ART IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY
Every day, contemporary artists ponder questions about life, society, philosophy, psychology, race, science, technology, memory, history — and the nature of art itself. Through an astonishing range of approaches, techniques and materials, they transform their ideas into art that explores the possibilities of creative thinking and self-expression. What goes on inside the minds of today’s most dynamic visual artists? How do they make the leap between insight and finished object? What tools do they use and why do they choose them? How do they locate themselves, their methods and their works within the traditions of art history? What inspires artists to break through the barriers of convention to arrive at new ways of seeing? 

The third season of ART IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY, the only series on national public television to focus exclusively on contemporary art and the people who create it, explores these and other intriguing questions. Like the great biennial art exhibitions that regularly showcase current artistic activity, “ART 21” returns to television every two years to profile working artists who build our living culture with each painting, sculpture, photograph or installation that they create. This season, the series travels from São Paulo to Boston, from Berlin to Houston, to film 16 working artists and to open up the intimate spaces where they flourish. The four-part series airs on PBS September 1-October 7, 2005, 10:00-11:00 p.m. ET. 

Creating art is a complex process; sometimes deliberate, sometimes serendipitous, always rigorous. ART 21 takes viewers into the artists’ lives, unfiltered, for a rare encounter with the creative process in action and an exciting opportunity to hear what cutting-edge artists are thinking about as they work. “It is difficult to imagine anyone who works harder than an artist,” says curator Susan Sollins, who is executive producer of the series. “ART 21 allows public television viewers to experience the passion, the focus and the compulsion that drives their creativity.”

As in previous seasons, each hour of ART IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY is organized around a unifying theme that helps audiences analyze, compare, contrast and juxtapose the artists profiled. The premiere program, “Power” (September 16), explores issues of violence, domination and control that pervade contemporary society. “Memory” (September 23) delves into how an artist’s personal background, as well as our shared historical past, emerge in artistic expression. “Structures” (September 30) profiles artists who investigate context and order in the organization of their art. “Play,” the final program (October 7), reveals artists who fearlessly tap improvisation and games, spontaneity and mundane objects, to make art that is simultaneously whimsical and profound.   

Each program is introduced by a celebrity host who is fascinated and knowledgeable about contemporary art. This season, David Alan Grier, Isabella Rossellini, Sam Waterston and Grant Hill introduce the theme at the beginning of each hour. Each program also includes an original work of video art by the artists Teresa Hubbard and Alexander Birchler. The work of Hubbard and Birchler, known for their haunting video projections, alters temporal, cinematic and architectural expectations of the viewer through the use of looping narratives. For ART IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY, their first commission for television, they have created a series of enigmatic short films, always in the same setting and with recurring characters, centered around the ideas of sleep and dreams.

For many viewers, season three of ART IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY may challenge conventional notions of “the painter” or “the sculptor” who works in a single medium. A great many of the artists profiled are adept in numerous media, easily moving from one to the next as they experiment and search for the perfect form for expressing their visions. Matthew Ritchie talks about how central drawing is to his practice, but here is seen creating metal sculptures, elaborate multi-media installations, and even designing playing cards and games. Ellen Gallagher draws, paints, does scrimshaw-type scratching on paper, uses computer-assisted engraving and makes films. Oliver Herring makes the medium secondary to the experience of working with people and unleashing their creativity as he produces videos, takes photographic portraits and creates mixed-media sculptures. Septuagenarian Ida Applebroog, who recently discovered the creative potential of the computer, blends technology with traditional media like sculpture, photography, collage and painting.  

Many of the artists also use surprising materials. Both Fred Wilson and Josiah McElheny create glass objects — but put them to dramatically different uses, with Wilson contemplating questions of race, while McElheny comments on modernism and 20th-century history. Cai Guo-Qiang makes much of his work with spectacular, and dangerous, gunpowder explosions that are even more resonant in the post-9/11 world. Jessica Stockholder freely admits her love of plastic and shows it by incorporating cheap, brightly colored consumer items into her sculptural installations. And Richard Tuttle works in part with humble materials such as styrofoam, wire and wood.

Performance also plays a significant role in much of the work of these artists as they find ways to collaborate and build relationships with people. Laylah Ali, in a departure from her highly controlled, solitary studio experience, collaborates with a choreographer and dancers to bring to life the compelling images she paints. Mike Kelley is producing, directing and composing music for a projected series of 365 videos that use actors, singers, dancers and even animals to re-stage cultural memories. And Krzysztof Wodiczko collaborates with disenfranchised people around the world to share deeply moving theatrical experiences with the entire community, projecting videotaped interviews with victims of violence onto civic monuments.

The interplay between media also becomes central to the work of some of the artists this season. Arturo Herrera, for example, creates collages and sketches, but then photographs them to create something that goes beyond either. And Roni Horn explores the mutable nature of sculpture and photography in her work.

While many of the artists have embraced technology and multi-faceted ways of working, at least two remain much more explicitly tied to tradition. Despite the rise of digital photography, Hiroshi Sugimoto is inspired by the conceptual ideas of Duchamp and continues to use a conventional large format camera to take his arresting photos. And Susan Rothenberg infuses the traditional medium of oil paint with new meaning as she concerns herself with issues of perspective, light and color.

Some of the artists — including Herrera, Wilson, Gallagher and Ali — explore their own mixed racial identities through their work. Others, like Kelly and Wodiczko, reveal their interest in the social function of art. A few, like Ritchie and McElheny, are involved in highly intellectual quests exploring science or philosophy. Whatever the goal, though, all of the artists profiled are accomplished, disciplined, thoughtful and have much to reveal about contemporary art — and contemporary ideas — in the world today.
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■ A companion Web site at pbs.org/art21 re-launches in August with in-depth information about the artists in season three, as well as the artists from seasons one and two, a total of 55 artists to date. In addition, a 32-page educator’s guide and an extensive national outreach project expand the reach of the series beyond the broadcast.  

A companion book, Art:21 — Art in the Twenty-First Century, Volume 3, will be published by Harry N. Abrams this fall. 
ART IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY is available from PBS Home Video: ShopPBS.org; 877-PBS-SHOP, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.

