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Museum of Contemporary Art as subtle and understated 
reminders of the disparity between bloated biennial 
budgets and artists’ often-meager livelihoods. 

In a much more dramatic fashion, Jennifer Allora 
and Guillermo Calzadilla unsuccessfully attempted to 
auction off the Sydney Biennale entirely to Sotheby’s at a 
reserve price of $2 million, after the Biennale’s creative 
director, Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, asked the artistic 
duo to make a work for the exhibition with no financial 
compensation. Allora and Calzadilla’s collaborative 
work, reduced to a fake, voided, inkjet-printed check, 
represents the crisis of contemporary art in a fiscal 
sense. Their gesture questions the value, scope, intent, 
and influence of the contemporary biennial, and begs 
for lasting exhibition counter-models and strategies 
that interconnect more readily with artists’ practices. 
Their work also reminds viewers that the spatial and 
object-focused dynamics of the biennial often eclipse 
those artists’ practices that dwell in the realm of idea 
and immateriality.

Ultimately, Philippe Vergne suggests: “The question 
of globalization and art is about transforming the 
structure of Western modernity so that one is able to 
write other histories of forms…practices, [and] other 
art histories.”29 Several crucial tensions surface in 
his assessment, including: (1) the assumption that 
Western modernity, in terms of artistic expression, still 
subscribes to or exists within a structure that may be 
transformed; (2) the presumption that questions of  
globalization are initiated, facilitated, or accommodated  
solely by Western interests; (3) the suggestion that 
the writing of history can be accomplished unilaterally 
by speaking for, rather than about, the non-Western 
subject; and (4) the implication that non-Western 
histories and experiences, as reflected in art, require the 
legitimizing intervention of Western critical, archival, 
and expository strategies. The contemporary biennial 
can no longer fashion as its goal the production,  
articulation, or perpetuation of universal tastes—what 
Carlos Basualdo describes as the conventional biennial’s 
“encyclopedic ambition.”30 Moreover, truly inclusive 
biennials may no longer render the “global” solely as 
a function of the number of represented artists in any 
one exhibition, but rather in terms of how successfully 
artists, artworks, and audiences interact with one 

another—despite the social, political, economic, and 
cultural circumstances that may complicate or thwart 
such relationships. If globalization produces one 
consistent and problematic effect in the context of the 
contemporary biennial, it would be that it proffers a 
spatial, image-driven fantasy of an experiential  
interconnectedness and public camaraderie that  
cannot or does not yet exist. 

The future of the contemporary biennial rests  
with its ability to navigate the politically charged 
nuances between inclusion and engagement, between 
cultural visibility and the reification of difference, 
between unmediated display and truly open dialogue. 
Only then will visitors—in whatever form visitation 
of or interaction with the future biennial may take—
unearth the connective tissue between self-awareness 
and unnoticed histories: a “private discovery” 
irrefutably couched in social responsibility and cultural 
accountability. 
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What does one do when one cannot go farther west? 
When one reaches the limits of Manifest Destiny—
where is one supposed to go after that? The endless 
promise for once you reach that unreachable place, 
and then you have arrived, but there is no where to 
go anymore. Suddenly stopped by a line, a border—a 
picturesque and endless border.
–Zoe Crosher

In Transgressing the Pacific, LA-Like, Zoe Crosher 
photographs sites of disappearance. She navigates this 
peculiar and elusive space by defining narratives exclusive 
to Los Angeles and its environs. Akin to a private investiga-
tor, Crosher assiduously researches, maps, scouts, and 
shoots localities along the coastline of Southern California 
where both fictional and real individuals vanished into the 
Pacific. In literature, Hollywood films, and the press, these 
locales are embedded in collective cultural memory as 
sites open to the complexities of the imagination. They act 
as waypoints, dotting the geophysical edge of the West, 
directing us towards a limitless promise—indefinable and 
mercurial—between reality and the sublime.

In Crosher’s erudite photographs, she captures the 
murky, stilled waters of a dock and the hazy seascape of 
an empty beach. Each image, devoid of the human figure, 
is taken at the approximate time of its subject’s vanishing. 
Photo captions indicate both subject and site. Crosher’s 
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1.   With this photograph, 
Crosher deliberately switches 
the emphasis on the real life 
actor and the character.

2.  During her research, Crosher 
discovered that while the 
setting for Coming Home was 
intended to be San Diego, 
the sequence of Capt. Hyde 
walking into the Pacific was 
actually shot in Manhattan 
Beach. This element of 
geographic dis-location is one 
that Crosher mindfully tracks 
in her work. She remarks: 
“Clues dissolve and fall 
apart, getting me no closer 
to what actually happened.”

3. http://www.x-traonline.
org/artproj.php.

source material is the stuff of myth and legend, from 
Raymond Chandler’s noir classic The Long Goodbye to 
reports on the mysterious demise of actress Natalie Wood 
and the dubious kidnapping of evangelist Aimee Semple 
McPherson. To varying degrees, each narrative remains 
unresolved, containing many unknowns. By combining 
literary characters with actors and celebrities, Crosher 
risks surpassing her viewers’ abilities to suspend belief.

In this sense, Transgressing the Pacific surveys 
uncertainty, depicting the emblematic imaginary and 
unknowable West. It is Manifest Destiny by practice. It 
addresses the existing tension between our ideas of what 
is absolute and what is fictitious, while recognizing that 
our sense of place results from the stories we read, see, 
and hear about Los Angeles. The flotsam and jetsam of 
imagination—a constant to-and-fro of what is real and 
what is not—undermines any notion of absolute truth. 
Our assumptions about what really happened slip away as 
we consider whether Crosher has in fact documented the 
exact site. Is this really where it happened? 

In this ever-evolving project, Crosher’s subjects 
to date include McPherson, Wood, Beach Boy Dennis 
Wilson, Roger Wade (The Long Goodbye), Captain Bob 
Hyde (Bruce Dern in Coming Home), Norman Maine 
(Fredric March in A Star is Born) and Michael Douglas 
(who portrayed William “D-Fens” Foster in the film Falling 
Down).1 A selection of images from the series is presented 
here as a virtual tour, progressing in time from one 
morning to the next. The project begins at the location 
where Captain Hyde vanished at roughly 10:00 a.m.,2 and 
ends at the site of Natalie Wood’s disappearance near 
Catalina Island around 4:00 a.m. An additional image in 
the series, of the sun setting over Laguna Beach where 
Norman Maine entered the surf, is available for viewing 
on the X-TRA website. 
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