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Paper models of 387 buildings made
by Peter Fritz, an insurance clerk.

ART REVIEW

Berlin's Biennial Brings a New Art Scene to an Old City

Paul  McCarthy/Hauser  & Wirth, Zurich and London

Paul McCarthy's mixed-media installation "Bang-Bang Room" (1992) in the former Jewish School for Girls.

By ROBERTA SMITH
Published: May 6, 2006

BERLIN, April 30 — Move over London, Los Angeles and maybe even

New York. Berlin, the art scene, is moving up the outside track, a track

of its own devising. That, at least, is the mood that pervades "Of Mice

and Men," the fourth Berlin Biennial for Contemporary Art, which has

been extended through June 5.

The show was organized by the KW

Institute for Contemporary Art, the

bustling alternative space on Auguststrasse in the Mitte,

the old East Berlin neighborhood that is now home to a

great many galleries.

Predictions of Berlin's imminent ascendance on the

contemporary art front have echoed throughout the last

decade and have yet to come true. But over last Saturday

and Sunday, as dozens of Mitte galleries staged

simultaneous openings under alternately clear and cloudy

skies, the city felt like an unprecedented fusion of New

York (density and energy), Los Angeles (lots of cheap

space) and London (old Europe merging with new).

Still, the most interesting sign of art life was the biennial

itself, which was organized by a three-person team: the

Italian artist Maurizio Cattelan and two independent

curators, Massimiliano Gioni, also Italian, and Ali Subotnick, an American. The three are

known informally as the Wrong Gallery, after a doorway-size gallery they started on

West 20th Street in Chelsea, which has since moved to Tate Modern in London.

They have come up with something that perhaps shouldn't work but does: an unusually

poetic show that forms a kind of rebus about the arc and tumult of life itself. Its

humanistic content makes it almost old-fashioned, evoking some of the Sturm und

Drang of postwar figuration. Yet the art on view actually moves back and forth between

Conceptual and more Romantic and Expressionist sonorities.
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The biennial certainly has its share of negligible work, but somehow it all fits together.

Some of it will never look more substantial. The mood of the show echoes that of the

more overtly thematic "Melancholia: Genius and Madness in Art" at the Neue

Nationalgalerie, a wildly popular extravaganza closing on Sunday that sprawls from

Albrecht Dürer to Jörg Immendorf.

"Of Mice and Men" is a dark, unpretty show for dark, unpretty times, much like the

current Whitney Biennial. It has avoided the something-for-everyone impulse that

plagues so many big shows. But its major advantage is a brilliant installation.

The show is more or less embedded in Augustrasse, taking advantage of the street's

architectural patchwork, workaday atmosphere and layered history. It has been staged in

the KW Institute itself and, across the street, in a ready-made time capsule: an empty,

decaying 1927 structure that reflects Modernism's roots in Berlin's Neo-Classicism. The

former Jewish School for Girls, it was closed by the Nazis in 1942 and then opened again

during the Communist era. Full of peeling paint, mismatched wallpaper and graffiti, it

almost doesn't need art.

In addition, nearly 20 of the show's 76 works are displayed in smaller spaces up and

down Auguststrasse, beginning in a church and ending in a cemetery. The first work, in

the St. Johannes Evangelist Church, by the Belgian artist Kris Martin, is a mechanized

timetable, whose clicking squares revolve as expected but are all painted black. So here it

is: the defining fact of life is death, an inevitability that was multiplied exponentially by

the human animal in the 20th century.

Between the church and the cemetery, art can be viewed in three private apartments, a

stable, a basement and a fabulously decrepit old ballroom. In the last is Tino Seghal's

live performance, "Kiss," in which a man and woman perform a carefully choreographed

slow-motion seduction (lasting about 12 minutes and quite chaste). The youth of the

couple doesn't diminish the sensation that, in this setting at least, you are watching

ghosts.

The quiet of this piece is exploded by the furious hilarity of a video by Erik van Lieshout,

a Dutch artist, screened in a room-size container at curbside. Viewed from crude seats

cut into sloping plywood, "Rotterdam-Rostock" documents a manic bicycle trip from the

Netherlands to Germany, during which the artist interviews strangers on a range of

topics, laments a departed girlfriend and endures anxiety attacks.

NEXT PAGE »

"Of Mice and Men," the fourth Berlin Biennial for Contemporary Art, continues

through June 5; www.berlinbiennale.de.

Connect with The New York Times on Facebook.
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