most
profoundly disgraced by the ongoing kickback inves-
tigations. Insiders speculated that the collapse of
his political support would cost Bonito Oliva the
visual art chief's usual second term, in this case
leadership of the prestigious 1995 centennial,

The political resentment encircling the Biennale
boiled over one last time in a nasty confrontation

2en the art publisher Giancarlo Politi and exhi-
bition authorities. In outright defiance of the
exclusive contract awarded to Marsilio to publish one
gargantuan, two-volume catalogue for the entire
Biennale, Politi produced his own separate and bilin-
gual Aperto catalogue, and sold it along with Flash
Art and the newly invented Flash Art Daily, a tabloid
which was published during the five days of the
opening events with all the self-importance of a clan-
destine opposition newspaper. When his sales tables
were rousted from the Biennale grounds and the
unauthorized catalogue ordered out of circulation,
Politi responded with cries of censorship and of
cronyism between the Biennale bureaucracy and the
owner of Marsilio. Cesare De Michelis, the brother of
the former Socialist foreign minister Gianni De
Michelis, who is under investigation for corruption.
As one ltalian artist put it with a mixture of hope and
conviction, “This is the last Biennale of the regime.”

Undeterred by the glitches in his selection and
while still in an interim capacity, Bonito Oliva was
ready in the fall of 1992 with a detailed outline for
ar  dressive program. He affected a kind of
“au .ur” stalus. presenting himself as the sole
designer of a master plan which included 10 exhibi-
tions beyond the national pavilions. He placed
himself at the top of an elaborate organizational
pyramid which channeled the energies of dozens of
scholars and critics. Each exhibition was to be real-
ized by an operative committee, an international
team whose leader had to be called “coordinator” or
“director” because Bonito Oliva was the Biennale's
“curatore unico.” The grunt work was delegated to
executive committees, largely made up of students
from an ad hoc curatorial school jointly sponsored
by the Biennale and the Magasin of the Centre
National d’Art Contemporain in Grenoble.

Bonito Oliva planned to revamp the Biennale's two
principal sections. the national pavilions in the gar-
dens of Castello at the city's far eastern end. and the
Aperto section, located a brief stroll to the west in the
Corderie dell'Arsenale. Each participating country
would be asked to modulate the traditional national-
ism of its selection process, while the curaiorial
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teamwork and consensus which in the past produced
a single, sprawling Aperto exhibition would be sup-
planted by an organization of 13 people individually
responsible for curating separate, thematically
defined subsections. The governing theme for the
entire Biennale would be “The Cardinal Points of Art,”
which Bonito Oliva explained as a reference to the
four points of the compass, to the contemporary artis-
tic experience of nomadism, and to the fluid and
searching movements of creative energies. The new
Biennale was to celebrate border crossings and cross-
influences, to displace nationalism and even
internationalism with “transnationalism.” [n an inter-
disciplinary or, to use Bonito Oliva’s preferred prefix,
“transdisciplinary™ spirit, the program would be par-
ticularly open to film, theater, video and performance.

Sadly but perhaps inevitably, a bloated and unfo-
cused Biennale issued from this too-elastic
program, which yielded anything but a set of govern-
ing criteria. “The Cardinal Points of Art” became, in
Bushspeak, “A Thousand Points of Art." The intrepid
viewer was left to excavate his or her own version of
an art exhibition from the surfeit of entries. The fact
is that the few shows of any lasting value are either
those which have little or nothing to do with the
hypertrophic theme. or those which center on cre-
ative personalities so potent that not even the
Biennale can sink them. In the first category are two
satellite exhibitions which did not figure in the origi-
nal program. The Fondazione Bevilacqua La Masa is
presenting refreshing and unfamiliar work by 15
young artists of the Veneto region in “Deterritoriale.”
The standouts include a mixed-media installation by

stantino Ciervo, in which the Italian poverist sen-

isibility encounters the electronic age; Daniele

Bianchi's paintings, which capture and knowingly
overstate the spirit of the 18th-century sublime land-
scape; and Mariateresa Sartori's mixed-medium
“portraits,” in which loosely defined yet insistent sil-
houettes emerge through the pallor of smooth
surfaces. Zerynthia, a private Rome-based associa-
tion promoting contemporary art, has organized
“Viaggio verso Citera” (“A Journey towards
Cythera”) in the Ca’ Vendramin Calergi, the winter
seat of the municipal casino. Eighteen mature and
maturing artists submitted earlier pieces or devel-
oped new works. all in response to the site, to one
another’s work, and to the enduring poetic image of
the vovage. The sculptures of Reinhard Mucha.
Ettore Spalletti and Haim Steinbach became down-
right romantic once they were transported from the
art gallery to the eerie vacancy of the polished and
frescoed gaming palace. Only here are Rodney
Graham's “collector’s editions” of James Bond nov-
els witty and not merely clever, and the tricks of
Marco Bagnoli's mirrored installation create a mes-
merizing exercise in deception.

In the second category—artists strong enough to
beat the Biennale—are Francis Bacon, John Cage
and Peter Greenaway. The Francis Bacon retrospec-
tive, housed in the Museo Correr. suffers from
inevitable redundancy after the recent Lugano retro-
spective. But it is redeemed precisely by its
modesty—just 33 works from 1945 to 1988—and by
offering an opportunity to see seven monumental
triptychs in close proximity. The tribute to John
Cage—organized by Alanna Heiss, Carolyn Christov-
Bakargiev, Ludovico Pratesi and Angela
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Vettese—does more than any other part «
Biennale to give heart and soul to Bonito (
woodenly didactic themes of transnationalit
interdisciplanarity. It is also unabashedly sem
tal in its evocation of a free and gen
imagination. The show is divided between the
Guggenheim Collection, which is exhibiting a
ing suite of works on paper by Cage from 194
the Giudecca. where Cage memorabilia is acc
nied by art works and documents from collabo
and colleagues. Of the many objects which est.
the long and mutually appreciative relatio:
between Cage and ltaly, none is quirkier thi
mural-sized photo of Cage's 1939 appearance «
now-legendary quiz show “Lascia o raddoppia’
voung Cage, with a jaw that Dick Tracv would
stands beside Mike Buongiorno. his suave hos
an icon of Italian television. The two dark-s
men calmly survey a table laden with the appli:
Ping-Pong balls and other paraphernalia soon
ure noisily in a new Cage composirion.

The Peter Greenaway exhibition. “War
Water.” achieves splendid autonomy in the P
Fortuny, though officially it is part of the
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