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Venetian 
finds 

The Venice Biennale has a reputation

for showing exciting work by young, 

avant-garde artists of all nationalities. 

This year, the Aperto exhibition, tradi

tionally the focus for this area of 

work, was cancelled by the new 

director of the festival. Undaunted, 

the British Council went ahead and 

organised 'General Release', their 

own showcase for the new wave of 

British talent. Sotiris Kyriacou went to 

Venice, found it more than a little like 

London, but (mostly) liked it anyway. 

"IN THE VENICE OF TODAY, WE HAVE TO 
be careful ihat art does not become a sport", 

warned a German museum director at one of the many 
conferences and talks taking place during the first 
hectic week of previ�ws at the 46th Imernational 
Venice Biennale. 

He was nor only referring to the fact char the 
Biennale (which this year celebrates its centenary) is 
seen by many as something of an international jam
boree, with better parties and wine than art. He was 
also hinting at the legendary and infamous controver
sies and power srruggles which have riddled the event, 
which this year culminated in rhe appointment of the 
first non-Italian Director of Visual Arts, Jean Clair (the 
director of the Picasso Museum in Paris). 

As if co add fuel to the fire, Clair decided to caned 
the Aperto, the international showcase of young artists 
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which usually cakes over the Cordcrie and is widely 
thought of as che most exciting part of the Biennale. He 
argued chat the building was in no fie state - as if there 
is a shorcage of other palazzos in Venice - and claimed 
that in his opinion, the quality of work in the Aperto ro 
date has left a lot to be desired. 

Plans to replace chis year's Aperco with an architec
ture show also fell through. In the absence of an 
umbrella event for young artists, a number of countries, 
including Britain, took the initiative to organise their 
own separate shows. 

Twelve British artists, with three working in twin 
collaborations, rook over the two floors of the Scuola 
San Pasquale, a 17th century building attached to the 
church and monastery of San Francesco della Vigna. 
Presented as the successors to the artists featured in the 
1993 Apeno (like Damien Hirst, Simon Patterson and 
Angela Bulloch, who came to prominence in the 
artist-organised shows of the late '80s), the current 
batch of artists are all born in the mid to lace l 960s. 

Selected by the British Council's Visual Arts 
Department and organised by Ann Gallagher, 
Exhibitions Officer, 'General Release' features four 
postgraduates from che Royal College, one from Slade, 
two from Glasgow School of Art, one from Saint 
Martin's and seven from Goldsmiths, leaving plenty of 
scope for the now customary accusations of a London 
bias. The Brian Sewell/Modern Painters brigade, wich 
their vociferous preference for rradicional skills and fi g 
uration, are left with plenty c o  b e  critical o f  too. Leon 
Kossoff's thirty paintings in the British pavilion, ren
dered in thick, impastoed hues of predominately greys 
and browns, go some of the way to appease more con
servative castes but the show is dominated by photogra
phy, video, projections and film by artists who have by 
now become familiar names, at least in London. 

"When it was made clear the Apeno section of the 
Biennale was to be cancelled ... we made a decision to 
secure a building to house an alternative exhibition to 
allow some exposure to young British artists", explains 
Ann Gallagher. "Given the high level of interest which 
the Council's Visual Arts Department has encountered 
recently in young artists' work, it was particularly 
important to have some sort of presence at  the 
Centenary Biennale. 

"We wished to select arciscs who would normally 
have been considered for the Aperto section, but where
as the Aperto is a selection of names (artists are given a 
designated, often self-enclosed area to exhibit in), it was 
necessary for us to make a selection of actual works. 
These works were co represent the themes and concerns 
of the current generation, using the range of media 
being employed by artists today. The selection was also 
determined by the building and by the possible combi� 
nations of work on the rwo floors. For instance, it was 
decided to darken the upper floor in order co show 
video projections/light sculpture, since we felt chis was 
an area of activity that could not simply be ignored, 
and any other attempt co build darkened rooms would 
have ruined the architectural character of the space. We 
decided to work with the �rchicecture, using the pro
portions of the space, not merely exhibiting on the 
lower sections of the walls as had been the case in previ
ous exhibitions at the Scuola. Any criticism alleging a 
bias towards certain types of work is much as it has 
been for previous Aperco selections." 
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AJlhough 'General Release' doesn't contain many 
surprises for those familiar with contemporary British 
art, it should be commended for the fact thar irs the
matic claims stand their ground. "As the title of this 
exhibition indicates, d1er� is something of a filmic qual
ity to the artists' work as well as the loosening of some 
of the formal concerns that preoccupied an earlier wave 
of artists associated with the 'Modern Medicine' and 
'Free1,e' exhibitions initiated at the end of the 1980s", 
says Andrea Rose, Head of lhe Council's V isual Ans 
Oepanmenc, in the catalogue. 

"A renewed interest in narrative is also apparent, 
though from an oblique and provocative angle. Images 
are subjected to intense scrutiny, replayed, reiterated, 
spliced, edited and put onto continuous loop. Objects 
are scaled up or scaled down and there is an almost 
forensic questioning of the ways in which inrcrference 
takes place and evidence is tampered with; through dis
section, disproportion and rhe distortions created by 
time and memory." 

In ocher words, the anises question our traditional 
expectations and perceptions of the ostensibly familiar 
through formal interrogations or confounded narra
tives. A sense of dej?l.-vu pervades the work in the best 
way possible, as a range of imagery and preconceptions 
arc subjected co revision, wich things never being quire 
whac they seem. 

In his catalogue essay, James Roberts seeks co pro
vide explanations for the social contexts which have 
determined the concerns of these anises and their con
temporaries, as well as the methods of production and 
consumption of their work. The generation from the 
late 1980s was exemplified by the initiatives of artists 
like Hirst, who made full use of the sponsorship then 
available to promote their own work and char of their 
peers. The current generation of artists is, according to 
Roberts, more "modest", in more ways than one: they 
have continued to create opporcunicies for chemselves 
outside existing gallery structures even though the 
sponsorship available to Hirst's generation is for from 
forthcoming; they also articulate aspects of our every
day world not only in their subject matter but also 
through che now widely and cheaply available technolo
gies which have become a part of consumer society. 

This attempt to draw parallels between artistic pro
duction and the social realities of living in contempo
rary Britain is emphasised in the extensive art and social 
chronologies which run side by side in du�: cacalogue. 
Accusations of biased omissions and rhe conscious pro
molion of cliques have been heard on many fronts 
regarding the art chronology, which starts with the now 
legendary shows organised in the Docklands by l lirst in 
the 1980s. Even so, the qualiry of the work on show in 
'General Release' is indisputable. 

Mass media imagery is Fiona Banner's main subject 
matter, and she subverts its ubiquitous narnre by convey
ing it through a variety of cedrniques ocher than its origi
nal state. One of the winners of last year's BT New 
Concemporaries, in Venice she is showing one of her 
painstaking, hand-wrinen descriptions of a film 
sequence, as well as a perfect pencil drawing of a war 
plane lift-off Adam Chocb.ko has made the walls and 
ceiling of the building bleed and weep with crystal 
teardrops filled with "manifestation juices", colourful flu
ids which are intended as tribuccs to the pursuit of desire. 
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Dinos and Jake Chapman are showing Great Deeds 

Against the Dead, named after Goya's famous etching of 
murilared, castrated corpses, its scams as voyeuristic 
spectacle of excess highlighted by being recreated in 
cacky, gory 3D, using modified shop mannequins. 

Elizabeth Wright imposes her disorientating use of 
scale on everyday objeclS by reducing the Venice tele
phone dirccmry to 70% and the Milan A-Land Rome 
M-Z directories ro 65%. CeaJ Flayer's diminutive video 
projection of twiddling thumbs carries on regardless, its 
endless, almost futile, repecition providing one of the 
most succinct and ironic statements on great, revelatory 
visions and expectations. 

A thirty-minute sequence of shaky black and white 
found footage of two men crying co calm down a hys� 
terical woman is played at different speeds on rwo 
screens by Douglas Gordon, at once pathetic and 
ridiculous in the way that the artist plays with our emo
tions by suddenly presenting us wich this strange yet 
somehow familiar scenario. Gny Hume has three 
paintings, whose melding images and areas of colour 

successfully blend a play on the processes of recognition 
with an exploration of the parameters of kitsch. 

Jaki Irvine's Star is a three-minute film which com
bines shaky super-8 footage of a chandelier with 
Prokofiev's 'Waltz of Diamonds' and a barely dis
cernible narrative spoken by a female voice wilh a 
foreign accent; juxtaposicions promise a lot but 
deliver little, in char triggered expectations remain 
unfulfilled. 

Broken narratives are also Jane and Louise Wilson's 
main preoccupation, their photographs populated by 
props and clues which prompt fantasy but never quire 
gel. The glare of technology and a meditative state are 
equally induced by Matthew Dalziel and Louise 
Scullion's Sargassum, an installation in which shimmer
ing wacer is evoked through a muslin screen covering a 
large, rectangular enclosure containing blue light bulbs 
and rocaring discs which create a ripple effecc. Nature 
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S:an Pasqule, Venice until 15 
October. 
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Matthew DaJziel and Louisc 
Scullion, Sargassum, 1995, 

!i$!lt bulbs, metal, wood, 
muslm, 136x305x914.5 cm. 

On display at the Venice 
Bicnnalc until 15 October. 

Phow: Jim Hum. 

and artifice also collide in Cerirh Wyn Evan's juxtaposi• 

cions of neon signs and bonsai trees, with neither of 

these hybrid elements being able ro claim purity or 

authenticity. Thomas Gidley's wooden model of a 

Ferris wheel suspended upside down from the ceiling 

recalls the sense of vertigo and exhilaration we more 

ofren dream about than actually experience. 
The pertinence and conceptual rigour of 'Genera! 

Release' is made even more apparent in the wider con• 
text of the Biennale, especially the national pavilions in 

rhe Giardini, which are rife with predicrability. 

Countries acknowledged as esrablished arr world 

cemres are parading overly familiar names. In che firsc 

and busiest week, for example, there were queues of peo

ple waiting to see Bill Viola's five video installarions in rhe 

American pavilion. Thomas Ruff, Martin Honert and 
Katharina Fritsch are representing Germany. 

The Venice Biennale 

• The first Venice Biennale was held at the Castello 
Giardini in 1895. A pavilion, which later became the 
Italian Pavilion, was constructed especially for the 
occasion. Participation was by invitation only, but 
artists could appeal to a special commission. The 
British pavilion as we know it today was converted 
from an otigina.J cafe in 1907 and showed a selection 
of contemporary work, even though British artists have 
been featured since'the beginning of the event. 

• The Biennale did not rake place between 1916 and 
1918 or 1944 and 1946 because of the world wars. 
Since the first posr-war Biennale in 1948, rhe British 
Council have established selection procedures chat are 
still in operation today, with the showing of one or a 
group of artists in mid-career in the pavilion. The 
Apeno section, for young artists, was first organised by 
Achille Bonito Oliva in I 980. 

• The avant-garde made its first appearance at the 
Biennale in the 1920s, with the inclusion of the 
Impressionists, Post-Impressionists and Die Bri.icke 
artists, selected by the then General Secretary, Vittorio 
Pica. Consequently, the first Board of Directors was 
formed in an ancmpt ro have more control over such 
"adventurous" selections. In the post-Second World 
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Alrhough this can be interpreted as perpetuation of 
the art world's existing hierarchies, there is ample evi
dence in most of the pavilions to back up the belief that 
an awful lor of art doesn't get acknowledged as impor
tant simply because it does not deserve to be. �F.vo pre
dominant tendencies became apparent in the work on 
show in some pavilions: one strand could be categorised 
as 'ecological awareness art' (of the bones-and-feathers
in-display-cases variety) while another wallows in the 
wonders of new technologies and cyberspace for their 
own sakes, rather than using them as a means ro an end. 

Even though Jean Clair had no influence in deter
mining the contents of the national pavilions, the 
ditecror of the Biennale has been widely praised for 
'Idenciry and Alcerity' ,  his massive centenary exhibition 
held across rluee venues. 

Intended as an "investigation of the relationship 
between Self and Others", ic charts the hiscory of the 
human body in the course of rwentieth century art. 
Ranging from figuration to video, rhe exhibition also 
adopts an anrhropological angle by including non-an 
objects pertinent to the theme, from X-rays to pho
tographs of Auschwirz. survivors. 

Such major historical surveys risk scealing the 
show, although the sheer scale and diversity of the 
Biennale, with its many fringe events, guarantee that 
there is something for everyone. Running until 15 
October, che event has more than its fair share of dross, 
yet, in the words of Ann Gallagher, "it remains one of 
the major evencs on the contemporary art calendar. Fo1 
all its faults, it has provided a platform for an interna
tional selection of artists to be viewed by a large inter
national audience. It would be a great shame if chis 
international dimension were to disappear." 

Sotiris Kyriacou is a freelance writer and critic based 
in London. 

War period, the Biennale fostered the la.rest develop
ments in contemporary arr. 

• A total of fifty countries are taking part in this year's 
Biennale, whether in purpose-built pavilions in the 
Giardini or in ocher spaces. Each country allocates 
a Commissioner who co-ordinates their selection 
of anises. 

• The British Commissioner for this year's Biennale is 
Andrea Rose, Head of the Visual Arts Department ar 
the British Council, with Brendan Griggs and Richard 
Riley as Deputy Commissioners. 

• In the larter years, the British pavilion has hosted 
exhibitions by artists as diverse as Anish Kapoor (1990) 
and Richard Hamilton and Francis Bacon (1993). The 
Aperro selections have tended to reflect predominant 
trends, ranging from the ascendancy of British sculp
ture in 1982 co Damien Hirst and his conremporaries 
in 1993. 

• This year the Golden Lion for the best painting was 
awarded to the London-based American anise Ronald 
B Kicaj, while American video artist Gary Hill was 
awarded the sculpture prize for his installation. Both 
anises ex.hi bi red in 'Identity and Alrericy'. 
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