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BUFFALO–In turning down the opportunity to have my photo taken for a very prestigious Canadian art journal, I felt obliged to offer its distinguished editor the reason why. "Buffalo, my man," I told him. "I'm shuffling off to Buffalo."

He snickered. But I had it right. "Beyond/In Western New York 2007," the just-launched bi-national biennial, offers the most exhilarating exhibition of Canadian art on either side of the border. And it's held in or around Buffalo, a semi-somnambulant city that's growing increasingly soulful and compelling to me. 

"Beyond/In" ranges from a great early Michael Snow black and white video at the Albright-Knox Art Gallery – its ethereal wind-formed patterns looping in a perfect endlessness like the verses of a vintage Gordon Lightfoot tune – to a vibrant sculpture outside the gallery from sculptor Shayne Dark, who lives in the middle of nowhere north of Kingston. Dark could well emerge as the star of the biennale for the cool way he re-configures ordinary wooden branches into garish stalactites from space. 

Then there's a who's who of important Toronto professionals who can also be found among the total of 50 artists, 18 from Ontario, exhibiting at the 12 venues around or near town. 

Deirdre Logue is represented by a multi-channel video installation Rough Count (2006-ongoing) at Big Orbit Gallery that also has collage work from Sylvie Bélanger. Logue is also being screened at Squeaky Wheel, the clunky, funky, downtown electronic arts collective. 

Kristian Horton – showing a suite of his Dr. Strangelove kitchen-counter remixes of the Stanley Kubrick movie – is only one of a large contingent from Leaf-land at the Albright-Knox. There's also Lois Andison, Kathryn Ruppert-Dazai and Jeremy Bailey, a genius computer geek who vamps on classic '80s video art, '60s foreign films and camp aesthetics. 

Also at the Albright-Knox is Lyn Carter from Orton, Ont., with her fabric pieces that droop from ceilings and slurp down the sides of walls like spills of warm homemade candy. Toronto's Allyson Mitchell and Kate Wilson are showing at the University of Buffalo Gallery. 

Years of cross-border collaboration – Bailey's work is influenced by the late Colin Campbell from Toronto and Syracuse's Tom Sherman – have helped erase most nationally identifying traces. Canadians counted for 45 per cent of the 955 submissions to "Beyond/In," a total number up some 20 per cent from all of the submissions generated by the 2005 edition of the biennale. 

Many Canadian artist studios were among the 107 visited by the curatorial group. Once a final list of artists was determined, the curators did some creative horse-trading to complete their own individual exhibitions. 

"It could only work this way because we're a small community here," says John Massier, the Toronto-born visual arts curator at Hallwalls Contemporary Arts Centre. The multi-discipline downtown arts facility was the brainchild of Buffalo's mid-'70s gang of rising art stars that included Cindy Sherman and Robert Longo.

"So we are always in communication with each other," Massier goes on.

If anything rules at "Beyond/In," it's the overwhelming imprint of TV, the Internet and the rest of the media bundle on the artists' work. Much of the biennale feels like a playground scattered with some very serious toys in all the most dazzling colours. Spaceship architecture from Japanese manga meets cybernetics in Open Columns – Rendering of 2 States, by Laura Garófalo and Omar Khan at Buffalo Arts Studio, where a pair of kinetic columns is activated when it "reads" carbon dioxide emissions.

The demands/quirks of individual spaces have made their way into curatorial selection, as well. The Burchfield-Penny Art Center, decidedly regional, forces an uneasy dialogue between Carrianne Hendrickson's small-town naiveté and Jaz Deluca's goth sensibilities.

Niagara University's Castellani Art Museum – where you find A.J. Fries's The Invisible Man (2007), a Guinness-soaked Big Brother-ish portrait of Dick Cheney – has work chosen with an eye to the student interest. 

But some work needs no particular curatorial finesse to lift it beyond everything else in "Beyond/In." The mixed media pieces from Osvaldo Ramirez Castillo at Buffalo Arts Studio recall the civil war in El Salvador with a hellish iconography worthy of Hieronymus Bosch and the poignancy of Kathe Kollwitz's early 20th-century war drawings. 

Oh yeah, the exiled Castillo now lives in Toronto. 


