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VISUAL ARTS

The art of
war, stiil
a struggle

Two side-hy-side exhi bits chronicle the
many offshoots of militarization, but only
one achieves the gut-wrenching honesty
its subject demands, writes SARAH MILROY

he thene of war can be
treacherous territory forart-
s, (Fyou are up (o the task
- wath all the requisite in-
telligence, compassion and gravity
- o can hit the cover off the ball.
1ot however, sl your weaknesses
will be revealed, T found myseld
thinking about this while looking at
two shiows currently at The Mower
Plant an gallery in Toronto — Fiona
- The Bastord Waord and Yael
0z Kitual,

To a degree, the difference be-
tween them is culiuml. Banner is
British, and Hves and works in Lon-
dui, a long way from the killing
ficlds where Britain's troops ane
now deployed. Not surprisingly,
perhips, war und militarization ane
thenies she hundles o & conceptu-
al level. In on¢ woik, a naked womn-
an’s body is described in words,
scrawled on the upended wing of a
Tornadge fighter jet, ln another, an
ABC of wirplanes is presented in a
series of penetl drawings, a dispas-
sionate, itony-1inged primer for the
apocalypse. Some of the drawings
include wry pencil notations sug-
gestng ornithology lield notes, a
play on the fact that most war-
planes are naned after creatures
fiom the natural world. The effect is
cool, cerebral

In the work of [sracli artist Yael
Bartana, militarization is a condi-
tion that 1 mone viscerally undeis
st i praes s b thie to the art
ist's Me experence Now living in
Amsterdam. she grew up in sl
For her, war 15 not an intellectual
conceit or a mass-media phenom-
enon to bu deconstrucred. It is a
primordial reality of humankud
thal she examunes with a slow gaze,

Comparisons between the two
bodies of work are inevitable, and
the contrast works to Bartana’s ad-
vantage. Where Banner comes
across as clever, Bartana seems
wise, dominating the pairing
through the clarity, sophistication
and solemnity of her observations.

HBanner has been well known on
the international scene for a decade
or more. Shortlisted for the Turner
Pnze # few years back, she camne to
prominence with a series of tex
puintmgs in which she graphically
described scenes from porno-
graphue films, inscobing her vi-
hrant desunpiive language onto the
menochronnsie sutface of lage
camases. Banner used words to

paint pictures in the mind of the
viewer! reader — # new twist on
representation. | romember liking
them.

In the current show, curated by

Power  Plant  direcior  Gregory
Burke, Banner ks showing works
thiat exeen bine of inguiry: ver-

hal deseriptions of naked women
painted onte canvas, onto the wall,
onte frgments of fighter jeis, and,
in one instance, onto a section of
exctsed gallery diywall, (She ereat-
ed this final piece in front of an au-
dience m early March, using a live
nude model as her muse.)

‘To my eye, though, thy trck has
grown tired. Her language de-
scribes the features of thr woman's
body, itemizing the peculiarities of
het skin and hair, and the play of
light across her flesh. But as you
read your way around the room,
you find thar every nude is de-
scribed in virtually the same way.
The artist's perceptual apparatus
seems to be stuck onautopilet,

The Toronto show also [ore-
grounds Banner’s other preoccupa-
tions: fighter jers and language But
the result is somewhat less than the
sum of i1s parts, [o wdditun to her
ABC inventory of jets, she is also

howing a suite of d §s SUg-
gesting an alphaber, with each ey
ter furm comprised of o section, or
whole, of n military ayereit fo the
getlory® clorestory apice, she has
suspended Parade, a thiong of mo-
del mulitary aircraft, paed groy,
and all pointing in different direc-
tons, Lo SUpEEsl one  Assumies,
chios and o kind of claustrophahin.

Figally, in a smuller side gallery,
Banner is showing another unerna-
tional roster of jets and helicopters,
this time in the format of a slide
show accompanicd Hy the movie
soundimeks from several lnndinark
Hollywuod war films. This is the
wenkest work in the show, the kind
of project that any BEA undesgrad
wonld ek out to demonstrate the
requidsite left-wing reflexes.

Maked wormen and warplanes; it's
a time-honoured conflation, But is
she enitical or complicit in this ob-
jectification? Who knowst? Bunner is
also showing handnide white ne-
on signs, One series presefits purc-
wation marks (crudely fashioned
by the artist’s own hand): the next
an entire alphahet, presumably
presented as a -ystem ol signs
through whicly we find masieny {at
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A still from Vag] Bartuna's video Wiid Seeds (2005): opening a back door to the raw psychulogical paln of growing up in a militarized state.
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Fiona Banner's drawing cycle The Bastard Word (2008-07): Desplie
their styllsh presentation, her ideas have a stale, preheated Aavour.

least i our own minds) over the
fus of teality. But wiiat o wike of
all ihis? The motifs in Heneers work
neatly rhyme, but there the story
ends. Despite their sivlish prosesi-
tation, the ideas are wite, with |
stale, preheated favour,

Hartana’s work is just the oppo-
site. The Power Plant show, eurated
by gallery curatsr Helena Reckine,
ncludes severul video wors each
one wonderfally cancise, yot otler-
g a fiehd disy for interpreann

Ko of the Bl (20040 cansiisof

images of mucho deivers in their all-
ferrmn SUVS, negot the he'ty
terrilory near the beach a Tel A
We hear the sound of thesr o,
spinning and their engines roang
iy they sttempt 1o scale near-im-
possible termain. Somethnes ey
fet stuck in thelr hilariously futile
atempts, and sometimes they pre-
vail, but either way the elfett s
campe, a4 if the vehicles are ragug
heasts, hucking and snoring.
Bartana suggests the ke ol ok
spnake, htid-buiting mindseq tha

underpis tie current military con-
flictin the Middle Last, She (akes o
sides in this. It is human character
that is subjected to her amused
scrutinyhere, not the shortcomings
of one side or the other.

Low Relief 1T (2004) is eguully
condensed, consisting of imagery
of Israeli and Palestinian pedce
demonstrators — shouting slogans,
drinking lrom waier battles, waving
banners — and the police who
moritor their demonstrations.
Whal elevates ticse scenes is the
way b whiclh Bartaiu slows them
dowwn, also running ihem through a
1 i that lends 1o the imuagery
the appearance of fow-roliel cary-
ings, adbetit with a gilded, slighty so-
Jarized appearance

Watching Loie kvivef 1, one s re-
minded of the Juuk of i
carvings of the ki foue
chambers, carvings that amedd 10
record listory and hand it on o the
future. Barlana takes this narrative
soul | and translat
itino her digital medivm, makinga
work that is lechnologically of our
moment bul, thematically, as old as
the hills
most powerful of Bartas1s
ojrctons here is Wild Sevds
(20051, The work sumply reconds @
group of Israeli teenagers playing a
game they'v made up called Evac-
uation of Gilad's Colony , which re-
enacts a confrontation between |s-
raeli soldiers and settlers in the oc-
cupied tefritories in 2002,
hiws us the Leens arriv-

plowtn
Lush, o
distance, suggesting promised
land of fecundity and peace As the

gaame biging, a cluster of 4
Lz U prosivon, bundiig
with their arms amid lefs inta-
twined and their hands inter
locked, while opposing players ut-
tempt to pull them asutwer. The
audin track records the taunts, slo-
guns and pleas, which we rans-
lated into English n admpeent
wall projeetion: "1 ean't broatl 1
can'txes,” “Give up the light” “Toa-
tor!” “Go back where you came
from,” “Leave her alone ” “No! [hre
w our fanu

At rpe< Bartana slows the unag
ery down At other momen's, she
recatds her subjocis in comwition-
al time, More often than not, sht
pushes hier eimera up close ta then
straining loces We  hear  then
screams and taunts, bul somenmes
she cuts the sound cut flrom under
us, so we experience the spectacle
in silence. Are these kids having
fun? This is just 4 game, and yet
their faces can take on 8n agonized
appearancr.

This ambivalence is eloquent
Watching, you become  mindful
it 1y are an the age ol conseripe
tion, that they may soi ligtaing
their nation’s battles in earnest
This becomes more and more un-
comfortable to witness, as if you
have stumbled on a back door to
the raw psychologieal pain of grow-
gt up i militarized stae

a1 Joke that goes wo tan, Wild

el the wound beneath
the surlace of things Despite the
hilarity, we can see how iLhurts

Frona Barner: The Bastard word
and Yact Bartana: Ritual coniinie
at The Power Plamt uniil 4puil 22
({16-973-4949).




