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Review by Ben Davis 

If s a tribute to the richness of 

French artist PhJlippe Parreno's 

prOject at Friedrich Petzel that 

lt provokes questions on at least 

three distinct levels. The first set 

of questions comes when one 

attempts to make sense of the 

relations between the physical 

components of the Installation. 

A flashy neon marquee located 

outs ide the gallery trumpets 

the exhibition's name, 'The Boy 

From Mars'. But the brazenness 

of the sign that calls you inside 

is contradicted when, upon 

entering, a discreet white shelf 

stocked with a nondescript 

display of DVDs appears to 

be the sole component of the 

show. That IS, until one realises 

that the shelf IS actually a 

secret panel that sWings open 

like a revolVing door to reveal 

the empty spaces of the 

gallenes behind. Traversing 

!hese. one finally discovers 

a fIlm playing qUietly In the 

darkness of the final room. 

h!eqYetmg the film, one 

is confronted with a second, 

dlstmc1 set of questions. It offers 

!mages of a Silent landscape 

In I ural ThaJ/and, dominated by 

an entgmatoc. tent-like building. 

A serIes of glOWing forms 

riSing from the tent might be 

Interpreted as extra-terrestrials. 

But an, futuristic Intimations 

are counterbalanced by the 

revelation that the building 

(Parreno brought in architect 

Franc;ols Roche to make an 

actually functional structure) 

is decidedly low-tech in design, 

apparently powered by water 

buffalo, the only living creatures 

that can be identified in the film. 

A third level is encountered 

when one returns to investigate 

the contents of the shelf, for 

it turns out that visitors are 

encouraged to walk away 

with the DVDs from the show, 

offering them their very own 

copy of The Boy From Mars 

film to take home. The sleeve 

explains that the disc is treated 

with a special process that will 

cause it to self-destruct 48 

hours after the vis itor opens it 

One is then beset by questions 

about where, exactly, th is 'work' 

is located in time and space: 

is the DVD a souvenir of the 

exhibition, or does the special 

treatment indicate that the 

exhibition itself is just a teaser 

for the DVD project? 

Like the individual 

components of Parreno's 

installation, these different 

layers of questions overlap 

but do not intersect In each 

case, the ambiguities seem to 

point to some missing signifier, 

some key that is needed to 

make sense of the relationships 

between conflicting elements. 

But, aside from this, the levels 

have no clear theme in common, 

except for the willful fai lure to 
add up; the goofy diSjunction 

between physical objects in 

the installation seems to have 

little to do with the stately 

meditations of the film or the 
issues raised by the decaying 

DVD. In this way, 'The Boy 

From Mars' manages to form 

an almost perfect intellectual 

maze, each new turn sending 

one back to the beginning. 
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