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Club Mixes
Old, New
And Blue

By LARRY RONTER

From the outside the chb op-
pears 1o be just snother shut
tered and somewhat grotty East
Village storefront, and the intery-
or, with its scarred wooden floor
and graffit-dasbed walls, fsn't
any more impressive. Instead,
it's what bappens onstage that
has made Nublu's reputation as
an incubotor of musical talent,
with some of the most adventur.
ous and vaned offerings in the
aty.

On weekends the focus is on
Jaxz, sometimen fiktered through
A triphop perspective. Otber
nights are set aside for Jamican
b, Brazillan hislhilly music, In-
daninfloenced  electronica,
Puerto Rican boogaloo or what is
described as *Balkan brass mad-
Dess” This month the jazz bassist
Juisi Booth will even be playing
with the vir alian accor-
dionist Viecenzn Abbracciante.

Nublei iy the crestion not of
shawbiz impresario but of a sixo-
phonist und keyboard player,
lihan Ersahin, and reflects his
cosmopolitan  background  and
approach 10 musk. Its nanwe is
meant to evoke forward-looking
s in @ biues framework, but
the programming philosophy ob-
Viowsly goes way beyond that

“'m & gy from Sweden with 2
Turkish name, marvied (0 8 Bra

1 um: everything is all mixed in
together™

The youngest of four childeen
of & Turkish architect and his

Continued on Page 6

An Intimate
Biography
Of Millions

book. It maved with feline grace
and instinctual wit. It mapped is
subject’s plus-size tabent and ego
like an MRI scan.

Mr. French, who s British, is
back with a new biography of a
sort, “India: A Portrait.* This
time the words “Jumbering” and
“dinosaur * 0o leap to mind. A
work of parched. dispassionate

Inda
A Portrsit
By Patrick French

2958 preges. Alfredt A
Knopt. 530

. “India” feels loager
than its 368 pages. 1ts brain is
much larger than a teacup. But
Mr, French struggles (o get his
arms around the size aod import
of this teeméng coantry, and he
thinly scatters what ideas be has
00 arid ground. This is 5ot a book
10 set one's antenaae atwitter.
Against the odds “lndia: A
Portrait” has already lighted coo-
troversy. The Indian essaybst and
novelist Pania Mishra, upon its
publication in England, reviewed
Mr. French's book twice — once
admost kindty, ooce not kindly at
all. He accused Mr. French of ig-
nanieg [adia's poar agricubtural
woekers, and of writing for the
kind of elite Western audience
that eases mto Mumbad, as i ito
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Artists Decorate Palazzos, and Vice Versa

Venice Biennale At the
54th festival: The artist
couple Eva and Adele,
above, view Jennifer
Allora and Guillermo
Calzadilla's American
exhibit, a treadmillon a
tank; Mike Nelson's
trompe l'oeil rabbit hole
to old Istanbul, right;
and Dominik Lang's
“Steeping City."

VENICE — When it comes to
dense, out-of-control concentra-
tions of contemporary art, there
Is nothing like the Venice Bien-
nale. With its big central exhibi-

tion, its ever-rising
ROBERTA number of national pa-
SITH vilions and the scores
of collateral shows or-
e ganized in museums,
galleries and palazzos
e all over the city, the
Biennale never stops. It is a cor-
nucopia of recent artistic endeav-
or, endlessly amplified by Venice
itself, which remains one of the
most culturally layered, artful
and art-filled places on earth,

The multiheaded beast of the
Biennale reflects the hopes,
dreams and decisions of thou-
sands of individuals and organi-
zations: artists, curators, mu-
seum directors and trustees, art
dealers, corporate sponsors and
a United Nations' worth of gov-
er bodies and i
ies, not to mention well-heeled
collectors from around the globe
determined to raise their profiles
with lavish parties, displays of
their art holdings or both.

The rest of us just live in their
world, trying to make sense of
the spectacle of art, money and
ambition they generate, taking

pleasure and insight where we
find it, which is as often in the
city itself as in the array of art-
works dished up for our momen-
tary delectation.

And the 54th Biennale — which
began on Saturday and will run
through Nov. 27 — certainly dish-
es up: starting with “Illumina-
tions,” the event’s rewarding if
relatively sedate central survey,
and a cluster of pumped-up
shows in the national pavilions
arrayed across the lush Venetian
park known as the Giardini.

Keeping It Real

Those pavilions give us a Bien-
nale on steroids. With some nota-
ble exceptions, what might be
called late-stage festivalism dom-
inates, in the form of large-scale,
labor-intensive installations and
environments. Discrete artworks
are rare, never mind paintings;
Jasper Johns's famous admoni-
tion to “take an object, do some-
thing toit,” seems to have been
upgraded to the more
sively territorial “take a space,
fill it with something.”

The main topic of conversation
among the Giardini pavilions is

Continued on Page 5
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the role of reality in art. We are
treated to large, overwhelming
chunks of the real — found, made
or remade — and heavy doses of
life and, in some cases, death

In the British Pavilion, Mike
Nelson has created a warren of
siall dirm rooms that tuke the
visitor down a rabbit hole to old
Istanbul, a mind-boggling feat of
trompe |'oeil that proceeds
through abandoned workshops
and grubby dwellings and (n-
cludes a dusty courtyard open to
the sky, with only two red-tinged
dark rooms strung with photo-
graphs of Istanbul cracking the il-
Tusion,

Nearby Christoph Schlingen-
siel, a filmmaker and theater di-
rector who died of cancer at 49
last August, represents Germany
with a full-dress re-creation of a
church and an often anguished
recorded narration of his iliness
and crises of faith, complete with
bits of liturgical music and Wag-
ner. The walls are dotted with
projections of (hilarious) film re-
creations of works from the 1960s
by artists like Joseph Beuys,
Valie Export and Nam June Paik,
all of whom helped dissolve the
border between art and life.

One of the Biennale's (reakier
sights appears in front of the
American Pavilion, where the
artists Jennifer Allora and Gui-
llermo Calzidilla have plunked a
60-ton military tank, upside
down, with a treadmill sitting on
its steel treads and called it
“Track and Field.” For 15 minutes
every hour a runner uses the
treadmill, which activates the
tank’s treads, creating an unholy
racket that evokes a huge flock of
metal starlings. As a comment on
American might, entitlement and
image consciousness it is as ef-
fective and as two-dimensional as
a political cartoon, but like every-
thing else in their exhibition, it
has an unsentimental harshness
that is something of an accom-
plishment.

A similar act of national criti-
cism is under way at the Polish
Pavilion, where Yael Bartana —
ari Isracli artist invited to repre-
sent Poland — has mounted a trio
of videos under the banner “The
Jewish Renaissance Movement
in Poland.” This fictional cam-
paign to lure Jews back to Poland
is best in the beginning, with a
video of an impassioned speech
by a bandana-wearing youth that
mimics the propaganda films of
Nazi Germany, the Soviet Union
and Israel itself. (American Boy
Scouts are in here somewhere
t00.) “There’s no closer other for
us than you,” the boy says.

Among all these tusslings with
the real, the fullest artistic state-
ment comes from Thomas
Hirschhorn at the Swiss Pavilion.
“Crystal of Resistance,” his foil-
lined, cavelike installation,
equates crystalline growth with
the spread of knowledge and the
desire for freedom from oppres-

An exhibition by Karla Black of Scotland stretches across several rooms of a Venice palazzo, above.

Urs Fischer's

1

cellphones, television sets, plas-
tic lawn chairs and mannequins,
along with photographs of the
bloodied bodies of protesters tak-
en from the Internet, conjure the
recent revolutions in the Middle
East for an effect as harrowing as
itis inspiring. In this context Mr.
Hirschhorn's interest in elucidat-
ing life’s urgent problems
through an experience of ab-
stract form stands out.

There are a few moments of
relative quiet. At the pavilion of
the Czech and Slovak Republics,
Dominik Lang's installation, built
around the postwar figurative
works of his father, Jiri, a forgot-
ten sculptor, has an effective

sion. Massive of

ONLINE: LOTS OF CRITICS
Roberta Smith and readers
review works of art from the

Venice Biennale, and more

reports from the festival:

nytimes.com/design

poignancy. In the pavil-
ion the veteran Conceptualist
Artur Barrio has created a magi-
cal drawing-in-space

objects and abstract forms and
blur the line between found and
made, achieving a homey ele-
gance that is rare for this portion
of the Biennale.

Dots to Connect

“Illuminations,” the Biennale's
low-key headliner, works best as
a kind of foll to the steroidal mus-
cle and didacticism of the Giardi-
ni, playing down spectacle in fa-
vor of art making. It has been or-
ganized, as always, by the Bien-
nale's director, who this year is
Bice Curiger, the Swiss curator,
art historian and magazine edi-
tor. Ms. Curiger’s show, which be-
gins in the Giardini’s Internation-
al Pavilion and continues in the
former dockyard buildings of the
A le, offers work by 83 art-

with little more than charcoal,
string, loose corn and some fish
heads buried in boxes of sait.
And at the Australian pavilion
the spare sculptures of the Egyp-
tian-born, Sydney-based artist

Hany Ar mix everyday

ists, 32 of whom were born after
1975 and 32 of whom are women
— an interesting statistic ina
year when female artists seem to
be in unusually short supply in
the national pavilions.

1f the national pavilions often

PHOTOGRAYS WY 0T FREMBON THE NEW YORX TOWES

dle sc in the Bi le's main survey, “llluminations,” below left, are slowly melting.
Bjarne Melgaard and local university students created a work on AIDS and militant queerness, below right.

strain to put on a show, Ms.
Curiger simply presents art-
works, ranging from the pure and
abstract to the documentary and
the political, with unusual equa-
nimity and a good spatial sense,
Her show seems to say: Here is
some art. Look and think for
yourselves.

Things get off to a wonderful
start, with three 16th-century
paintings by Tintoretto that im-
ply that all good art is contempo-
rary and that history is a good
source of inspiration, But there-
after we are left to connect dots
that are decidedly uneven.

Ms. Curiger wastes too much
space on old standbys from her
curatorial and publishing career,
among them Sigmar Polke (1941-
2010), whose paintings, however
subversive, have become some-
thing of a Biennale fixture. Ms,
Curiger’s para-pavilions, tiny
shows within the show organized
by invited artists, work well, es-
pecially an installation of zigzag-
ging brocade-covered walls de-
signed by the Polish artist Moni-

ka Sosnowska that serves as
leries for a sound-and-light
stallation by the Londoner

of David Goldblatt, the chro
cler of recent South African hiss

tory.

Other high points include the
colorful, tapestrylike drawings of
Gedewon (1939-95), an Ethiopian
artist-mystic-doctor, who used
these intricate talismanic ren-
derings as tools for healing; a
hallucinatory video by the Israeli
Omer Fast built around an inter-
view with a former pilot of
drones in Afghanistan; the in-
souciant, elegant, found-object
sculptures and wall pieces of the
Belgium-based Mexican artist
Gabriel Kuri (a kindred spirit to
Mr. Armanious of Australia);
and solid contributions from
Swiss artists like Pipilotti Rist
and the team of Fischli & Weiss.

Over in the Arsenale a few old-
er names stand out, especiaily
James Turrell, with a magnifi-
cent, vision-cleansing colored-

light environment, but youth and,
for the most part, sculpture hold
sway. There are the evocative
display of architectural models
by the Zurich-based Georgian
Andro Wekua, and Urs Fischer's
actively burning, melting candle-
sculptures of the painter Rudolf
Stingel, slightly larger than life,
contemplating a full-scale recrea-
tion of Giambologna's “Rape of
the Sabine Women.”

Often the younger artists seem
to be in the thrall of nostalgia for
Modernism, dissecting and re-
assembling various vocabularies
in small self-contained installa-
tions. This is the case with the
Britons Ryan Gander and Rebec-
ca Warren and the Russian Anya
Titova. It has its most convincing
expression in “The Foamy Saliva
of a Horse," the Swiss-born New
Yorker Carol Bove's eerie stage-
set presentation of found and
made objects, placed on a large
high pedestal that all but
squeezes the visitor out of the
room.

Farther Afield

There is tons more (o be seen
beyond the borders of the Bien-
nale proper. Among the off-site
national pavilions I recommend
Karla Black’s colorful aromatic
installations at Scotland’s, spread
through a floor of a palazzo near
the Piazza dei Santi Giovanni e
Paolo, that involves richly col-
ored blocks of ing

Again and again come remind-
ers that few things flatter a work
of recent art more than its being
installed in the relatively un-
touched rooms of a 16th- or 17th-
century palazzo overlooking the
Grand Canal. The American man-
nerist Barry X Ball, heir to Mes-
serschmidt’s grimacing busts,
will never look more credible
than he does among the wonders
of the Ca’ Rezzonico, one of Ven-
ice’s great palazzo museums. Not
far away “Venice in Venice,” a
ragtag exhibition of California art
mustered by the art dealer Tim
Nye and the independent curator
Jacqueline Miro, offered the sight
of Larry Bell's smoky glass boxes
in a small room lined with ancient
mirrors, tarnished and similarly

smoky.

FAawzio pertein, i e nearoy
Ca' Corner della Regina, is a bril-
liant mixing of old spaces and rel-
atively new art ranging from
Donald Judd and Lucio Fontana
to Jeff Koons and Francesco Vez-
zoli.

And at the Palazzo Contarini
Corfu near the Academia Bridge,
Bjarne Melgaard and students
from the Universith IUAV de Ve-
nezia have orchestrated “Baton
Sinister,” a vehement update on
the AIDS crisis and militant
queerness that fills the entire pi-
ano nobils h paintings, polem-
ics and tras istallations, al-
beit only through June 30, My
Melgaarde’s contribution to the
ensemble has an extravagance
and fury that is unmatched any:
where else in Venice's dazzling,
dizzying panoply of art




