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An Unconventional Choice
By the State Department
Sends a Tank, a Treadmill,
A Musical A.T.M.

And Two Conceptual Artists
To the Venice Biennale

Ehe New York Eimes

ByCAROLVOGEL
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War Machme§ With Gymnasts)

Allora explained, “there’s tension about being on a plane, and
thisis meant to provoke that same kind of anxiety.”

The action was unfolding around the smaller, Delta ver-
sion, where the group watched as Sadie Wilhelmi, a young
professional dancer and gymnast, bent her body in graceful
movements over a seat: wrapping herself around the tray ta-

The routine lasted 17 minutes, far longer than the three-
minute routines typical of professional gymnasts. “We wanted
to push the limits,” Ms. Allora said.

The notion of pushing the limits is heard over and over

'. from Ms. Allora, who, with Guillermo Calzadilla, her partner
i mldeauwnrk.malenpmm&camdllla.anmin

Jennifer Alloraand
Guillermo Calzadilla
bring their exhibition

. “Gloria," comprising

six works, to the
American pavilion at
the Venice Biennale.
One piece, “Trackand
Field," features an
inverted 52-ton tank

anda treadmill.
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touches on this performanee along with
the five other new projects that will be in-
corporated into “Gloria,” an exhibition that
will occupy the American pavilion at this
summer’s Venice Biennale. The artists,
who are hardly household names, will rep-
resent the United States in a prestigious
international arena, like Jasper Johns,
Robert Rauschenberg and Ed Ruscha be-
fore them.

the pieces they have gath-
at includes Dave Durante.

cham jon in all-around gymnastics; Dan
O’Brlen, the 1996 Olympic gold medalist in
the decathlon; the gymnast Chellsie Mem-
mel, a silver medalist at the 2008 Be)ing

porating afu]lyfuncuonm ATM.,; and a
21-minute video that depicts the island of
Vieques in Puerto Rico, which until 2003
was the site of bombing experiments and
war games for the Navy.

 “It’s all about making the impossible
possible,” said Lisa Freiman, senior cu-
rator and chairwoman of the contempo-
rary art department at the Indianapolis
Museum of Art, who is this year’s commis-
sioner of the pavilion. “I never thought the
State Department would choose my pro-

posal. Iassumed it wouldbe too pohﬁeany.

engage
Every two years museum curators

from across the country detail their visions
for the American pavilion in proposals that
are reviewed by the Federal Advisory
Committee on International Exhibitions, a
group comprising curators, museum di-
rectors and artists who then submit their
recommendations to the Fund for United
States Artists at International Festivals
and Exhibitions. While the process is se-
cret — and nobody would talk about it —
according to sources close to the State De-
partment, Ms. Freiman’s 95-page applica-
tion beat out many by curators who were
promoting the work of more established
artists, including Cindy Sherman, Shirin
Neshat, Cathie Opie and Diana Thater.

~ Allora & Calzadilla’s presence in Ven-
ice will represent a couple of firsts for
\merica: the first artists working in Puer-
ico to show there (Ms. Allora, 37, was
rn in Philadelphla, and Mr. Calzadilla,
was born in Havana and moved to
rto Rico with his family as a child) and
first time performance artists — and
 artist collaborative — have been chosen
resent the United States there.
In their hugely ambitious exhibition,
j artists have bled objects and ex-
'seﬁ'omﬂlpirtsoftheglobe The tank

was shipped from Manchester, England.in.-_

two flatbed trucks that are arriving in Ven
ice by boat; the organ is coming fro
Bonn, Germany. The bronze statue wa
made in a foundry in Berkeley, Calif.; th
tanning bed is being sent from Indianapo-|
lis; the A.T.M. is being shipped from Milan,
but the computer program that runs it was
conceived in Paris; the airline seats were
made in Los Angeles.

Eight gymnasts will be living in Ven-
ice for the duration of the Biennale, which
previews for the art world on June 1 and
runs through Nov. 27. (The Biennale opens
to the public on June 4.) Consultants who
have worked behind the scenes include a
pipe-organ maker; a composer; a software
designer; the choreographer Rebecca Da-
vis; and a flight strategist, who helped the
artists and Mr. Durante get access to a
grounded plane so they could study the
airplane seats, engineers and architects.

Organizing it all is Ms. Freiman, who
had been following Allora & Calzadilla’s ca-
reer for years. She was inspired to propose
the artists for the 2011 Biennale after pe-
rusing the national pavilions there in 2009.
“It was the ideological underpinnings of
those pavilions that convinced me that
these artists could make work that critical-
ly engaged the notion of national identity
and Americanism,” she said. In addition to
their performances, the artists have creat-
ed videos, photographs and sculptures,
many with political overtones. Exhibitions
in the pavilion in past years have been
tamer. In 2009 the conceptual artist and
sculptor Bruce Nauman, for example, pre-
sented what seemed like an elegant retro-
spective. While Fred Wilson created an in-
stallation in 2003 harking back to Ameri-
can black history, nothing in recent years
has had the kind of overt political refer-
ences as this year’s exhibition, further
heightened, the artists say, by the use of
live performances.

“After this long period of commercial-
ly oriented art, it’s nice to bring back other
kinds of experimental practices,” Ms. Allo-
ra said. “It is an important reaction to ev-
erything else in our so-called contempo-
rary society, where it’s all about texting
and instant messaging and everything is
so far away from the here and the now and
the present. Anything that refocuses the
moment is a luxury.”

But staging such an ambitious group
of works in a high-profile arena like the
Venice Biennale, the artists admit, is risky.
“It’s a little crazy,” Ms. Allora said ner-
vously.

Still, it’'s a gamble that everyone
thought. was worth taking. Ms. Freiman
asked Barbara Gladstone, the Chelsea
dealer who represents the artists in the
United States, for an introduction, which
took place in the summer of 2009. “It was
the biggest blind date of our lives,” Ms.
Freiman recalled with a laugh.
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