Clockwise fream 10p
left: Greg Stroak,
Divarin, 2002,
Inestalation detsil.
Bhartl Khee, Echa,
002 Installation view.
Paul Edrrands, Ssallow
Wiy Sadment, 2002,
Deatall

=0 artisouthafrica

Silence

Mieu-Bathesda

Both artrmaking and the experience of art in the environs
of Nieu-Bethesda must always contend with the exigen:
cies of a spectacular landscape. At Silence, this year's
instalment of the |Xoe site-specific biennial, they must
also respond to an overtly thematic twinning relationship
with Violence, at the NSA in Durban. It's a difficult brief.

But not impossible. Bhanti Kher's Echo is a pair of red

vinyl swivel chairs [“fer times when angels pass over
you”) perched on a hilltop, with an immense landscape
dropping away in every direction, Kher has a good fesl
for the pleasures of melodrama, and it seems she has
tarried with sentiments more appropriate to a landscape
painter or cinemategrapher without losing her wit. If
there is an infinite conversation between the occupants
of those two precariously mounted chairs, it's not about
the ineluctable modality of the visible.

Where Kher provides a nudge in the ribs 1o ideas of
perspective and communication, Greg Streak and Marco
Paulo Rolla are interested in the drama of embaodied
being and exposure. Rolla’s videotaped performances,
which feature his naked form being flung into the frame
and slowly covered by funerary mounds of stones or
leaves, are simple — even slight — histories of an endless
play batween shelter and exposure, distinct existence
and dissolution. That said, Rolla, like Kher, has produced
waork that would make sense in almost any sparse and
drarnatic landscape.

‘Streak’s piece, mikduuw and more responsive

Art South Africa : vol 01 no.1 -2002

Cne suc:h is A.rgﬂnunlan phumgmphar Al:[nana
Lestido. Her Mew Baptism, at tha Ibis Art Centre, 5
slideshow tracing the journey from Durban, The
sequence culminates in the camel yard of the Owl
House, whera Helen Marting' etiolated pilgrims streich
out their arms toward the rising sun. Despite some gor
geous images, the effect is a crushingly literal plod
toward “spintual serenity” that wouldn't be out of place
among the new age books on sale across the road at the
coffee shop.

A more sophisticated take on Marting” outcast posi-
tion in the village that now relies on her legacy for sur-
wvival, and the blindness which apparently drove her to
suicide, is available in Carol Gainer’s Blind Spot Test.
Opposite the Owl House Gainer has installed three
Parspex sheets at street level, On the left and right
these read "passion” and "desire” rﬂspﬂcml\r while in
the centre is the blind spot test itself, Instructions are
provided, and viewers who look at the work in the pra-




IXoe continues to serve
as an important venue for
grappling with the notion
of site-specificity

sribed fashion are made conscious of a lacuna in their
visual field. The theme is picked up at the Ibis with a
large photographic detail from one of Marting’ painted
windows, in deep, retinal red. The blind spot test is a fun
parkaur game, but Gainer has too much to say, or she
has hewad too closaly 1o the thematic demands of
silencefviolence; either way the result is 2 kind of easy,
maralising phenomenology.

Predictably, perhaps, Paul Edmunds is at the oppo-
site end of the scale. All over Nieu-Bethesda are slate
flagstones with a deep and regular pattern of undulating
ridges; they are fossil remnants of a time when much of
the valley was under water, wave forms preserved by
the falling ash of a volcanic eruption. Edmunds has iden-
tified 15 sites where these stones occur, mapped tham
and scraped them clean. In the Ibis gallery he has repro-
duced the pattern in finely crushed sediment, and left
the red-handled rake propped against the wall.

Ordinarily Edmunds works at a glacier’s pace to
model a paralled natural history out of throwaway materi-
als, Given only a few weeks for this project, he has
caded the work to the even more implacable patience of
geology. The rasult is not only a walking tour of the
town's culverts and ditches, or a meditation on patience
in the shadow of disaster, but a brief, incisive essay on
the artist's own work.

The most successful work in Nieu-Bethesda this year
is not exhausted by the thermatic and conceptusl
demands of Silence/\Violence, or averwhelmed by the
scale and drama of the landscape. It is also characterisad
o a greater or lesser degree by a careful response to the
very difficult idea of place, not something that can neces-
sarily be achieved in a flying visit from Durban, For all its
infelicities, however, Silence/Violence suggests that |Xoe
continues to serva as an important venue for grappling
with the complicated notion of site-specificity.

Nic Dawes

Violence

NSA Gallery | Durban

Violence, curated by Greg Streak at the NSA Gallery in
Durban, brings together the work of eight local and inter-
national artists, including Streak, for the companion exhi-
bitien to Silence and the second session of Pufse. Whera
the first Pulse project — Open Circuit (2000) - focused on
the technologies of cultural exchange and transference,
Violence/Sitence asked artists to explore the diversity of
association with the prescribed themes “rather than to
prescribe meaning in ralation to political circumstance
only”. If abbreviated, Violence/Silence neatly produces
the acronym "vs”,

South Africa boasts some of the mast impressive
crime statistics in the world, so it's difficult to think about
vidlence without thinking crime, But viclence in its vari-
ous guises seems 1o be a current and pervasive global
pastime, making this project not just timeous but an
excellent exercise in international relations,

From the design and form of this two-part exhibition,
Viglence (Durban) and Silence (Nisu-Bethesda) are two
landrmarks or points of connection, both separatad and
bound by a lot more than six degrees of histary, expari-
ence, individual Weltanschauung, political, sexual or artis-
tic idantity. In a show like this, one could make much of
how similar or different, successful or unsuccessful, the
links are between artists’ responses to each situation.

In Seere of the Crime, art eritic and curator Ralph
Rugoff makes a strong case for a trend in post-war artis-
tic practice that warrants what he calls “a forensic read-
ing". Within this paradigm, artworks become artefacts,
collections of clues that require a level of speculation to
put together, suggesting the emergence of a particular
social gaze. Violence is an exhibition that falls quite neat-
ly into Rugoff's proposed "forensic aesthetic”, not least
in its encouragement that viewers make active connec-
tions between what is physically present in Durban and
what is avident from Nieu-Bethesda. The latter exhibition
15 represented as a video mounted in the gallery’s stair-
case between the upper and lower lavals.

Streak has produced one of the more literally "vio-
lent™ works on the exhibition, tiled Witness. He has
selected a fragment of the eponymously titled film in
which a black man slits the throat of a white man while a
small child locks on. Streak repeatedly fed this sequénce
out of the edit system and back in again, losing a genera-
tion of guality each time until he was left with a series of
oversaturated colour stains. With the degradation of
image quality go “detail”, “truth” and “identity”. lts a
horribly quiet visual poem about the action of retrieving
and retelling events.

Marco Pauls Rolla,
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pecdommancn at NSA
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