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Adapting and Constructing in a Dizzily Changing World
By KEN JOHNSON

hile waiting for its new building on the Bowery to be completed, the New Museum of
w Contemporary Art has found temporary quarters on the ground floor of the Chelsea Art
Museum on West 22nd Street. "Adaptive Behavior," the New Museum's first exhibition at this Site, isa
busy, intermittently interesting and often irritating presentation of mostly video works by 11 emerging
artists from nine countries.

Organized by the New Museum curators Dan Cameron, Trevor Smith and Y ukie Kamiya, the show
reflects the museum's own adaptive response to changing circumstances. More broadly, it means to
prompt meditation on a central question of the globalized modern world: how do people adapt to
circumstances that are changing at dizzying speeds everywhere, al the time?

It isthe kind of show that flattens most of the works it displaysinto illustrations for a vague catch-all of
asociological thesis. Two artists, for example, illustrate the adaptive interpenetration of Western and
Middle Eastern cultures. A black-and-white three-channel projection by Bojan Sarcevic of France and
Bosnia documents a scenario arranged by the artist in which atraditional Gypsy band listens to songs by
Bob Marley, Marvin Gaye and Nirvana and then tries to play them, producing music that still sounds
Middle Eastern but with a bluesy beat. (Y ou would really prefer to listen to them play their own music.)

Videos by Fikret Atay of Turkey show Kurdsin jeans and Western shoes doing traditional folk dances,
and two boys in a cash-machine lobby breaking into Kurdish song and dance.

Videos by Y oshua Okon of Mexico show uniformed Mexico City policemen dancing in a studio setting,
one lascivioudly twirling his billy club. From the exhibition brochure you learn that Mr. Okon paid the
officersto perform, which tells you something about the adaptability of the Mexico City police.

Bodily adaptation is the theme for some. "Resistance to Rohypnol," a projection by Fiorenza Menini of
France, shows a man struggling to stay awake after taking a sedative. Heistrying to adapt to his body's
pharmacologically altered internal chemistry.
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Kwabena P. Slaughter of the United States appears in his own video in loose purple satin pgjamas,
frozen in postures that suggest leaping or flying through space. Speaking to visitors on opening day, Mr.
Slaughter said that the positions were taken from sources like movies, comic books and martial arts
books and that he was thinking in part about adapting yogato African-American popular culture. The
concept, at least, isdroll.

The psychological adaptability of the artist is another aspect of the show's theme. The American artist
Robert Melee, for example, gives the impression that making art has been away to adapt to a mother
and a childhood that would make anyone else dysfunctionally neurotic. Mr. Melee has constructed a
tacky home entertainment center decorated with liquor decanters, used ashtrays, hundreds of beer bottle
caps and television sets. The televisions are playing tapes of his mother unsteadily performing in
grotesgquely overdone make-up and scanty stripper outfits, in one case in the company of the naked artist
himself. Whether he should be going public with this Oedipally charged material or keeping it between
himself and his therapist is the question.

With Robin Rhode of South Africa, what is most impressiveis his adaptation to an art world that will
credit anything as seriousiif it has the right spin. On opening day Mr. Rhode enacted a performance in
which he quickly painted a crude, life-size outline of acar on abig white box and then broke into it like
acar thief. The joke isthat heisan artist who really getsinto hiswork. The ideological spinisthe
association of the artist with outlaw cultures of the street. The best thing about this fatuous performance
was that it was short.

The association of criminality and avant-garde artistry, by the way, is aso promoted by "Rules of
Crime," a separate show of works by the British team of Kayle Brandon and Heath Bunting, in the New
Museum's Media Lounge. One of Ms. Brandon and Mr. Bunting's projects has them illegally crossing
national bordersin Europe without proper papers.

Another common response by artists to the maddening effects of modernity isto become akind of loony
clown, as Tsuyoshi Ozawa of Japan does playing a zany host in a video parody of a children'stelevision
show that was popular when he was young. It's hard to know, but Japanese viewers may find his short
episodes hilarious.

Remarkably, only two works focus on language, one of our most important tools for adaptation. A
Netherlands artist, Suchan Kinoshita, created an interactive installation of a climb-on daisy whesl,
whose surfaces you can write on with chalk, and a video in which common words chalked on signs
punctuate aflow of city scenes. It istoo complicated and obscure to be illuminating about language,
adaptation or anything else.

But the other work involving language, by Kerry Tribe of the United States, isriveting. Ms. Tribe's
video projection "Here & Elsewhere" focuses on a 10-year-old girl answering philosophical questions
about space, time and memory posed by a man off camera. She considers each question thoughtfully and
gives brief, acute answers. The Socratic dialogue is engaging, but what makes the video captivating is
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the girl herself: she has the beauty and un-self-conscious charisma of a gifted young actress.

The one nonvideo artist, Tonico Lemos Auad of Brazil, is an interesting sculptor, but his work looks as
if it belongs in another exhibition, one that would include the similarly resourceful scul pture of Gabriel
Orozco. Mr. Auad has created small sculptures of animals out of fuzz scraped off a gray carpet, a skull
out of grape stems, and "drawings" in space and on the floor made of fine gold chains. His acceptance of
ephemerality and fragility may be akind of adaptive behavior, but then almost any kind of behavior
starts to look adaptive.
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