Journal of Curatorial Studies London: vol. 6, no. 1, 2017, pp. 157-160

ISSN 2045-5836 (Print)
Publisher: Intellect

Hans Ulrich Obrist Hear Us: Featuring Bill Burns, Bill Burns, Dan Adler, Jennifer Allen,
Dannys Montes de Oca Moreda (contributors)

London/Toronto: Black Dog Publishing/YYZBOOKS (2016), 244 pp., Hardcover, ISBN:
978-1910433065, US$39.95

Reviewed by Jesse van Winden, independent researcher and critic

Atitle that extends its work’s content and not merely encapsulates itis always an indication of a
well-conceived piece. The book cover of Hans Ulrich Obrist Hear Us states under its big, bold
capitalized title, ‘Featuring Bill Burns’, suggesting it is the star curator who initiated this
publication, which in turn highlights the Canadian artist. Tothe reader’s surprise, itturns out to be
an artistbook thatindeed ‘features’ Burns’ work, butis largely conceived by him, too. Invoked ina
series of artworks as if calling to, Obrist along with other influential curators, rather than an editor
or a contributor satirically fulfills the role of the Lord.

If the mountain won’t come to Muhammad, Muhammad must go to the mountain, so why
not assert oneself? One of Burns' strategies involves ‘...having yourself paged in public places along
with the name of someone important like Beatrix Ruf or Hans Ulrich Obrist’ (63), as the witty
eponymous cover story has it. The book cover does exactly this, and uses the formulausedin
popular music to turn the spotlight on an upcoming artist ‘featuring’ in the song (or rather, music
video) of an established star. It covers an artist book that reflects on power and (in)dependencyin
an art world that moves forward at the forefront of a global, high-end culture industry.

It has become widely understood that contemporary art operates within a paradigm of
personality cult. 1 Burns enriches modalities of institutional critique with a reading of this
hegemony of publicimage by appropriating and reversing anumber of the latter’s recurrent motifs
suchas self-staging, sacrosanctveneration and self-boasting, (fictionalized) (auto)biography,
allegory, andpersonification. Accompanied byanintroduction by Dannys Montesde OcaMoreda,
two essays elaborating on Burns’ work by Dan Adler and Jennifer Allen, and a survey of Burns’
recentwork, theabovementionedtextandaseries ofdrawings (Excerptsfromthe Artist’sLifein
Pictures) constitute the central diptych of the book. They complement one another: some

drawings are illustrations of anecdotes in the exquisitely written and often hilarious faux

!Recentreflections onthistendencyinclude: Barolsky (2010), Graw (2010), Texte zur Kunst (2016), Van Winkel (2013),
Walker (2003).



autobiographical text in the tradition of illustrious — albeit less discursive — precursors such as

Salvador Dali’s or Andy Warhol’s self-performing prose. 2

Burns’ implicit counter-proposal to these and contemporary celebrities is his self-staging as
an anti-hero, having grown up in the bosom of rural catholic Canada (Saskatchewan?) tobe a
modest success artist, and longing for recognition. The story is complemented by erudite and
virtuoso writing, where understatement combines with exaggeration. The artist’s birth, for
example, isshroudedatoncein saintliness and mediocrity. Nuns convene anovenaatthe child's
birth in order to thwart his mother’s aimto call him Valentino. (He was born on the Feat of Saint
Valentine) ‘Asitturned out, | was christened “Wilfrid,” after a bishop who was also my godfather.
The moniker “Bill” took effectimmediately, since it was determined that this name might lead to
confusion between me and my father, whose name was also Wilfrid’ (35). Besides employing
impeccabledeadpan, Burnssatirizes atradition of romanticizing artist's names—think of Picasso,
whotook on his mother’s family name after judging ‘Pablo Ruiz’ too quotidian for agenius. Inthe
story that follows, the text ties into another tradition, of romanticizing the artist’'s youth — going at
leastasfarbackasGiorgioVasari's Vite. Whileless heroically so, Burnslaysoutthe precedentsfor
the interests and motives of his professional art practice, notably, explorations of nature, animal
life, and religion.

The appropriation of prayer that gives the book and the text their title exists as a series of
photographic works, printed in the book. Star curators are called upon in devotional litanies,
through signs on top of iconic museums (‘Beatrix Ruf Watch Over Me’ adorns Hamburger Bahnhof)
andairplane banners (Hou Hanruisaskedto ‘deliverus’, over Art Basel MiamiBeach). Theseand
other works reflect upon the power system of the art world and the inevitable inferiority it
suggeststolessergods. Thisindustrial structure encourages anattitude of brown-nosing, asboth
contributing essayists ironically refer to Burns’ memoir.. In a series of pictures of ‘bobble head’
action figures Adam Weinberg, RoseLee Goldberg, and others, are reframed as flimsy gods
doubling asjokey-looking kids’ toys. This connects the ‘historical, religious, and political as
analogousand converging ways of understanding the geopolitics of subjectivity’,asMontesde Oca

Moredes proposes in her introduction.s

Suchjuxtaposition of playfulness and eloquenceis one of Burns’ trademarks (see for
example his mid-1990s series of mini-garments entitled, Safety Gear for Small Animals). But they

also bring to mind of the use of satire and fiction as literary devices in recent books that stage art

2Seeforexample Dali’s The Secret Life of Salvador Dali (1942), Diary of a Genius (1964),and Warhol’s The Philosophy of
Andy Warhol (From A to B and Back Again) (1975).
% For an elaboration on commodity culture, ideology, spectacle, and the cultural industry in the context of religious

appropriation of modern capitalist culture, see: Liitticken 2009.



world personae asgodlike figures. Charles Saatchi’s Be the Worst You Can Be (2013)is justone of
the books in which the advertising mogul turned art dealer attains amerciless kind of heroism for

himself, not despite but because of his witty arrogance. A more vital reference for Hans Ulrich
Obrist Hear Us, however, is the 1966 artist book Polke/Richter Richter/Polke. 4 Sigmar Polke and
Gerhard Richter positionthemselves as personifications of ‘the artist’ as an utterly quotidian,
almostsilly, domestic human being. Satirizing the public persona of the artist as a romantic,
earth-saving hero, they discursively reframe the artist against the background of trivial
consumerismand cold-war politics, quite plausiblyimplicitly targeting the rising mystical star of
theiracquaintance Joseph Beuys. Whilethe latteremployed nature asafundamental conditionfor
both his fictional autobiography and the material reality of his practice in an attempt to
reconstruct pastand presentrealities, Burns’ affinity with nature is employed as ademystification
of the artist as well as an allegorical mechanism.

Burns'Excerpts from the Artist’s Life in Pictures, stand outin this respect. They are
emblemswithinscribed mottos, where animals andartworld stereotypes are enacted and
re-enacted. ‘limmediatelyrecognizedthe bodylanguage ofaKunsthalle director’ (76), statesone.
Curators come across as scientific observers doing fieldwork, describing and reproducing species
and specimens of flora and fauna as they would in the field. ‘The fact that curators are fond of
ungulateshasprovenanenormousbenefitto me. Moose standinginmarsheshas become one of
my specialties’ (66), readsanother. Again, the anti-heropersonaprovesafinedevice forreflecting
on the difficult balance between the art world imperative of self-staging and its dependence on
curators and collectors: ‘The planwas toimpressthe collector’'s companion with my knowledge of
mushrooms and varieties of flora, but she reminded me that mushrooms are not flora’ (89).

Both Adlerand Allen’'s essays included inthe book allow the reader to understand Burns’
work as deeplyallegorical. Adler's essay disentangles the waysin which themes of nature, the art
world, and religion are woven together by overt and covert modes of irony; from tragic comedy via
‘the central Kafka joke’ to satire. Jennifer Allen insightfully asserts how the theme of nature, and
the motif of wood in particular, sustain Burns’ critique of the art world economy: ‘Instead of
confirming thatart can be anything, he uses wood to make a much more powerful argument: the
ArtWorld is at once the most archaic economy and the most sophisticated one’ (154). If Beuys
posedseriouslyasthe personification ofartas capital, Burns posesironicallyasapersonification of

the artist as an endangered species.
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