ART IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY
“Power”

From politics to mass media, the theme of power pervades daily life. The artists in “Power” negotiate personal and cultural histories, re-imagine social space, and challenge authority, oppression and control.

ART IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY “Power” airs on PBS Friday, September 16, 2005, 10:00-11:00 p.m. ET (check local listings). David Alan Grier hosts.
“My work is sometimes like the poppy flower. It has this almost romantic side, but yet it also represents a poison,” says Chinese artist Cai Guo-Qiang, who harnesses the explosive power of gunpowder to create epic, heroic works that are born in violent on-site acts of performance. Drawing influence from painted silk scrolls and matchbox paintings that his father made, Cai has transposed Chinese artistic tradition into the 21st century. For his show “Inopportune” at MASS MoCA, Cai explores catastrophe, pain and the meaning of terrorism in the world since September 11 with an installation of tumbling cars that follow a path through the air. In neighboring galleries, a video imagines a car bomb in Times Square, and a series of stuffed tigers shot through by arrows elicits a disturbing, visceral reaction. The program also travels to Washington, DC, where Cai has filled a wrecked boat with broken religious idols to question the emotional nature of objects, and to São Paolo, where a suspended plane constructed of woven vine and pierced by sharp objects confiscated from the local airport’s security checkpoint dramatizes contemporary fears. “Behind all this is a very earnest and frank look at our society today,” says Cai.

Working on bold, colorful, extremely detailed paintings that take months to create, Laylah Ali combines cartoon and folkloric aesthetics to explore notions of ethnicity and social violence. “I think when people say violence, oftentimes, we think of the violent act,” says Ali. “I’m more interested in what happens before and after, and examining that.” In her studio, Ali demonstrates the tricky process of working with unforgiving gouache on paper and speculates that the physiological effects of color and light on the eye may have real social effects. “Could racism be just attributed to bizarre visual phenomenon? There’s a question.” Ali also opens up the numerous files of clippings she meticulously keeps as source material, as well as her notebooks, where she first sketches out the characters she will eventually paint. In a transformation that Ali still finds surprising, her characters come to life in a dance performance produced in collaboration with choreographer Dean Moss. Control, a theme in much of Ali’s work, also informs her own creative process. She admits, “So much of the work is about me trying to control it, doing all I can to control it, and yet it still defies me.”

In St. Louis, a ghostly pair of hands gestures from the front of the central public library as crime victims and inmates tell their stories. In Boston, images of individuals projected at enormous scale onto the Bunker Hill Monument tell of loved ones who have died violent deaths. Through his grand audio-video projects in public spaces, Krzysztof Wodiczko transforms national monuments and architectural façades into “bodies” as he collaborates with communities to get people to “break the code of silence, to open up and speak about what’s unspeakable.” Born of a Jewish mother “on the rubble of war” in World War II Poland, Wodiczko has been deeply affected by the devastation of war and violence all his life. In Hiroshima, he works with tearful survivors of the atomic bomb, helping them “to open up and share with the world what is so painful” through a commemorative projection. In Tijuana, he projects the faces of women onto the spherical façade of the city’s cultural center as they tell detailed stories of being abused. “I think that people were there to support what they were hearing even if what they were hearing and seeing was unbearable,” he says. “Sometimes it’s easier to be honest speaking to thousands of people as the monument than to tell the truth at home to the closest persons.”

True to her fiercely independent spirit, Ida Applebroog invented her own last name. In similar fashion, her diverse body of work defies convention and labels. “I don’t consider myself a sculptor or a painter or a book artist or a conceptual artist,” she insists. “I just make art.” Indeed, Applebroog’s work spans a dizzying array of media including drawings, paintings, books, photographs, sculptures and installations. Throughout, the constant that emerges is a trenchant social commentary expressed through images culled from mass media. “It’s hard to say what your work is about,” she says, “but for me, it’s about how power works: male over female, parents over children, governments over people, doctors over patients.” Her work skews ordinary images into anxious scenarios infused with irony and black humor. Once “computer illiterate,” Applebroog recently decided to embrace technology, and has now adopted it to create enormous prints. But she sees this as simply an extension of the same path she has always followed. For Applebroog, who was born in 1929, it’s not the medium that matters, it’s the act of creation that sustains her. “I cannot believe there’s a reawakening of every juice in my body at this point in my life,” she says.

The hour concludes with an original piece of video art by Teresa Hubbard/Alexander Birchler, a unique and poetic meditation on the idea of power.
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■ A companion Web site at www.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. 

