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Gabriel Lester, The Blank Stare, 2013. Photo: Vegard Kleven. Courtesy the artist, Gallery Fons Welters, Amsterdam, and Leo Xu Projects, Shanghai

he Nordic Biennial, aka Momentum, takes place in the town of Moss on the

outskirts of Oslo. For the seventh edition, two Scandinavian curators

harbouring diverse practices — Power Ekroth and Erland Hammer — decided to

‘agree to disagree’: thatis, to create two parallel exhibitions. Theorists might
refer to this thematic conflict as ‘positive antagonism’, wherein friction stemming
from disagreement can fuel change or motivate a redirection of energies.

What matters more than deciding to get along, or otherwise, is what results:
combined energies, going against the grain or doing or saying nothing. Revolts and
rebellions can be useless ifthe idea behind an action is misinformed; motivations
should aim for transparency. Whether or not art can be apolitical is a question for
this event. Artis perceived to be as significant as a transformative political revolution

by only a handful of appreciators.
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Lnlike Momentum 6, which invelved Ofive Scandinavian curators, a single theme and
mare exhibition spaces, the current biennial downplays collaboration. This

year, Momentum Kunsthall —a former brewery in the cityDcentre — iz the primary
exhibition space, with Heilmannparken, a nineteenth-century garden, and the
entrance area to Mallebyen and Momenturn Kunsthall providing additional space.
The curators have divided these spaces, with Ekroth focusing more on the external
public areas. No singular conclusion arisesOfrom either curator’s work; how one

viewsD these radically different exhibitions remains the responsibility of a searching
audience.

Still, both curators confront thematic relevance, questioning its necessity. TheQ
artists in Ekroth’s share of the biennial, Six mpossible Things Before BOTH CURATORS
Breakfast, do not fit into any prepackaged concept; they cajole the viewer to

CONFRONT THEMATIC
enter other worlds (the fitle references Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland),
some of them delusional yet deserving inspection. RELEVANCE, QUESTIONING
ITS NECESSITY

In Tower of Babel (2011), lranian artist Goran Hassanpour shares his

sculptural interpretation of Babylon based upon how he privately imagined this
utopia to be at an amorphous point in time —when the world was sublime and
unfettered. Together, these works invite viewers to reexamine their approaches to
the truisms and fallacies of art as tool or saviour.

Ekroth sugagests in her text for the exhibition one paolitical axiom inspired by Marx &
Engels: ‘Artis both *base”™ and “superstructure”... Every-day life [is] where all
transactions between people happen within the *base”, where the forces and
relations of production such as the division of labour and property exist, the
relations into which people enter to produce the necessities of life.

Then there is the ‘superstructure’ which can be described as whatever else we
need to make the base function: the laws, the economic structure, the ideology and
the history of the society — and how one regards oneself within the society is of
course part of this.'

Forces atthe base (eqg, the Internet) affectD the superstructure (eg, culture and
education), yet art is considersd the conjeining threadDand ticket to move among
these spheres —Dand citizens, for Ekroth, must reevaluate how the base relates to
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example, emphasise Hammer's affinity for abstract painting. He's uninterested in
forcing viewers to engage with hot topics or historicity; if an exhibition Ois a circus, he
refuses to balance on the tightrope.

After seeing both halves, T harbour an Dimage of Ekroth i a psychedelic garage with O

the artworld's hood up, grease caked beneath her fingernails, while Hammer floats
unhindered somewhere in a seli-designed, somewhat egocentric realm. Some may
argue that one exhibition is 'better’, more “desirable’ than Dits counterpart; this is
reductive.

More appealing is how this dichotomy provokes one to consider the vulnerabilities
of each show-as-unit and Othe bisnnial az a whele. Consider how Ekroth's tenets of
‘hase’ and ‘superstructure’ apply to this event. Positive antagonism often
unleashes buried sentiments begging for either utility or release. In short, the
curators’ playfulness and defence of individualism is duly noted.

This review was first published in the October 2013 issue.
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