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It is well to keep in mind the fact that not all American history is recorded. And in some ways we are fortunate that it isn’t, for if it were, we might become so chagrined by the discrepancies which exist between our democratic ideals and our social reality that we’d soon lose heart. Perhaps this is why we possess two basic versions of American history: one which is written and is neatly stylized as ancient myth, and the other unwritten and as chaotic and full of contradictions, changes of pace, and surprises as life itself. Perhaps this is to overstate a bit, but there’s no denying the fact that Americans can be notoriously selective in the exercise of historical memory.

                                                            Ralph Ellison

Dear Friends:
This is an invitation to participate in Barrister’s annual group show set for April thru May, 2003.

As you already know, next year is the bicentennial of the Louisiana Purchase—“the largest real estate deal in history.” Our state’s and our city’s museums, historical collections, universities, and tourist and recreation organizations are all gearing up for major commemorative events. President Bush, the President of France, and the King of Spain will be in New Orleans. The New Orleans Botanical Gardens will show “Plants of the Louisiana Purchase” and the zoo in Monroe will feature “Animals of the Louisiana Purchase.” There will be theatrical and musical affairs—a symphony with libretto is in the works as well as a performance of the opera “The Baroness.” For the entire year, we shall be subjected to conferences, lectures, historical re-enactments, and exhibitions of every imaginable form of historical art, document, and artifact. 
President Thomas Jefferson’s successful acquisition of the Louisiana Territory and New Orleans from Napoleon in 1803, for $15, 000,000, was an event of such importance that it rivals the American Revolution itself in historical magnitude—and that is certainly the tenor of the enthusiastic web pages of the institutions advertising their Louisiana Purchase events. Institutions, however, respond in institutional ways by dusting off and exhibiting institutional works. Not surprisingly, there are no galleries intent on allowing artists to confront the real issues and consequences of the Purchase—some are vaguely scheduling shows of “Louisiana artists,” or it’s the same old same old. 

If we take our lead from the passage from Ralph Ellison quoted above and recall the irritation, if not disgust, we have all felt when we have, through officialdom’s inadvertences, become aware of the misinformation and deceptions that we have endured from our political and financial leaders over the last twenty or thirty years, we must assume there are betrayals yet to be discovered. What then about our inherited and common view of the historically dimmer American past foisted upon us by the media, museums, and our history books?  How much of that is romanticized fantasy, or put more directly, simply not true?  
There is nothing in European, Asian, or Middle Eastern history books that would allow us to think that their own view of their past is any less fraught with wishful thinking, fantasy, and lies; but America is a different place—we are not held together by common religion or common race or common ethnicity or, increasingly, even a common language.  We are instead held together by our Constitution’s visionary ideas, about democracy, religious freedom, and equality.  But if the transmission of those cherished principles is clouded by deception or obscured by misinformation, hypocrisy, or calculated omission, how can we live in a sensible and ethical present? To distort history is to dishonor the past and the present. It is common knowledge, finally, that Jefferson, the veritable author of the Constitution, not only had sex with his slaves, but, he also kept his slaves in bondage until his death. Did you know that Jefferson came into office through the Electoral College? Did you know that he fought an undeclared war against Muslim states? It is a commonplace to observe that those who do not understand their history are doomed to repeat it. Well clearly we don’t know our history. In one real estate transaction America doubled in size and, a heartbeat later, rattled its sabers at the great European powers and prepared for the next land grab from Native Americans, from Spain in the southeast, England in the northwest, and Mexico in the southwest and west. Old Gory was soon flying from sea to shinning sea.
Our institutions commemorating the Louisiana Purchase are not likely to focus on the unconstitutional, illegal, and unethical nature of Jefferson’s Purchase, or on the impetus that the Purchase gave to the extermination of the Native Americans, or to consequent growth of slavery and the ultimate dissolution of the Union. Nor are they likely to note that the egregious effects of the Louisiana Purchase can be seen 100 years later at the Centennial anniversary which occurred in St. Louis—both in the national displays and in President Teddy Roosevelt’s imperialist speech which opened the St. Louis Exposition of 1903 (the Centennial anniversary of the Louisiana Purchase), and, two hundred years later in the war mongering speeches of President Bush. 
Now…what does ART have to do with our nation’s history? Our “vision” of American history, it can be argued, has been formed by the Arts housed in institutions and endlessly reproduced in our history books. Whether it was the Egyptian mural painters and sculptors who portrayed their Pharaoh as a God, the Roman sculptors who regularly put their emperors’ heads on the torsos of Hercules or Apollo, the Renaissance artists who depicted Venetian and Florentine tyrants kneeling piously before the Christ child, Jacques Louis David painting “Napoleon Crossing the Alps” as if he were Hannibal, Emanuel Leutze painting “Washington Crossing the Delaware,” with Washington standing upright in a river of glacier chunks, or Norman Rockwell’s soporific version of American middle class life for the Post, it is nothing but lies.  There have been very few Guernicas.
The models of depravity in all the courts of Europe presented as noble gentlemen surrounded by all the trappings of power are no different from the portraits of our “Founding Fathers” found in all our museums, the White House Rotunda, and all our history books, and no different than the aristocratic representations of Hitler, Mussolini, and Stalin. All are no more authentic than Madison Avenue ads, than political cartoons or election posters: all are fraught with agendas and ideological rubbish. “Historical art” lies, flatters, and is as fantastical a construction as Disney World. When it comes to truthful historical and social representation, the Arts are expedient, nationalistic, unreliable, and “romantic,” in the very worst sense of that word. 
What about photography, the allegedly objective recorder of events? We have had, it would seem, some genuinely truthful renderings of American social and historical events: from two Danes, Jacob Reis’ How the Other Half Lives and Jacob Holdt’s American Pictures, from the conscious quickening photojournalists of the World Wars and especially Jones Griffith’s images of Vietnam and McCullin’s of Cambodia, and some others, to be sure. However, almost from the beginning, photography lied: we know, as Susan Sontag has very recently reminded us, Brady’s photographs of the Civil War battlefields were staged. During the 20th Century, canonized photographs that have achieved iconic stature, like Capa’s Republican soldier shot during the Spanish Civil War and Rosenthal’s Marines raising the flag at Iwo Jima, have all been proven to be inventions, i.e., untrue images. Or consider the recent photo op of the white NYC firemen raising the flag at the Twin Towers site—a snap shot, to judge from the outcry, inadvertently misrepresenting the racial diversity of the rescuers. The Warren Commission had to physically rearrange the frames of the Zabruder film, but with computer manipulation now so simple, how can we ever believe in the integrity of any photograph or sequence of images?—anymore than we could ever trust Hollywood’s “historical films”—Griffin’s Birth of a Nation, DeMille’s Ten Commandments, David Lean’s Lawrence of Arabia, and, notoriously, Oliver Stone’s Salvador, JFK, and Nixon, to mention a few of hundreds of factually bogus movies. Recently, an historian of the Five-Point area of NYC said that Martin Scorsese’s The Gangs of New York, is largely fabricated.   

One of the greatest art historians of the 20th Century, Johan Huizinga, after decades of study, concluded that “…the vision of an epoch resulting from the contemplation of works of art is always incomplete, always too favorable, and therefore fallacious” (The Waning of the Middle Ages). The Arts have not been mirrors of historical reality, but reflections of the presumptuousness of power. I would also add, more vehemently, that the Arts’ representation of historical events has been, ultimately, pernicious serving only those in political power and perpetuating hierarchical, paternalistic stereotypes. I do believe, however, that there is a legitimate need for a new kind of “historical art”—not sponsored by the power structures, not documentary, in the strict sense, but more personally reflective of the truth—historical art that can communicate an informed, palpable reality to the future—as the artist senses it or feels it or knows it in his or her social and moral conscience and based on the facts of history, as uncomfortable as those facts may be. 

Peter Abbs, in 1987, in an essay entitled The Four Fallacies of Modernism, was then contemplating what the post-modern artistic landscape might be and comes very close to describing what I would like to see you contribute to this deconstructive exhibition of Louisiana’s visual history:

After Modernism there is nowhere to turn but back and further back into our diverse historical culture and down and further down into the depths of our existence, until the time tracks converge and become one…to bring up the buried images in order to reveal the deep abiding, contradictory, poetic forms of human life.   
I would like to make it clear that I am asking you to respond to this request to reinvent historical art the way you always do your art—figural or abstract, on canvas, on paper, in wood, in clay, with video camera or with bedsprings—only to consider a convergence, an intersection with History. Since the subject at hand is the Louisiana Purchase and, more generally, the history of Louisiana and New Orleans, I would like to provide you with additional historical material to help you focus on the issues. In our present age of rapid fire events, however, what happened one week ago qualifies as History, so you are free to find your inspiration in the wacky, corrupt, and horrendous city and state events we read about in the T-P and Gambit. Your response may, of course, be serious or satirical, or both. 
If you’re interested in participating and submitting a piece, please call me so that I can send along the additional reading material—or stop by the Gallery.  This is not a juried show—you’re in if you wish to be. The deadline for submitting a work will be around Wednesday, the 26th of March 2003—the opening will be on Saturday, April 5, 2003. Call me at the Gallery if you have any questions.
Over the last couple of years, the April-May Barrister’s Gallery exhibitions, “The New Orleans Assemblage Show” and “Lenin: Busted” have brought together the best and the brightest artists in town and have proven to be intelligent and entertaining.  I and Chris Fischer, who will be principle curator of this exhibition,—tentatively titled “The Louisiana Purchase Dis-Mantled: Re-Visions of Our History”—hope you will accept our invitation to have some fun and help to re-define the genre of “historical art.”

Sincerely,

Andy P. Antippas                                                                                        
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P. S.  I just now read a review by Professor Helen Vendler in The New Republic (Jan 6, 2003) of a newly published anthology of poems, Amazing Grace: An Anthology of Poems About Slavery, 1660-1810, ed. by James G. Basker. At the end of the review, she quotes a heinous poem by Boswell which defends English slavery in the Caribbean as a completely enjoyable experience for the slaves; Vendler adds Boswell’s own remark on his poem: “Sir William Young has a series of pictures, in which the Negroes in our plantations are justly and pleasingly exhibited in various scenes.” Vendler concludes with one sentence that exactly summarizes my over-long note:

                             Pictures of the beheaded or the mangled, the racked or
                             the raped would not have suited the drawing room.
