A note on the title

This exhibition takes its title from a fictitious
proverb with a strangely persistent history.
For over 8o years, well-known authors and
politicians in the West (ranging from Arthur
C. Clarke to Hillary Rodham Clinton) have
made reference to this phrase as being an
“ancient Chinese curse”.’

But there never was any such curse in
China. Instead this phrase is an ersatz cultural
relic, another ‘Orientalism’ fashioned in
the Occident. Yet for all its fictional status it
has had real rhetorical effects in significant
public exchanges. At once suspect and rich in
meaning, this phrase suggests potential lines
of exploration that seem worth pursuing in
an exhibition, especially ar a moment when
the digital dissemination of ‘fake news’ is
corroding public discourse and the trust.on
which it depends. At the same time, it is my
hope that art can give us tools to reimagine
the possibilities of these ‘interesting times’

in which we live today, and so transform this

phrase from a curse into a challenge that we

can enthusiastically embrace.

An exhibition with two propositions

From the acceleration of climate change to
the growing disparity of wealth in nations,
contemporary matters of concern are
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One of the broad assumptions undetlying
this exhibition is that works of art are never
reducible to being ‘about’ a particular
issue or subject. Artis not a message that
we can simply decipher and comprehend;
indeed, interesting artworks do not offer
us fusions so much as deeply engaging
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.A nother way of saying this might be that
artists constantly question the boundaries
that separate what is deemed culturally
significant and what is not, what we pay
attention to and what we ignore. Artists remix
existing cultural signal-to-noise ratios so that
new information - and new ways of thinking
- can emerge from the background and be
brought into focus.

Alluding to this pivotal play between
meaning and meaninglessness, the
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opened onto chaos and 2 form forced upon
its shapeless flux. It isin the su bstang: Df:
all great art that from behind every form it
the boundless chaos of being

conjures up, : .
nsion, Castoriadis

winks...”s This underlying te
3 : : : %

insisted, is what gives art its power

challenge our belief in established truths and

the conventions that frame them.

of I‘E?Eafth not becays,
:gn‘:::; ;S:al'::ll;;‘a I resyl
dialectic opposireF cmeat each other iy a

© opposition that wil]

SRR Eenemte new
Perspectives...™ Almost 60 years after the
PUbhcau.:!n of Eco's baok, it s precisely these
Chal_'alct_e ristics of “the open work” that this
E!..hlb]lloll aims to explore through the work
of the artists that it bringstogether.

Taking nothing for granted, these
artists have fashioned ways of makingart
that are essentially inquisitive, speculative
and exploratory. For Avery Singer, painting
involves “constantly planting a philosophical
investigation into its own status, prompting a
continual investigation into what it means to
be a subject”” Speaking of his own practice
in a manner that rings true for many of
his fellow contributors to May You Live In
Interesting Times, Kemang Wa I.ehul!en! hay
stated that he is “interested in blurring the
boundaries between what is mnSI:Iﬂ;e_: =
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in between our customary categories.
Their work often involves straddling or
conflating different genres, conventions
and imagery from seeminglyunrelated
cultural or aesthetic arenas, This approach
i4 in part a strategy used to highlight the
limits of those categories with which we
order and shape our view of the world. As
an pl ider Julie Mehretu's large
canvases that are displayed in the Central
Pavilion: these pictures mixup the swirling
pictarial rhythms of gestural abstraction with
ghostly traces of real-world disturk

Artina post-truth era

Artists are heve to disturl the peace.

PAMES BALDWIN

There is yet another motive for the split
format of May You Live In Interesting Times:
it is intended to'evoke the parallel
information landscapes that define our
increasingly polarised public di

This phenomenon is exemplified by the
term “alternative Facts”, first used by

The artist made them by painting over a
ground of photographic images that depict
conflagrations, right-wing demonstrations
and ca protests. From a di their
multi-layered surfaces engage us as an
innocent kind of abstract painting, but on
closer inspection our frame of reference is

G Tlor to the US President Kellysnne
Conway in her defence of the Trump
administration’s bogus claims about

the size of the audience for President
Trump's inauguration,* For several media

¢ , Conway's ph lied
tomind the dystopian sactal landscape of
George Orwell's novel Nineteen Eighty-Four,

0
THA i e

abruptly derailed as we notice frags sof
£ and bodies iscent of scenes
from the news. Abstraction is cannily made
to appear hete not as anart of pure surface
but as a bearer of i d

where g ed “de
required “holding two contradictory beliefs
in one’s mind simulranecusly, and accepting
both of them".*

Anticipating our post-truth turn in his

to the struggles of the artist’s time. “lam
locking for that space where you can't
have that singular, particular experience,”
Mehretu has remarked, “It's about what
is undefined, unstablé - and for me, that’s
important politically, There is alwaysa
multitude of ways of seeing."?

2004 essay Why has Critique Risn Our of
Steam? French sociologist Bruno Latour

wrote about the way that congervatives had
begun discrediting the phenomenon of
global warming by citing a lack of scientific
certainty about its existence. Latour, who
had spent much of his academic career
debunking the rhetoric of certainty employed
by scientists, conceded that his own post-
structuralist toolkichad been appropriated




by climate change deniers as well as other
politically-motivated ‘revisionists’. Latour
concluded his essay by proposing that under
the present circumstances, a new critical
approach was required that would be less
corrosive and divisive.

May You Live In Interesting Times includes
work by a number of artists who take up this
matter of concern. The group Slavs and Tatars
have suggested one possible alternative
maodel for how artists might critically engage
with their subjects: “A very important thing
in art is to disrespect and respect at the same
time. In order to disrespect your source, you

have to respect it — you have to be familiar,
The Western idea of criticism is always from
a distance. But there’s a way of critiquing
through complete intimacy. Imagine
critiquing something through a bear hug.™

Some leitmotifs
— the other side of the wall

In his speculative novel The City & the City
(2009}, China Miéville borrowed a concept
from theoretical physics in fashioning a
fiction about two cities that occupy the same
physical space, but whose respective citizens
are forbidden to interact or even acknowledge
one another. Through long custom, as well as
strict palicing, each population has learned

to ‘unsee’ their neighbours, as if they were
divided by invisible walls. Itis a scenario that

pomtedly calls to mi ;

urbanites muﬁncg:;;";:’:v::)’thm most
whera they live. Midyille's &tz:s rv{ﬂﬁﬂ:n of
suggests that the bubble worlds i Pci}l:mdly
choose tolive, and which sEPaJa:e:s :”:r‘:e
others, are predicated on denial.

. ml:‘:z:‘;:;fi;?:;’:f:bﬂ carved marble

of Athens's bur i a\'_{ SRS b I'?ESI
to Soham Gupta's startlingly empathic
portraits of individuals living on the streets
of Kolkata, May You Live In Interesting Times
features a range of artworks that breach this
wall of denial. From Anthony Herndndez's
haunting photographs of abandoned
developments lying in ruin outside Rome
to Teresa Margolles's presentation of a
12-metre-long cinderblock wall from Ciudad
Juarez, riddled with bullet holes thar testify
to the endemic drug-related violence in
that Mexican city, visitors encounter a wide
range of works that speak to the social and
economic divisions of our time.

Those divisions are also brought to
mind in jarring fashion by Shilpa Gupta’s
auromated private security gate, which
crashes into the walls of the Cerml‘al Pavilion
every time it swings shut. Portraying the
armed gates and monolithic barrier wall
that Israel has erected inthe West Bank,
Rula Hulawani's starkly powerful b"‘fk‘n“’d'
white photographs reference an nngom; ~
history in which an entiré people hﬂ;"md
denied their freedom and homelar‘;. x ficed
at a moment when the number of dispiace;

peoples across the globe has grown 1o
comprise alimost one percent of the world's
poputation, Halil Altmdere's Neverland (2019)
presents the Biennale's first pavilion for
refugee artists. [ts punning title compellingly
underscores the refugee’s impossible status
a5 @ stateless person.

The split format of May You Live In
Interesting Times 14 echoed elsewhere by
myriad artwaorks that deal with doubles,
alternative identities and mirror worlds.

Stan Douglas’s video installation Doppelgi

The artist sets the initial parameters of a
potential conversation, but the viewer's own
A E bt e
continue its development. All of the artists
in this exhibition were selected because in
some way their work acknowledges the open-
ended character of this exchange. It takes
seriously art's role as a catalyst for inviting
and inciting dialogue.
“Thesse artist ise: that the

that arise around their works are not embedided

Py 2
(2019), Darren Bader's augmented reality
app Scott Mendes's VENICE! (2019) and
Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster and Joi Firtle's
large-scale diorama of a Martian landscape,
all evoke the human desire for exploration
whilst simultanecusly evoking parallel
realities.

A conversation with the audience

IfTmake a piece, L don't want it fo
sy what I would say, because then it
becomes me talking through the picce.
1 want to see if I can make the object
have a conversation with whoever's
looking.*+

IMMIE DURHAM

Many different thinkers and artists have
proposed over the past 150 years that
waorks of art are collaborative transactions.

principally in objects bat in o
through which their possible significance and
uses are extended and multiplied. Trafficking
in warys of lnoking that liz under the radar,
artists discern links between images and
ideas that mast of us fail to notice. They pay
attention to how things connect, in other
words, and their works can sensitise us to
seeing the connectedness of things, Paying
attention in this way can make life much more
interesting. The world lnoks different, more
complex, and dlso more precarious. As Jesse
Darling has observed, " the consistent thread is
that everything is connected and everything is
1 Tl m 3 { thing
is full of trouble... ™™
May You Live In Interesting Times has
been formulated in the belief that an
exhibition, like a work of art, is most deeply
engaging when it provokes avivacious
inquisitiveness and encourages us 1o
wander and to question, and to try to better
understand how different pieces of the world
fit together.




- A_t rﬁe end of the day this exhibition
: Principally a trigper for the thearie

thatits more curious audience rnernbs

may develop in e

€sponse to the artwo;
they encounter. Ultimately, )

important about an exhibit;
what happens inside
audiences use

what is most
O 18 not
dea gallery, but how
: ! their experience afterwards
to re-imagine everyday realities from
expanded perspectives. In other words, an
exhibition should make the most of arl,’s
capacity to open people’s eyes to previously
unconsidered ways of being in the world
so that they might change, however briefly,
their view of that world and their place in it.
This is what it means to live in interesting
times.
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