ART REVIEW

Getting_Caravagg_iq From Video,

Images from “Irit Batsry: Set”, avideo irstalation inwhich Lazaro Ramos, left, isfilmed playing alegerdary drag queenina Brazilian

By ROBERTA SMITH

The jury & the Whitney Museum of American Art knew wheat
it was doing when it gavwe the Igadi-bom fimvideo atig Irit
Batsry the $100,000 Buckshaum Award for her work in the 2002
Whitney Biemid Exhibition. "Irit Batgy: Set" a sow tha is the
cumiretion of the award, introdwces a desavig winmer ad a
profoundly imposirg if initially unprepossessngwork of art.

This wasrit ertirdy expected. The original anmouncament of
Ms. Basy as the winrer was geded with a oollecve "Who?"
fo(ljlowed by a somewhet less collective "Oh, no, not more film ard
video! "

The joke was that the museumi's survey would be renamed the
Whtney Biemial Film Festival The firss Bucksbaum Awad,
hended ou at the 2000 Biemial, wert to Pad Pfeffer, arother
video atig. Bu Mr. Pfeffers "Fragment of a Crudfixon (After
Francis Bacon)" was among the 2000 Biemid's few red hits ad
trly orignd atworks. So Mr. Pfeiffer seemed an auspicious choice
for the award, which herbors ambitions of becoming the American
Tumer Prize

Wkhen it care to buz, the choice of Ms. Basy more or less
hed rore. He videos and occadonal irstaletion pieces hed dmost
rever been stown in New York (athowh se hes lived here sirce
1983), and her contribution to the 2,002 Biemid hed dmost zero
impact. "These Are Not My Images (N ather There Nor Here)," her
beauifu bu owerly arty 80-mirute feature in the show's flm ad
video section, was stown only three times in the Biennial's 10-week
run. (It will be soreened a fouth tune on Feb. 2 & 830 p.m. at
MoMA Gramerc

A navier, sexier choicefor the secord Buckhaum

"Irit Batsry: Set" is at the Whitrey Museum of American Art, 945.
Madison Avene, & 75th Street, (212) 570-3600; trough Feb.22.

Award migt have been the young two-man collective Forcefield,
whose muitimedia inddlation took up a lot of cdllery space ard
polaizzd opinion. (I heted the roise ard flashing lights but loved
theknitted garments)

| dowbt that I'm the orly ore who dards corrected. Ms.
Batsry's curent exhibition, which has been organized by Lawrence
Rinder, curator of cortemporary art at the Whtrey, uwvals "Set,"
a seaningy modest but utimetely consuming \ideo instdlation.
Its superiority to "These Are Not My Images' suggeds thet it is
me kird of breskthrough for the artigt.

Its physica comporents are simple erowh a dak room
puctueted by the ligt of five andlish screens learing egainst the
walls with litle dumps of egupmert in frot of them These
irclwde minscreens of Plexigas thet refled the projected images
orto the walls recredirg them as distorted, phentasmagpric ghosts.
Amid a congart play of searing lights and vevety sredows, the
work creates a Caravaggo-style surourd of slent, shape-shifting
images ard  images-within-images. It is a joumey to several hearts
of darkness: cinermetic, socid, persorel and artidic.

A video irstdlaion eout the meking of a red fim about a
red life, "Set" throws a fistful of themes & us as we mowe from
soreen to screen, watching a young adtor and film crew at work on a
movie s&. These include masquerade ard illusion, social difference
ad oorflit, reigows at ad ritud, atisic oolleboraion and
irdivid el expression

The work rewolves aourd the magnetically androgyrous face
ad conddedble dage presrce of Lazaro Ramos, a hardsome
yourg ador, & he stars in "Madame Sad," the-award-winning film
debut of the Braglian director Kaim Airowz. Mr. Ramos plays the
role of Jo&o Francisco dos Sartos (1900-76), a legerdary inhabitant
of the Lapa, theimpoverished bohemian quarter of Rio de Jangiro.

The child of daves, dos Satos was a thef, a progitute, a
street fighter, a female impersoretor and



With Several Hearts of Darkness

ntsry/Whitney Museum of American Art

Phatogaphs by Irit Batsy / Whitney museum or Amaican r

isfilmed playing alegerdary drag queen ina Brazlian movie. At right, crew members set up an outdoor night scene for the movie

lus life in prison and was equel parts Robin Hood, Josephire Baker
ad Mak the Knfe Madame Sa& wes among severd
flamboyartly imperios pesona he creged for himseff, this ore
inpired by Hs almirdion for Ceci B. DeMile's 1930 film
"Madame Saan”

Shedowing the director, cinemaetogapher, cast ard crew, Ms
Basry et two weeks videotaping Mr. Airowzs s&. From this she
exdtraded 43 minues of videotape which plat’ smutaneoudy in six
*gquaces, rangng from 2 to 20 mirutes each, on the five sreens
There is dso a kind of mysterious come-on projection, \isble from
the drest end the lobby, playing on the museum's bridge like
ararce

It woud bea limitaionif Mr. Ainowzsfilm, which

A movie about a Brazilian drag
gueen becomes the subject of a

museum i nstallation.

Stephen Holden called formidable in his review in The New York
Times last summer, were required iewing for Ms. Batgys work to
be effective But it is not. In an age when popua films routirely
offer audiences fragmerted, postmodernist narrdives (21 Grams' is
among the curent exanmples), the mird goes to work. It is quickly
goparent that the sceres ae rdated, that we are wachirg a film
beingmade and thet each bit of rarrative sustains multiple readings
Proceeding from left to right, the screens mowe from fact
through process to fidion; from the murdane detals of mekeup,
through the eleborate medhenics of dagng and lighing, to the
intensity and illusion of performarce
Mr Ramosisthe lure. Inthefirst two screers his

eyes ae closed and his beautiful black face is bang dawbed by a
white hend holding a white tisste. He is beng mede wp, but he
coud be having blord, sweg or tears wiped away; he could be the
object of some ordeal, maybe even Chrig on the cross

The longes querce, subtitled "Setup,” shows people moving
in a gmoothly rumirng display of teamwork. Distances ae
messured, ladders tome ard go, a pristire bource board for ligt is
damped in place The action moves beween vest irdoor gpaces ad
the street, where a nighttime tracking shot is being set yp. The crew
dors anor&ks as ran darts to fall. This sequence plays as landscgpe
to the portraiture of Mr. Ramoss mekeup ceres The 4ill life, on
an adjacent <creen is a realy immobile shot of a solitary bource
boad, whose deady, daring white suface assumes an emblematic,
wnearthly aura, like apure shining shidd or banrer.

The work's find ad mog beauifd sagquence, subtitied
"Refledt,” shows both Mr. Ramos and his cherecter in peformarce.
In one scere he appears in mekeup and a sparkling choker, dandng
swgestivdy in a cde In othes, hawgttily furiows, he deerds
hmself in nagty corfrontetions thet sometimes tun violet & the
images jump and roll exaggeratedly. Sometimes the can= era draws
back to revedl that the scanes are beiny~ <creered on a monitor:
thee are the daly rushes and someone off-camera is operaing the
remote fast forward, revarse, freeze.

With antecedents like JeanLuc Godard, Miched Srow, ealy
Paer Campus ad Jan Jonas and cortemporaries like Catherine
Sulivan, Isaac Jdien and Jremy Deler, Ms Basy opedes in the
g beween fiction and documentary. In "Set" she takes us irto thet
g to expeience for ouslves a complexity that is as psychological
as it is pairterly, as literary as it is spatial. She displays an urustel
ability to draw rich pictorial, symbolic ad poetic resonances from
the nuts and bolts of filmmeking ad she shows a sure grasp of the
inextricable unty of form and oontert, or dructue awl mesning,
thet is scarcein cortemporary art



