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Bill Jacobson,

“Songs of Sentient Beings”
Julie Saul, through Mar 23

(see Photography).

Bill Jacobsonis the creatorof someof the
most haunting and resonant images in
current pl:ulngi'.mh‘\'. His 1992 debul ex-
hibition, “Interim Portraits,” featured
sofl-focus figures that were recognizably
queer, These seemingly threatened bod-
ies would appear and disappear intoand
out of diaphanous white or inky black
grounds: And like the man cruising you
from across a steam room, they looked
great inthe fog. Ala time when the lives
of gay men [eel especially precarious,

these images were poignant testimonials
Lo themelding ofl fear and desire.

In this new series, with its Whit-
manesque title, Jacobson’s work is more
complicated and difficult to apprehend.
1le's increased his scale, included women
(though many areandrogynous), locused
onisolated areas of the body andlimited
the number of images—elflectively sug-
gesting a single installation piece. While
survival and desire are still dominant
themes, the fragmentation of sexual and
psychological identity are now also part
of the narrative. Jacobson uses his signa-
ture manipulations of focus to distort his
subjectsinanalmost painterly mode. The
attenuvated figures, with limbslike flames
or wisps of simoke, recall both Ingress
odalisques and the aliens from Close -
counters of the Third Kind. While the
meaning here is rather ambiguous, the
use ol the word senfient in the exhibition
title is 4 clue. These beings are indeed
areave of what they are going through,
and like canaries in a mine shaft, their
fragility serves asa reminder of ourown
mortality. Although Fam reluctant toat-
tach aspiritual cliché to this work, I sense
a promise of transcendence. Jacobsin's
tens probes beyond the (lesh into some
unnamed and invisibleaspect of theself.

[ do miss the specifically queer con-
tent of the carlier work, and | wonder if
these images seem little more than beau-
tiful now that they're less focused on gray
concerns. But Jacobson has taken a
chance with this show, and when an
artist of his caliber shifts stralegies, it is
exciting lowatch.—ill Arning



