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Dear World: Do not let the title fool you. The "Beyond/In Western New York" biennial exhibition can hold its own against bigger and better-established shows anywhere on the planet.

That's the message being broadcast loud and clear by this exhibition's organizers, and after viewing even a small segment of the show, it's a tough one to deny.

In its second attempt at a greatly expanded biennial show, Western New York's vast artistic community has pulled together a truly spectacular survey of regional art. Working in concert, curators from the area's top 12 galleries have extended their curious tentacles as far as Toronto, Cleveland and Syracuse to assemble an essential and often surprising picture of what our most talented and provocative artists are up to. They are not messing around. This, the first of three reviews of the exhibition, will focus on three galleries: the flagship Albright-Knox Art Gallery; its neighbor, the Burchfield-Penney Art Center; and, just a jog up Main Street, the Buffalo Arts Studio. The reviews will roughly follow the exhibition's planned "day trip" groupings, which organize the galleries according to location.

The Albright-Knox exhibition, by far the largest in both area and participating artists, represents a great range of experience and media. Ani Hoover's large rectangles of vibrant, dripping orbs (as well as a set of 100 smaller works on 81/2-by-11-inch sheets, arranged in a perfect grid) sit alongside blood-red cardboard sculptures by Cleveland artist Artemis Herber.

The ruddy and solid look of Herber's statuesque monoliths belie their flimsy construction, but it's an effect that, after the source material is revealed, serves more as decoration than fascination in the face of the rest of the exhibition's offerings.

After weaving through a room full of Lyn Carter's biomorphous, semi-Seussian sculptures, it's hard to avoid the intriguing sterility of a large exhibit by Buffalo artist Chris Barr titled "The Bureau of Workplace Interruptions."

Stepping into the uber-modern, fluorescent-lit office space, you're greeted with perplexing slogans and pseudo-governmental logos, creating a playful farce on today's "ideal" work environment. Signs and pamphlets urge you to sign up for an interruption. The artist himself (or an "agent," sometimes fellow "Beyond/In" artist Jax Deluca), sits behind the desk and offers up a brief explanation: sign up and, at an undetermined time and through undetermined methods, you will be provided a random "interruption" at your place of employment.

Also of note at the Albright-Knox are an immense collection of fantastical pieces by Ithaca artist Simone Mantellassi. Stacked impossibly high, some 400 framed drawings, paintings and mixed-media pieces in Mantellassi's "Otto Series" create a curious glimpse into what must be a constantly stimulated and evidently tortured mind.

Videos by the renowned Canadian artist Michael Snow, Lois Andison and newcomer Jeremy Bailey are all delicious brain candy, as is a clever photography installation by Torontonian Kristan Horton that replicates scenes from "Dr. Strangelove" with household objects.

***

Creepy and dark

Across the street at the Burchfield-Penney, curatorial desires have tended toward the creepy. Visitors are immediately possessed by an uncomfortable soundscape by Jax Deluca (who has three pieces in that show) to accompany her thoroughly unsettling piece "Pentamethylenediamine," a pungent collection of actual rotting flesh, animal bones, maggots and mealworms stuffed into a cabinet. If it's viscerally disturbing Deluca was after there, she achieved it.

Of Deluca's other two pieces, one, a flowery video loop of Deluca's mirrored head collapsing in on itself, is decidedly happier. The other, "Reve d'Ombre: a dream of shadow," as the title might imply, is not. These pieces sit alongside John E. Drummer's equally dark (if only in the literal sense) rubber canvases, caked in grime and alternately resembling pockmarked moonscapes, dirty industrial processes and, inevitably, S&M.

Not nearly as disturbing -- and actually somewhat humorous -- are Paul Nicholson's digital prints of stark-white, useless playground equipment. They create an image, maybe, of the failed promise of suburbia or of an attempt to reclaim childhood.

***

Chilling commentaries

In the post-industrial space of the Buffalo Arts Studio's digs in the Tri-Main Center, a collection of environmentally and politically conscious work rules the day.

There, a piece by Shayne Dark creates a curious juxtaposition. In "Red Tide," as in his arresting sculpture outside the Albright-Knox, Dark has taken found driftwood from his home near Kingston, Ont. Here, he has colored it a chalky red, crafted it into what he calls a "tangled garden" and sandwiched it between two pieces of angled drywall. It's fun to envision the artist traipsing through the debris-strewn beaches of Lake Ontario, collecting just the right pieces of driftwood to complete this nicely out-of-place work.

The large jellyfish paintings of Kara Daving are also intriguing, providing a stark environmental message that criticizes American excess and its effects on aquatic habitats. They're painted on found and ironed-together plastic bags, making that message just about as in-your-face as it can get without a printed manifesto.

The hands-down standout at BAS, though, is a collection of intricate narrative drawings by Osvaldo Ramirez Castillo, an exiled El Salvadoran now working in Toronto. His chilling commentary on the genocide that consumed the country during his youth contains hundreds of detailed figures drawn in tortured agony. They recall Goya's "Caprichos" and are similarly littered with religious iconography, as well as Ramirez Castillo's own collection of repeated images of megaphones and snarling, Cerberus-like hounds and humans encased within carrion birds.

Ghostly and gruesome impressions float above sinewy telephone poles, trailing paper and bloody spit behind them, as families and soldiers below are left to deal with their violent memories of a horrific and sadly universal event. The rest of it is deeply moving and complex, exactly the sort of narrative exercise that words cannot approach.
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***

WHAT: Selected venues from "Beyond/In Western New York"

WHEN/WHERE: Albright-Knox (1285 Elmwood Ave.) through Oct. 28; Burchfield-Penney (1300 Elmwood Ave.) through Dec. 2; Buffalo Arts Studio (2495 Main St.) through Nov. 3

INFO: Information on the entire exhibition is at beyondinwny.com. Look for reviews of the remaining venues in the coming weeks.

