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By JERRY SALTZ

Clint and the Chair

A NEW GENRE of perfor-
mance art—call it “Neo-
Verity"—became shock-
ingly vivid and visible in
front of tens of millions
this year. The first manifestation ap-
peared the evening of August 30, when
Clint Eastwood staged his infamous
empty-chair performance at the Repub-

lican National Convention. Instead of

plaving out a highly scripted, rehearsed
scene of political pseudo-reality, East-
wood seemed to split reality in two on-
stage: As Republican stalwarts willed
themselves to see an American icon ele-
vating irony to new heights and sticking
it to the president, everyone else saw a
party marooned in a self-replicating,
self-fortifying private reality.

That distinction exploded wide at
around 10:30 p.m. on November 6. In one

of the most unforgettable political perfor-
mances of all time, Karl Rove tried to create
his own topography of truth while annul-
ling mathematical fact in actual time. Neo-
Verity was established.

Robert Rauschenberg famously said he
wanted to work in the “gap between art
and life.” Rove and Eastwood mark the
disappearance of that gap. Life became
art, fictionalized truth and made-up nar-
rative transmuted into form. As with real
art, time expanded, slowed down; viewers
became aware of complex interplays be-
tween realities; logic was bypassed, mul-
tiple patterns of meaning formed. Unlike
art, however, this live-performance genre
lacks the flexibility gene. It is unable to
sustain any reading of itself except the
one intended; it cannot tolerate paradox.
This, oddly, is one reason it can exist only
in real time. (Also interesting: It's critic-

proof. No commentary can keep up.)

I've seen Neo-Verity in more convention-
al art settings as well. For example—and
though it didn’t contain the same degree of
public meltdown or disconnection with re-
ality—Bjarne Melgaard’s placing two live
tiger cubs in his gallery show at Ramiken
Crucible let reality come crashing through,
throwing animal-lovers into hysterics. Was
this an act? Spectacle for its own sake? Or
something so real it shocked? The fauax
meth labs and sculptural tableaux by Jo-
nah Freedman and Justin Lowe are almost
real in their absolute fakeness. In her street
performances, Sharon Hayes reads love
letters and political statements to pass-
ersby who never know whether what she’s
doing is real or feigned. Neo-Verity might
be the performance equivalent of the visi-
ble money shot in porn: something real
and unreal at the same time.
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THE YEAR
in
CULTURE

THE GOOD

REMBRANDT,
‘PORTRAIT
OF THE ARTIST’
Metropolitan
Museum of Art/
Kenwood House
The height of
Western self-
portraiture,
everyday life, and
what it means to
be an artist facing
acanvas.

THE NEW
BARNES
FOUNDATION
Like it or hate
it—and I love it—
this collection
looks better than
it ever has. Forget
the owner’s wishes.
Honor the art.

KELTIE FERRIS
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