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The Corcoran’s
Adventurous
New Biennial

ART, From B1

all the hybrids in between. The definition of “painting” has
become more and more elusive.

The problem for the Corcoran, with its long tradition of
biennial exhibitions of contemporary American painting, is
that the shows are supposed to keep the public up to date on
the state of American painting—but only painting. -

Since 1967, when the “painting is dead” controversy first
swamped the biennial, Corcoran directors and curators have
groped for ways to breathe life into what seemed, on and off,
a dying idea. A boring series of regional shows was followed
by shows that abandoned the traditional search for new tal-
ent in favor of famous contemporary masters. More-often-
than not, the exhibits fizzled. : :

When Sultan took over as Corcoran contemporary curator.
in 1988, she decided to resume the format of a nationwide
seardquqlesse{howntalent'mxd,basedmher.smdiqvis-. x ; 1 . : ; ; o
its to artists around the country, she proposed a trio of : red Tomaselll used multihued plils to create

shows, each focusing on what she perceived to be a signifi- ' ; ; 3 5 “Blue Clrcles,” left. Above, Heather
cant slice of current painting in the United States. W o SRS & :Hutchison's “Penis Envy,” made of beeswax
Her first biennial, in 1991, focused on abstraction; the - : : % : S BY MARY L Tonroste-and plgment on Plexiglas boxes.

second on the return of figurative painting, Now this. : PR A S A : i .

 Itis on the way up the grand staircase to the main galler-  bright red border. But come close, and the center tun '  jdea ' was to be as subversive as we could while stay-
jes that the two themes that unite this show—unorthodox 2 lyrical design made from an overlay . of marijuana Jng within the"definition of the biennial,” says Jack Cowart,
materials and art about art—announce themselves in a odd-.  sealed in clear acrylic resin. Two other, S’ ade with: réoran’s deputy director and chief curator. “We don’t
ball work by James Hyde. It is three huge chunks of Styro- pills, which the artist says refer to the ¢ 0 externid it anymore. I think there’s an interesting ten-
foam, hung high on the wall, like fragments of an old build-  of cur society. Whatever. Theyare sensiously;; sated by adhering to our forefathers” rules.” He noted

ing. Each is painted on one side in a different primary color, itions.- ‘Ci ) 3 =
but in the classical fresco technique. Somehow, if you give g&ggsgﬁ:zo[; ;leglr?n%met:;j foo 1%":133’
these clunky objects a second look, the fragmented shapes  embedded at various'depths in acrylic resin;
and parched, matte colors combine to suggest fragments onhected as if they were hars
from some ancient Roman fresco. : : =
Transformation of another sort is always on the mind of
fool-the-eye master Richard Artschwager, the most famous -
of the sculptor-painters in this show, and the most polished.
Three of his zany recent corner pieces (they hang flat on the
wall, but turn the corner) dominate the main gallery. Most
ambitious is “Splatter Piano,” which looks at first like a cut-
out Braque abstraction but turns out to be a splayed baby =
grand, observed from many sides at once. Typical of his -
work, Artschwager’s flattened piano has a collaged surface ;. and
made from areas of light and dark wood-grained Formica
that looks like real wood but isn’t. To further confound and *:
delight us, this illusionist then adds adjoining areas of real
wood veneer, painted to look fake. >
" Styrofoam and Formica are the most ordinary. materials
here. There are rarer ones. Peter Hopkins uses medical flu-
ids, iridescent holographic foil and a partially unstoppered: £
bottle of perfume to create his vaguely carnal “Capital Pro- -~ ~Une’ol the gnhgn
ject: Perfume Site #C3,” the only work in the show with'an columns by-John Tqrry
aromatic dimension. Merrill Wagner paints a few broad: : gems and gold balls
stripes of Rustoleum on large sheets of steel, which ther” mality of at
weather into deep, rich bands of gray and purplish black:
‘Fred Tomaselli’s “Green on Red” is a striking geon s
abstraction—a tall green rectangle enclosed in a wide, -
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