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“Looking Back: The 7th White Columns Annual”
White Columns //  January 10–February 23 

from top:
Moyra Davey
Les Goddesses, 
2011. hD video, 
61 min.

Tan Lin
Detail of 
Insomnia and 
the Aunt, 2011.
three books 
mounted 
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dimensions 
variable.
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What has become of the biennial? the 
annual? the quintennial? In recent years, 
these survey exhibitions have become a 
worldwide phenomenon, seducing mayors 
and tourism directors with their guaranteed 
influx of sightseers and luxury-economy 
patrons. as our world becomes increasingly 
networked, information about emerging artists 
and new innovations in artistic practice is 
progressively more easily accessed online, 
negating the function that the biennial once 
served, as a presentation of groundbreaking 
new art made within a certain locality  
and time frame. In recent Whitney biennials, 
we see a turn toward celebrating the oft-

idiosyncratic vision of one curator or curatorial 
team rather than surveying work recently 
made in the United states. this solidifies  
the notion that we now look to curators  
as authors just as much as arbiters of taste; 
perhaps this shift in focus represents a 
collective desire for the streamlining of  
taste and information in reaction to a surfeit  
of readily accessible artistic options.

the White columns annual is one of a 
few exhibitions that still serve to look  
back at the art shown and largely made 
during the period of time it covers. Unlike 
the Whitney biennial or Documenta,  
which privilege a singular curatorial vision, 
the annual is decidedly more survey oriented  
in function. Weighty philosophical curatorial 
theses are traded in for street-level knowl- 
edge of New York’s happenings over  
the preceding 12 months and, as a result,  
the exhibition often feels local in nature.

White columns director and chief curator 
matthew higgs tapped artists space  

curator Richard birkett to organize the 
annual in December 2011, giving him a year 
to consciously survey goings-on around  
New York. While birkett’s exhibition initially  
reads as a straightforward survey, leitmotifs 
soon emerge in the british curator’s 
perceptive, poignant show. these include the 
gap between politics and form; the roles of 
sincerity and irony in contemporary artistic 
practice; the notion of collecting others’ work 
as a form of community building (as distinct 
from the idea of owning); and, perhaps  
more technically, the problem of presenting 
works that are often site or context specific. 

the annual overwhelmingly comprises 

text-based works and videos. though 
birkett’s taste is obviously present in the 
selection, there is a sense of objectivity—or 
randomness—in the presentation: Videos 
range from moyra Davey’s sober Les 
Goddesses, 2011, to alex Israel’s titillating As 
It LAys, 2012, installed near a virtuoso 1964 
alice Neel painting of actor and civil rights 
activist hugh hurd. Next to Neel’s work is  
a genre-defying video by amy sillman, whose 
animated iPhone drawings are set against  
a poem by Lisa Robertson, which meditates  
on the notion of femininity (“Probably 
whatever the feminine might mean has to  
do with the intellectual relationship to 
change/ None of the forms feel big enough/ 
she imprecisely uses freedom”). 

the exploration of sexual identity 
is a recurring theme. Kaucylia brooke’s 
photographs of the clothes of sex-positive 
feminist punk and literature icon Kathy 
acker similarly wax philosophical on the 
nature of sexuality and womanhood with 

powerful effect. the series, dated 1989–2004, 
prompts us to consider the body of acker, 
who died from breast cancer in 1997, and 
the politics that she—and so few others—
literally embodied. the inclusion of such 
work evinces birkett’s attraction to the union 
of politics and form, theory and practice: 
Witnessing acker’s highly constructed 
wardrobe, her blazers and trousers, reminds 
us that the martyrs of feminism had to trudge 
through the rigmarole of the everyday and 
make decisions that persist as banal yet 
existentially meaningful simultaneously.

birkett’s eye also turns to artists 
associated with the wave of institutional 
critique that began in the 1990s, exem-
plifying their commitment to space making. 
that is, somehow supporting your artistic 
community by giving it a space not weighed 
down by the market is tantamount to earlier 
forms of institutional critique by highlighting 
the contradictions and paradoxes of the 
economy’s entanglement with exhibition 
making. at the annual, this is specifically 
evident in works related to the storied 
orchard, the co-op exhibition space from 
2005–08 that pioneered the Lower east side 
gallery district. Works by orchard members 
include moyra Davey’s video as well as  
Jason simon’s collection of ephemera by 
the late chris marker. Fellow longtime New 
Yorker Zoe Leonard presents her intensely 
elegiac “tree and Fence” series from  
1998, which consists of five c-prints of city  
trees that have slowly grown into the  
barbed wire and fences surrounding them. 

most rewarding here is birkett’s 
commitment to the local. this commitment 
lies not just in presenting the most powerful 
work geographically located in New York, but 
extends to a conceptual engagement with 
work that proves that interactions with artists 
and exhibitions often account for our most 
indelible life experiences.  —Karen Archey


