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Alex Da Corte, Rubber Pencil Devil, 2018, HD video, color, sound, 175 minutes 52 seconds.

THE FIFTY-EIGHTH VENICE BIENNALE opens May 11 to a world riven by powerful
disinformation campaigns and tipping toward reactionary crisis. The Biennale’s ar-
tistic director, Ralph Rugoff, discussed the exhibition—and the palliative potential of
art’s world-building powers—with Artforum contributing editor Daniel Birnbaum, who
in 2009 organized the Biennale’s fifty-third edition.

Ralph Rugoff: There’s something about this exhibition you may not know, which is that there
will actually be two exhibitions: “Proposition A,” at the Arsenale, and “Proposition B,” in the
Central Pavilion. The exhibitions will be distinct—very different atmospheres. But they both
feature the exact same list of artists.

Daniel Birnbaum: Everyone has a double presence.

RR: Exactly. However, the artists will show different types of work in each space. This comes
from a desire to not only highlight the multiplicity of artists’ practices, but to point to our po-
larized world, where people inhabit separate information landscapes.

DB: Maybe you can say a few words about the title.

RR: The saying “May you live in interesting times”—supposedly an ancient Chinese curse—
was first printed in English in 1936, when Sir Austen Chamberlain, a British member of
Parliament, referred to it in a speech, claiming he’d heard it from a British diplomat who had
served in China. But the curse is fictitious—it’s made up, fake news. Albert Camus, too, re-
fers to this ancient Chinese curse. Arthur C. Clarke, the science-fiction writer, as well. Robert
F. Kennedy used it in a famous speech in South Africa. And Hillary Rodham Clinton cites it in
her autobiography. For a counterfeit proverb, it has had an incredible life.

DB: Are they all aware of its being fake?
RR: No, no. They’re all quoting it as if it were real. Now, of course, you can go online and find

out in two minutes that it’s fake. But for many years this fabricated cultural artifact has had
an active life in public discourse. The saying’s strange history underscores the fact that “fake
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news” has real material effects. It influences elections, and in the UK, it was a major factor
contributing to Brexit. Its rising importance creates a new framework to think about art’s
historical role in challenging established truths and points of view.

What happens when actual heads of state are using tools borrowed from postmodern
thinkers to discredit things like climate change? | was influenced by Bruno Latour’s prescient
2004 essay “Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of Con-
cern,” where he talks about climate-change deniers discrediting climate science by saying
there’s no scientific certainty. Of course, Latour spent his career attacking the rhetoric of
scientific certainty.

DB: Do you think there’s a relationship between what’s going on today and the 1930s?

RR: | certainly do. And it’s a depressing, very alarming thought. However, | wanted to find a
way to address this precarious moment without being pessimistic. Hence the neutrality of the
title. Is it a curse to live in interesting times? Or is it a blessing?

DB: Your official statement argues that art and politics are separate, that art doesn’t exercise
its force in the domain of politics. But there’s a sense that art can change one’s worldview,
which then becomes part of one’s political view. Isn’t that, indirectly, “politics”?

RR: Mike Kelley had a great phrase, “negative joy.” This was how he thought of art’s social
function. Art provides pleasure at the same time that it enables critical insight. And to me,
that’s very important. If you have critical insight but no pleasure, you’re only talking to people
who don’t care about pleasure. It’s a dead end.

DB: You’ve also spoken generally about play and playfulness. Could you speak more about
this?

RR: Art is an arena where play is more open-ended—Iless prescribed, less formulaic—than
in other areas of culture. | also think that it’s about playing with the audience. If you want to
reach beyond a group of art-world insiders, art has to be entertaining. The word has bad con-
notations in parts of the art world, because people associate entertainment with commercial
media. But | think artists have different ways of entertaining us and different ways of playing.
We entertain ideas. Entertaining suggests an openness. And obviously there’s such a thing
as serious play.

DB: Another word you use that we don’t often see is happiness.

RR: Exactly. Happiness, too, is a complex thing. There’s the simplistic idea of happiness,
which is inculcated into us when we’re children. But happiness can also come from feeling
connected. | think that’s something people experience when they’re engaged with works of
art that are interested in their response.

If you have critical insight but no pleasure, you’re only talking to people who don’t
care about pleasure. It’s a dead end.

DB: You also state that, in the end, maybe it’s not about the actual objects that are shown;
rather, it's about the conversations, and that has something to do with us having the capacity
to be fulfilled or even happy.

RR: | love art because it offers complex, moving, and thought-provoking experiences | don’t
find anywhere else. But my greatest hope for any exhibition is that people take their experi-
ence of it with them when they leave. We’ve all had those moments when you emerge from
an exhibition and somehow you’re seeing the world through someone else’s eyes, noticing
things you’d never noticed, because of the work you’ve just seen. Maybe you’re making men-
tal connections you didn’t make before. And that enlarges your world.
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RR: Divisions, walls, and barriers of different kinds are motifs that recur in the exhibition. For
example, Teresa Margolles will present Muro Ciudad Juarez, 2010, a wall taken from a site in
Ciudad Juarez, Mexico, where a group of teenagers were murdered. The bullet holes on its
surface testify to the epidemic of drug violence in that country.

A number of projects also explore alternative or mirror worlds. Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster
will show Cosmorama, 2018, a diorama of a Martian landscape she made with Joi Bittle, at

a moment when some high-profile tech entrepreneurs are revisiting the idea of colonies on
Mars. And Stan Douglas will present a new film about quantum entanglement set across

two parallel worlds. Two astronauts take off on journeys to different planets and something
strange happens.

A key reference point for me has been The City & the City, a 2009 book by the British sci-
ence-fiction writer China Miéville. Two metropolises occupy the same footprint, but the
governments of each prohibit their residents from acknowledging the people who live in the
other city. So they’ve learned to unsee their neighbors. Of course, we all create separate
realities by refusing to pay attention to certain aspects of our environment. Most city dwellers
block out the homelessness they see, the poverty, the things the police or government might
be doing. Through selective perception, we create walls around us all the time.

DB: | remember, maybe twenty years ago, there were suddenly lots of artists from Asia, pri-
marily China, in the Biennale, and Westerners were all surprised. Now it would be impossible
to imagine a Biennale where there wasn’t an artist from every continent.

RR: | think a lot of artists are looking at that interconnectedness. It’'s something that appears
in the drawings of, say, Otobong Nkanga, with these perforated lines that suggest relation-
ships among things in very different areas. But these connections also happen across time:
Hito Stereyl will present a new installation that focuses on Leonardo da Vinci’s invention of
the submarine, which he never published in his lifetime for ethical reasons. He worried the
Venetian navy would use it to slaughter people. We’re facing similar conflicts over technology
today, including the development of Al. Technology seems to move forward without human
agency, as if it has a destiny of its own, but of course we are continually making decisions
that contribute to its “progress.”

DB: Seventy-nine artists is a relatively limited number.
RR: How many did you have in yours?
DB: | can’t remember.

RR: | think this might be the lowest number of artists in a very long time. Still, organizing a
show this complex, in a short period has felt a bit like driving a truck without brakes down a
curving mountain road at night. My primary concern with this exhibition has been to highlight
art’s multivalence, and this includes the multiplicity of practices and approaches that a single
artist’s work draws on. It was only possible to do this by having fewer artists—and besides,
how many artists can you possibly keep in your head as a visitor to an exhibition? The over-
arching ambition of many biennials with countless artists in them makes for shows that are
impossible to digest or respond to in any meaningful way.

DB: Is there anything else important we should mention?

RR: The rotunda in the Central Pavilion is usually the first room that people go into. It’s a
grand octagonal room with a high domed ceiling covered in a faux-Renaissance mural.
We've decided to block off the entrance to this room from the foyer, meaning visitors can
only enter the exhibition by going through corridors to either the left or the right. There will
be a work in the rotunda by Cyprien Gaillard, a holographic sculpture of an angel based on
a painting by Max Ernst that he completed in 1937, after the beginning of the Spanish Civil
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War. He was very depressed about the rise of fascism. The angel figure seemed to be an
angel of doom, foretelling the future conflagration in Europe. So this work brings back a dark
history that is haunting us again now. Hopefully, our times will prove interesting enough that
it won’t be repeated.
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CURATION

Ralph Rugoff talks with Daniel Birnbaum
about the 58th Venice Biennale

THE FIFTY-EIGHTH VENICE BIENNALE opens May 11 toa
warld riven by powerful disinformation campaigns and
tipping toward reactionary crisis. The Blennale's artistic
dingctor, Rakoh Rugoft, discussod the exhibition—and the
palliative potential of art's world-bullding powsis—mwith
Artforum contributing editor Danbel Bimbaum, whe in
2009 osganized the Blennale's fifty-third edition.

RALPH RUGOFF: There's something abour this exhibi-
1o v may not keew, which is that there will acrually
be twir exhibitions: “Propesiton A, at the Arsenale,
and “Proposstion B,” in the Central Pavilion. The exhi-
bitions will be di T—very rent atmaspheres. But
they both feature the exacr same bt of artsts.

DANIEL BIRNBAUM: Everyone has a double presence,
RR: Exactly, However, the arists will show different
rypes of work space. Thes comes from a desire to
not enly highlight the muly of Artists” practices,
but to point to our pelarized world, where peaple
abit separare information landscapes,

faybe vou can say a few words about the tit
RR: The saying “May you live in intesesting times™
supposedly an ancient Chinese curse—was first printed

in English in 1936, when Sir Austen Chamberlain, a
British member of Parlament, refiorred to it in a speech,
clasming he'd heard it from a British diplomat who had
served in China, Bat the cunse i fictiious—it'’s made up,
fake news. Albers Camus, too, refers to this ancicnt
Chinese curse. Anthur C. Clarke, the sclence-fiction
writer, as well, Robert F Kennedy used it in a famaous
speech in South Africa, And Hillary Rodham Cliston
cites it in her autohiography, For a counterfeit proverh,
ot has had an incredible life.
DB: Are they all aware of its being fake?
Rft: Mo, no. They're all g as of it were real, Now,
you can go online and find cut in two minoces
that it's fake. But for many years this fabricased cultural
arvifscr has had an active life in public discourse, The
saying’s scrange history underseores the face thar “fake
mews™ has real marerizl effects.
e UK, it was a major factor contributing to
N iMPOrtande creates a new framewark
to think about art's histerical role in challenping estab
lished trisths and points of view.

Whart happens when actual heads of state ase using
toals borrowed from postmodern thinkers eo discredit

tinfluenocs elections,

If you have critical insight but no pleasure, you're only talking
to people who don't care about pleasure. It's a dead end.

KARMA

188 East 2nd Street  New York NY 10009 www.karmakarma.org

A i Corta, Sulser a0l B, A, HO vichoo, cor,

sognd, § THmeaties 53 secondy

things like climate change? | was influenced by Bruno
Latour’s prescient 2004 casay = Has Critique Rin
Ot of Steam? From Marers #ct 10 Matters of
Caongern,” where be talks abour climan wre deniers
discrediting chimate science by saying there’s no sciennific
cortainty. OF course, 1 pent his career attacking
the rhetorie of scientific centain
DE8: Do you think these’s a relari
goang on today and the 19302
RA: | certainly do. And it's a depressing, very alarming
thowghe, However, | wanted 1o find a o address this
precarions moment without being possumistic. Hence
the neutrality of the tide. 1s it a curse 10 live in interest-
ing rimes? Or is it a blessing?

DiB: Your official statement angues that art and palitics
arc separate, thar arr doesn'r exercise its force in the
domain of politics. But there's a sense
change one’s worldview, which then becomes part of
one’s political view, k't thae, indirectly, = politics™?
RR: Mike Kelley had a great phease, “negative joy. " This
was how he thought of arts social fancrion, Ar pro-
wides pleasure ar the same time that it enables critical
insight. And to me, thar's very important. If you have
critscal imsight but no pleasure, you're only &
people who don't care aboue pleasure. Ir's a dead end,
DE: You've also spoken generally about play and play.
falness. Could you speak more abowt this?

hip berween what's




PAGE 6/6

RA: Art 1 an arena where play is more open-ended—less
prescribed, less formuslaic—than in other areas of culnsre.
1 also think rha:

Bt o be entertaiming. The word has bad connat
parts of the art warld, be
ment with commercial m

playmg. We entercain ideas, Entertaining suggests an open
ness. And obviowsly there's such a thing as serious play.
D8: Another word you use that we don't ofien see is

Happiness, 100, is a complex thing, There's
the simplistic idea of happiness, whach is incubcared into
us when we're children. But happiness can also come
from feeling connected. 1 think that's soeething people
expersence when they’re engaged with woarks of are b
are intereseed in cheir response.

DB: You akso state that, in the end, maybe its not aboat
el actual objects char are shown; rather, % about the
conversations, and that has something to do with us
having the capacity to be fulfilled or even happy.
RR: | kowe art because it offers complex, masing,
thought-provoking experiences 1 don’t find ar
else, But my greatest hope for any exhibition
people take rheir experience of it with them when they
leave. We've all had those moments when you emerge
from an exhibition and somebow you're seeing the
world through sameone else’s eves, r ng things
you'd never noticed, because of the work you've just
seen. Maybe you're making mental connections you
didn’t make before. And that enlarges your world,

DB: Beyond your ariginal idea of breaking the show intn
twor parts, I'm curious if there are other themes? Are
there subshows nesced e the shaws?

RR: Divisions, walls, and barriers of different Linds ase
matifs that recur in the exhibirion. For example, Teresa
Margolles will present Mure Cindad Jidrez, 2010, 2
wall raken from a sive i Crudad Judrez, Mexico, where
a group of teenagers were murdered. The ballet holes
o its surface testify to the epidemic of drug violence in
that counery,

A number of progects also explore altermative or
mirror worlds. Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster will shaw
Cosmarama, 2018, a diorama of 3 Marrian lindscape
she made with Joi Birtle, at 3 moment when some high-
profile tech entrepreneurs are revisiting the idea of
codonies on Mars. And Stan Douglas will present a now
film aboat quantum entanglement sef across twa parallel
worlds. Two astromanrs rake off on journeys to different
plancts and something strange happens.

A key reference pont for me has been The Ciry & the
City, a 2009 boak by the British science-fction writer
Chira Micville. Two metropolises cocupy the same foot-
print, bur the governments of each prohibic their resi-
dents from acknowledging the people who live in the
other city. 5o they've learned 10 unser their neighbors.
OF cowrse, we all create weparate realities by refusing 1o
pay attention 1o certain aspects of our environment.

KARMA

Lo Dominigues (papaies Fearvier with Jol Bitts, Commanimns (sl 2018, raned ok, 9° 10

= 58" 37, Phoic: Mcholes Haight

R Zirasie Miuboli, Mona, Chavomeysiie, Virginis, 2018, gristin sbver print, 114, 2 1047

Most city dwellers block out the homelessness they see,
the poverty, the things the palice of government might
be doing. Through selective perception, we create walls
around us all the time
DB | remember, maybe twenty years ago, there were
suddenly lots of artists from Asia, primarily China, in
the Biennale, and Westerners were all surprised. »
woald be impossible o imagine a Bsennale where there
wass't an artise From every continenr,
RR: [ chink a lot of arists are looking at that intercen-
nectedness. It's something thar appears in the drawings
of, say, Orobong Nkanga, with these perforated lines
thar suggest relatonships amar
areas, Bur these ctioms also happen across rime:
Hito Seercyl will present a new installation that focuses
on Leonarde da invention of the submarine, which
he never published in his lifetime for ethical reasons. He
warried the Venerian navy would use it to slaughter
people, We're fa
today, & the development of Al Technology
seeis to maove forward without human ageney, as if it
has a dessiny of its awn, but of course we are ¢
Ut tor its " progress.”
Iy Hitmised mumber.
RR: How many did you have in yours?
DB: | can't remember,
RR: | think this mighr be the lowest member of artises in
a wery long tame. Sill, organizing a show this complex,

0w it

g similar conflics over technalogy

in a shore persod has felt a bat like deiving a truck with-
out brakes downs 2 curving me road at nighe. My
primary comcern with this exhi n has been to highe
ultivalence, and chis includes the mbtipliciny
ces and approaches that a single artist's work
draws on. I was anly possible 1o do this by having fewer
artists—and besides, how many artists can you possibly
keep in your head asa visitor to an exhibition? The
averarching ambarion of many bicnnials wich less
artists in them makes for shows that are impossible to
digest o respond to in any meaninghul way,

DE: s there apything clse important we should mention?
RR: The rotanda in the Centzal Pavilion is usually the
firsy poom that people go inro. 10 a grand octagonal
room with a high domed cei covered in a fanx-
Renaissance mural. We've decided to block off the
entrance o this room from the foyer, meaning visitors
can anly enter the exhibition by going through coreidiars
to cither the keft or the right. There will be a work in the
rotunda by Cyprien Gaillard, a hologeaphic sculp
of an angel based on a pameing by Max Ernst that he
completed in 1937, after the beginning of the Spanish
Civil War. He was very depressed about the rise of fas-
cism. The angel figare seemed 1o be an angel of doam,
forctelling the future conflagration in Eurape. Sa this
wark brings back a dark history that is haunting us
again now. Hopefully, our rimes will prave interesting
endugh thae it won't be repeared. O

188 East 2nd Street  New York NY 10009 www.karmakarma.org



