








JOSEPHINE MECKSEPER AND THE BURDEN OF HISTORY

LAUNCH GALLERY »

Josephine Meckseper is adept at critiquing her environment. She questioned the prosperity of the art
world by placing an "Out of Business" sign in the window of a gallery in Chelsea (a similarly cheeky "Help
Wanted" sign attracted up to 20 applicants a day who had failed to get in on the joke). In 2012 she erected
two 25-foot oil rigs in the heart of Times Square to remind unsuspecting tourists about the perils of
capitalism and industrialization. Her work critically examines mass media, our consumption-obsessed
society, and even our political systems. But for her most recent solo exhibition at Andrea Rosen in
Chelsea, Meckseper turned her attention towards something left previously unexamined: her own lineage.

Though Meckseper left Germany for New York on her own accord, she failed to leave behind the burden of
guilt felt by many young Germans, even three generations after World War II. The reverberating impact of
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Meckseper's German heritage is exemplified by her black-and-white images of Niedersachsenstein, a
sculpture in Meckseper's hometown of Worpswede that commemorates the soldiers who perished in
World War I. This historic image is juxtaposed against glossy ad images and Meckseper's vitrines—
recognizable reconstructions of modern store displays. The uniquely personal nature of the exhibit
became clear when we sat down with Meckseper to discuss leaving the sheltered artistic community of
Worpswede, living in New York, and the Christmas displays at Macy's. 

ALLYSON SHIFFMAN: There's a sense of irony in that the advertising imagery in this exhibit closely
resemble the ad pages one would find in an issue of Interview. Do you have any misgivings about that? 

JOSEPHINE MECKSEPER: That's funny—no one has ever asked me that. Obviously my work speaks to
the usage of advertising. The abstractions in my paintings were actually based on how you divide an
advertising page—the quarter-page, half-page ads. Since it's so much a part of what I've been doing, it's
good to embrace the media rather than try to ignore it. 

SHIFFMAN: Worpswede seems to be this sheltered artistic utopia. At what point did you start to become
aware of the world beyond this community? 

MECKSEPER: I moved to Tuscany right after high school, which was actually not very different in the
sense that it was extremely sheltered and very much formed by cultural history. There was little
mainstream contemporary consumer culture there, at all. Then I was briefly in Berlin studying at Berlin
University of the Arts, but Berlin was so underground at that time. The wall was still up, so it was much
more about being in this island inside of East Germany. I was completely in favor of the division of
Germany—it's kind of a leftist stance. We all felt it was not justified that it would ever be unified. 

So it was really only when I moved to Los Angeles to go to CalArts—that was the big shift for me—to be
outside of L.A., in Valencia, where it's all about the mall.  That was the beginning of deciphering the
language and the vocabulary of the mall and the culture that comes with that. 

SHIFFMAN: That's an extreme introduction to consumer culture—especially at a time when the mall was
still very relevant. It's evident in your film that explores the Mall of America that mall culture is waning.
Does this amplify the quality of relic in your work?    

MECKSEPER: It does. The whole idea of the window displays is already becoming something very
historicizing. It's more about looking at something that's disappearing in our culture. There was a time
that the Christmas decorations on Fifth Avenue were a big event—people would come from the suburbs.
Now I can imagine a young kid saying, "There's no way I'm going to go to that." [laughs] 

SHIFFMAN: [laughs] To anyone who isn't from New York, the notion of unveiling the Macy's window
displays being an event is so peculiar. Is your studio still in Chinatown? 

MECKSEPER: It is. It's near Orchard Street on the Lower East Side, where there are still some of the older
Jewish shops. There's this one lingerie store that has extra-large women's underwear. So there's literally
these huge underwear displays... nobody now would display something that is that unattractive. It's pretty
surreal. 

SHIFFMAN: This show encompasses so much more than the consumerism issues—particularly with the
images of the Niedersachsenstein monument in Worpswede. What did that monument mean to you
growing up?

MECKSEPER: I always liked to make up stories and narratives. I would bring other kids there and tell



them all kinds of stories about what I thought it was. 

SHIFFMAN: Can you recall any of these stories? 

MECKSEPER: A lot of the fantasies revolved around us having been told that after the war a family had to
live in the basement of the monument because there was no place else for them to stay. They had come
from the East, fleeing from the Russians. We tried to break in to see how they lived there. This monument
was declared degenerate art at the time. They were actually about to tear it down, but we didn't really see
it as artwork as much as a place for us to hide. It's tucked inside of a forest and when I grew up people
didn't really go there. People would rather try to forget about it—nobody wanted to be reminded of the war
at that point. Now it's different.

SHIFFMAN: When I first visited Germany, I was overwhelmed by the burden of guilt felt by young people
and all the monuments built to serve as reminders.  

MECKSEPER: It is. It's huge. 

SHIFFMAN: How do you approach doing a show in New York, in Chelsea, differently? Are the stakes
higher given this is essentially the most consumerist of cities?

MECKSEPER: All my previous gallery shows that I've done here were hinting directly at that issue. It's so
much a part of my practice to be conscious of the environment. It goes back to being at CalArts and
studying with Michael Asher, where it was really about institutional critique, but this show is a lot less
about that. Chelsea is so oversaturated, it's not that interesting anymore. So it was an opportunity for me
to dig deeper into what it means to be a German artist in New York. 

SHIFFMAN: And what does that mean?

MECKSEPER: It's sort of what it means for me having come here without being forced. That whole guilt
thing was so heavy on me—when you're really sensitive, you can't live with it. It was actually unbearable to
stay [in Germany] and be constantly reminded of it. I'm the third generation after the war, so it feels
selfish for me to say that I'm somehow affected by what happened, but it's still so much a part of my life.
This is the first time I felt like I'm actually bringing that into the work. Of course there's all the
consumerism, but there's also another truth, which is more biographical. 

SHIFFMAN: Your work has also touched on issues surrounding the oil trade. I'm curious about what your
thoughts are on the emerging art scenes in oil rich countries like Qatar? 

MECKSEPER: There are very different aspects to it. When I was in the United Emirates participating in
the 2011 Sharjah Biennale, even though they censored some of the works and they fired the director of the
museum, it was such a great opportunity to begin opening up that society. I was in this building near the
main museum that was next to a mosque. People would go to the mosque and they would stop at the
museum afterwards—I don't know if it was because the AC was running [laughs], but it seemed very
organic. It was actually providing opportunities and jobs in and around the museums, especially for the
local females interested in art. So I'm actually for it.

SHIFFMAN: So what else have you been working on?

MECKSEPER: I'm working on proposal for a competition to create an outdoor environment at a prison in
Germany. It's in Stammheim, which was the prison for the Baader-Meinhof Group—the German terrorist
group from the '70s. My aunt was sort of on the fringes of it. 
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SHIFFMAN: That's fascinating. How does a competition like that even come to exist?

MECKSEPER: The Green Party is running the state where the prison is, so they have all these innovative
ideas. It's a very, very unusual project.

SHIFFMAN: Everything you do has such weight to it. What do you do to relax or escape? 

MECKSEPER: I don't really do anything to relax and escape. If I could take a vacation that would be great,
but I never do. [laughs] I like badminton. I never have time to play, but when I do, it's my favorite thing.

SHIFFMAN: Are you an optimist or a pessimist? 

MECKSEPER: I'm sure most people would say I'm a pessimist. [laughs] 

SHIFFMAN: [laughs] Probably. 

MECKSEPER: ...But I think of myself as an optimist. 

JOSEPHINE MECKSEPER'S SELF-TITLED SOLO EXHIBITION IS ON DISPLAY AT ANDREA ROSEN
GALLERY THROUGH JANUARY 18. 
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Through the Looking
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For more than two decades, Josephine Meckseper’s art 
has blurred the line between culture and commerce.  
This summer, she takes her provocative work to the  
ravishing new Parrish Museum in Water Mill.
        by Jason Farago  

UTSIDE JOSEPHINE MECKSEPER’S studio, right in the heart of  
chaotic Chinatown, the streets are bustling with commuters and  
tourists. Inside her studio, though, the noise is hushed, the walls are 
white, the floors—pristine. It feels almost more like a laboratory than 
an artist’s studio—until you see the two glass vitrines, each at least 10 
feet tall, standing by the window. The vitrines contain abstract wooden 
sculptures that recall the modern art of the early 1900s but look less 
like an art exhibit than a display case in a high-end jewelry store. 

“They’re a window into our time,” Meckseper tells me. “With all its 
contradictions.”

A few days after my visit, the vitrines are transported along the Long 
Island Expressway all the way to Water Mill, where Meckseper is having 

an exhibition at the Parrish Museum, a stalwart of the area’s art scene that’s recently reopened in a stark new 
building. The Parrish plans to invite contemporary artists to produce new installations—and in selecting 
Meckseper for the inaugural show, has chosen a provocative and challenging artist with a strong connection 
to the area.

The Parrish Museum has been a fixture of the Hamptons art scene since 1897, with a collection that  
includes many artists who have lived and worked on the East End, but its original building grew unwieldy for 
contemporary purposes. This past 
winter, after a years-long endeavor, 
the museum unveiled an austerely 
beautiful new home designed  
by Herzog & de Meuron, the Swiss 
architectural duo responsible 
for such icons as Tate Modern in  
London, the “Bird’s Nest” stadium 
in Beijing and the Prada tower in 
Tokyo. The new Parrish is a long, 
low-slung structure nestled among 
the surrounding grass, which  
features light-filled galleries com-
posed of pure, unadorned materi-
als: concrete, steel, glass and blonde 
wood. With its triangular roof and 
spare detailing, the building pays 
homage to the barns that still dot 
this end of Long Island. 

Since the museum opened during the Hamptons’ off season, this summer will be the first time that many 
visitors will see the new Parrish—which Meckseper is taking into account. “It’s quite a statement, but it’s 
very subtle,” the artist says of the museum’s new home. “It could almost be mistaken for an agricultural 
building. It’s definitely very inviting, not overwhelming. The curators were very generous and I could have 
done anything: films, performances . . . But since the building is so new, and so specifically inspired by the 
area, I was interested in engaging with the architecture itself. So I’ve created a narrative thread through the 
museum with my artworks.”

Josephine Meckseper, Manhattan Oil Project, 2012. The Last Lot project space, 
New York. 
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Josephine Meckseper in her studio
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Josephine Meckseper, Corvette, 2011. Metal fixtures, acrylic fixtures, metal chains, metal rings, metal buckles, metal hooks, taillight; digital ink-jet print on canvas 
with plastic; on acrylic mirrored MDF slatwall with aluminum edging. 
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To that end, Meckseper has created new sculptures that replicate or  
respond to elements of Herzog & de Meuron’s architecture. Visitors will 
see this effect even outside the front door, in a self-styled “outdoor lobby” 
that leads into the forecourt. There, Meckseper has produced a number of 
her signature vitrines, which display out-of-context commercial materials  
and references to modern art. But she’s produced them in the same  
scale and with the same materials that Herzog & de Meuron used for the 
building. The result is an uncanny echo effect, which Meckseper describes 
as “expanding the museum from the inside to the outside.”

Elsewhere at the Parrish, Meckseper has hung her own work alongside 
art from the permanent collection, in a productive, at times surprising,  
conversation. Near a neon sculpture by Dan Flavin, for instance, is a  
Meckseper painting that incorporates a brassy light source. One of the 
Parrish’s ravishing late paintings by Willem de Kooning has the same 
red, white and blue color scheme as a Meckseper painting that references 
America at war. And a crushed car from the sculptor John Chamber-
lain—who worked on Shelter Island and whom Meckseper has always  
admired—stands alongside her largest work: an abstracted assembly  
line of hub caps and other car parts, featuring a pair of televisions  
broadcasting car commercials against a giant mirrored backdrop.

“I actually made this work in 2008, and it had a lot to do with the crisis 
in the American car industry,” Meckseper tells me. “But in this context 
I really see it more in juxtaposition with Route 27, which runs right by 
the museum.” The artist has cunningly installed the piece near one of the  
Parrish’s largest picture windows, “so you actually see the cars reflected in 
the mirror. It’ll almost be as if the cars are driving through the installation.

“I didn’t really want to comment too much about the economy of the 
Hamptons, because people already know that it’s a wealthy place. I’m 
more interested in the aspect of getting to and from the Hamptons.” 

Meckseper explains that she was inspired by Weekend, the classic 1967 
French film by Jean-Luc Godard, which features a minutes-long tracking 
shot of an endless traffic jam. “We all know what it’s like to be driving that 
stretch. You turn the corner in Southampton and you feel, ‘Oh, I’ve almost 
made it,’ and then you’re still stuck in traffic. And at this point you will see 
all the cars reflected.”

ECKSEPER WAS BORN and raised in northern Germany and came to 
the United States in the early 1990s to study at California Institute of the 
Arts (CalArts), one of the country’s most progressive art schools, which 
pushes students to think about producing art outside of the traditional 
system of galleries and museums. When she graduated, she decided that 
instead of making art, she wanted to edit a publication. That publication, 
FAT Magazine, lasted for seven years and juxtaposed heavyweight articles 
on art and philosophy with loud, garish imagery (and sometimes even 
pornography), all laid out like a trashy Italian tabloid. All sorts of artists 
contributed: In one issue, a work by Matthew Barney was disguised as an 
ad, and FAT soon garnered a downtown cult following. 

It wasn’t until the 2000s that she began making artworks in what  
has become her signature style: assemblages of random consumer 
goods, sometimes luxurious and sometimes cheap, in glass vitrines 
against mirrored backdrops. They bring the imagery of shopping  

into the white cube, but by placing such weird collections of items  
together—car parts, designer underwear boxes, costume jewelry, a toilet 
brush—Meckseper calls attention to the strangeness of those objects, and 
to the larger economy that produced them. 

The works are also, she explains, a chance to ask questions of the art 
world’s own tendency to transform culture into commerce. “At first I 

“THEY’RE A  
WINDOW INTO  
OUR TIME,”  
MECKSEPER  
TELLS ME.  
“WITH ALL ITS  
CONTRADICTIONS.”
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didn’t want to take part in the commercial gallery system,” she says. 
“But later I became more interested in taking on the commercialism 
of the art world itself, and that’s when I started making these display 
forms and shelves.” Her vitrines and displays have been exhibited at 
MoMA, the Guggenheim and the Whitney; this autumn, she’ll have 
her first show at Andrea Rosen Gallery, her new dealer, with help 
from the Art Production Fund.

Last year, Meckseper completed her largest work ever: a massive 
public installation, right on 44th Street, of counterfeit oil pumps, 
which made the site look as if midtown had struck black gold. Oil, 
and the political and ecological consequences of car culture, have 
always been a few of the artist’s major interests. But Manhattan Oil 
Project was on a scale she’d never before attempted. Even though the 
pumps didn’t actually have any function, they churned up and down 
all day—and became an unlikely tourist draw.

“That piece in particular was really about creating something  
extremely accessible,” Meckseper explains. “Being near Times Square, 
it allowed people from all over the world to see something where 

they weren’t really sure if it was an artwork. When we did surveys, 50 
percent of the people really thought that the city was drilling for oil. 
It was actually very endearing to talk to people about their ideas and 
what they brought to it. A lot of people from the Midwest told me 
that they had these things in their backyard. So it was as if a piece of 
Americana had been brought to New York. But then, 500 feet away in 
Times Square, there’s that army recruiting station . . . It was the most 
gratifying thing that I’ve ever done.”

Her work requires precise craftsmanship, so most of her pieces are 
produced not in her studio but with the help of outside manufactur-
ers. Although she often works with specialty art producers, she told 
me that she actually prefers to work with commercial fabricators. 
“For the oil pumps I worked with a company in New Jersey that only 
does industrial machinery and not artworks,” Meckseper says. “They 
were so excited. They came to the opening, and we’re still in touch. It 
would actually be a lot cheaper for me to produce my work overseas, 
but it’s nice to manufacture things in this country. There’s a certain 
amount of pride that goes into doing things locally.”

The new Parrish Museum in Water Mill
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ECKSEPER’S PARRISH SHOW is something 
of a homecoming. She spends her summers 
in Amagansett with her boyfriend, the artist  
Richard Phillips, and several of the works in  
this show were inspired by a car dealership 
in Southampton, where she’d sit outside and  
gaze at the showrooms. Unlike many of the 
artists who exhibit in the Parrish’s collection, 
Meckseper has no studio on the East End, at 

least not yet. “I hope to, at some point,” she 
says. “But I also sometimes prefer not to 
work there, because it’s nice to have a divi-

sion—to just go out there and not think about work. I’m torn. Because 
once I have a studio, I know that I’m going to have to work there.”

Meckseper’s elaborate, sophisticated show in the Hamptons this 
summer may seem a far cry from the punky magazine of her early days. 
But the impulse behind her new work remains the same as it’s ever 
been: to surprise us, to expose the hidden sides of our culture and to 
investigate our assumptions about everything around us. “As an artist 
you can’t really take the exhibition space as a neutral ground,” she says. 
“Maybe the most radical thing would be to show at some glitzy gallery 
uptown. I think it’s more interesting because it gives you more options. 
If you live on the fringe, you always have the romanticism about never 
failing. If you don’t really jump in, you can’t fail.” 

“WHEN WE  
DID SURVEYS,  
50 PERCENT OF  
THE PEOPLE  
REALLY THOUGHT 
THAT THE CITY WAS 
DRILLING FOR OIL. 
IT WAS ACTUALLY 
VERY ENDEARING 
TO TALK TO  
PEOPLE ABOUT 
THEIR IDEAS 
AND WHAT THEY 
BROUGHT TO IT.”
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Josephine Meckseper Drills to New York’s Dark Center
by aimee walleston  03/05/12

This spring, Josephine Meckseper brings the pernicious quest for 
black gold to New Yorkers’ backyard. “Manhattan Oil Project,” the art-
ist’s first foray into monumental public sculpture, opens Mar. 5 at The 
Last Lot, a project space at 46th Street and 8th Avenue administered 
by Art Production Fund. The kinetic sculpture consists of two life-size 
steel oil pumpjacks, modeled after mid-20th-century rigs the artist 
found in Texas.

“Last fall, I made a trip to Texas to look at how oil pumpjacks were 
still being used,” Meckseper told A.i.A. on the evening before the 
concrete foundations for the sculptures would be poured. “A lot of 
the jacks are not being used now, so what I saw in Texas was almost 
more of a cemetery for oil pumpjacks-like a science fiction monument 
to the past.”

“Manhattan Oil Project” is based in part on an exhibition Meckseper 
created in 2009 for the Migros Museum in Zurich, which featured two 
red-and-black pumpjack sculptures (Oil Rig #1, Oil Rig #2). “The con-
text for those sculptures, as opposed to ‘Manhattan Oil Project,’ was 
about where the U.S. had arrived in the last years of the Bush admin-
istration,” says Meckseper. “The pumpjacks operated as a signifier of 
that particular period, and the reasons the war was 
fought in Iraq: for natural resources.”

For Meckseper, the rigs stand in for quintessential Americana, refer-
encing the specific economic and cultural history that frames Amer-
ica’s oil industry. “Before oil, the idea of wealth in the U.S. wasn’t as 
prominent. Wealth from oil really changed the texture of the culture 
in America. And of course the same thing happened to the Middle 
East.” The plotlines of major motion pictures from Giant to There Will 
Be Blood have proposed that the fall of America begins with a dribble 
of crude oil (and the evil gleam of avarice in men’s eyes). Meck-
seper’s piece falls in line with these parables in some ways, while 
also aligning the history of America’s oil consumption with a larger tale of globalization. Oil—here, in the form of pumpjacks—
is used as a physical metaphor for the mystification of global economics. Meckseper’s sculptures formalize the concealed initia-
tives of capitalism, repurposing the physical identity of crude oil—and its conduits—in the service of larger concepts of power 
and control. 

Meckseper counterpoints the myriad billboards that carve a story of commerce into the streets of Times Square. She viewes her 
sculptures as critical of capitalism, and as a call to arms in line with the new identity of Mark di Suvero’s monumental sculpture 
Joie de Vivre (1998). “In scale and color, they are definitely a nod to di Suvero,” says Meckseper. “His sculpture at Zuccotti Park 
has become an emblem for Occupy Wall Street, and I am interested in public sculpture becoming a symbol for political action. 
I believe in that potential in art.”

Meckseper is known for creating appropriative sculptures that beguile with the shiny, happy charm of the commodity playthings 
from which they are derived. When she repurposes luxury items, displaying them on mirrored, retail-ready showcases-she does 
so to challenge their ubiquity. What we are blind to becomes a literal mirror. To this end, Meckseper’s pumpjacks promise to be 
in the spirit of Times Square itself—disconcertingly spectacular and fun. “It’s extremely gratifying to make something for people 
who don’t necessarily pay attention to art,” she says. Like theatrical set pieces, the sculptures behave as props for the set of 
Midtown Manhattan, illustrating the machinations of power and force that run the city.

“The key thing is that they operate as a mystery object, something real and yet also fantastical,” says Meckseper. “They look 
extremely real, and technically, they could pump oil. So at first glance people will say ‘Wow, now we’re drilling for oil in New 
York City?’” 

Photo by James Ewing Photo by James Ewing
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For the Manhattan Oil Project, the German-born, New York–based artist Josephine Meckseper has installed two 
twenty-five-foot-tall sculptures inspired by mid-twentieth-century oil pump jacks in The Last Lot, a project space in 
Times Square organized by Art Production Fund. The project is on view from March 5 to May 6, 2012.

THIS IS technically my first large-scale public sculpture. In the 1990s I produced a conceptual magazine, FAT, 
which was kind of like public art because it was distributed at local newsstands. Similar to the magazine, the oil 
pumps are art disguised as something real. Both projects use recognizable generic forms to subvert an elitist art 
vocabulary, one typically not accessible to a broad audience.

My main motivation for installing oil pumps in the middle of Manhattan was to use forms that were already ingrained 
in people’s consciousness and therefore inherently understandable. I wanted to make a conceptual monument rep-
resenting what was going on in 2012, and the pumps signify various current sociopolitical issues—from war to the 
world economy to the exploitation of natural resources.

The oil pumps are made out of three tons of steel each. The familiar forms appear jarring when juxtaposed with 
throngs of tourists, harried office workers, and a sea of advertising. In this area of diversion and commercialism, the 
sculptures become the hard-edged reality of a culture that is defined by its control of supplies of natural resources.

The surrounding theaters provide a distraction and escape from such real-world issues. But the nearby Port Author-
ity, on the other hand, defines the neighborhood more realistically. For many immigrants, this terminal is a launch 
pad for their hopes and dreams. Picking up on this notion, the pumps can be seen as symbolic of the quintessential 
American dream, left over from the frontier days: striking it rich.

A New York metal shop called Pabst Enterprises, which typically makes large metal specialty parts for big telecom-
munications networks, fabricated the sculptures. There are very few plants like this still working on the East Coast, 
since this type of production is now largely outsourced to China and elsewhere. It was important to me to work with 
a company that makes industrial products, not art sculptures. Fifty years ago this plant built giant parts for the US 
Navy. There are still old train tracks on the factory floor there, which reminded me of the giant steam train my father 
bought in the ’70s and installed on nineteenth-century tracks next to the train station in my hometown, Worpswede, 
Germany. The similarly anachronistic look of the oil pumps echoes the more innocent beginnings of the industrial 
revolution, now escalated to a tenuous reality defined by our dependency on oil.

— As told to Mara Hoberman

Josephine Meckseper, Manhattan Oil Project, 2012, steel, plastic, hardware, paint, 25 x 23 x 6’.



In many parts of the country the pump jack — a kind of 
equine-pterodactyl metal monstrosity that perpetually 
extracts oil from a well — is as familiar a feature of the 
landscape as a tree or a telephone pole.

But to come across a pair towering over a vacant lot in 
Midtown Manhattan, with a “Jesus Christ Superstar” bill-
board on one side and a porn store on the other, is a little 
surreal, like a portrait of John D. Rockefeller by Magritte. 
The two pumps, 25 feet tall, materialized this week on a lot 
at 46th Street and Eighth Avenue where a hotel once stood, 
now the only remaining patch of undeveloped land in the 
neighborhood. On Monday the pumps will be activated and 
— at least if their creator, the German-born artist Josephine 
Meckseper, has her way — they will cause passers-by to 
think about a lot more than whether there might actually be 
black gold coursing beneath the urban bedrock.

“I think of them as a kind of fragment, a glimpse, into what 
our reality is,” said Ms. Meckseper, 47, whose work often 
operates at the intersection of culture, consumerism and 
power. “They are about people struggling to have enough 
money to pay their heating bills. But they are also about 
those same people’s desire for entertainment and culture, 
and about the costs of those things too.”

The sculptures were commissioned by the Art Production 

Lot program, in collaboration with Sotheby’s, the Times 
Square Alliance and the Shubert Organization, which owns 
the chain-link-fenced lot and has donated it temporarily for 
art projects.

Ms. Meckseper based the electric-powered pumps closely 
on mid-20th-century models used in Electra, a small town 
in north Texas once famous as the state’s pump jack capital. 
And while their red accents and arcing forms inevitably 
evoke Alexander Calder and Ellsworth Kelly, she said it 

sculpture only second.

“The fact that they would really function is very impor-
tant,” she said, standing in a light rain Wednesday morning 
on the rough ground where the pumps had been installed.

Until May 6 they will lumber into motion twice a day — 
four hours in the morning and four in the evening on week-
days; continuously for eight hours on weekends — pump-
ing nothing but conceptual crude while appearing to pump 
the real thing. They will probably not succeed in drowning 

east on 46th Street, but they will make the authentic, old-
fashioned din of American industry.

“The fabricator asked if I wanted to make them noisier, but 

said. “If they were out here for a few years, they would 
start to make that horrible screeching noise. It’s a sound 
that I actually kind of love.”

A version of this article appeared in print on March 1, 2012, on 
page C3 of the New York edition with the headline: A Wildcat 
Operation in Midtown.

A Wildcat Operation in Midtown
By RANDY KENNEDY
Published: February 29, 201



Josephine Meckseper, Film still, Mall of America, 2009.

Sarah Lookofsky I thought we could begin with a bit of media-specific contemplation. Here we are on a website that addresses, among
other things, fashion, a time-bound commodity that your artistic practice has continually explored. I thought it might be interesting to think
about this site in contrast with the “sites” you frequently assemble in your work, namely the glass vitrine and display case. The shop
window is a curious recreation at this point in time, since people’s desiring (of sex as well as other consumables) and buying have
increasingly moved online. To further emphasize this point, the shopping mall, in your piece Mall of America, shot at the once-biggest
mall in the world, appears like a heavily discounted ghost land with a few disoriented shoppers milling about, almost as if undead. These
pieces seem to recognize that the shop window and its surrounding gigantic mall, once the symbol of American affluence, are, if not
obsolescent, then at least obsolescing spatial tropes. What are your motivations for adopting these forms of display, and the often out-of-
date stuff you put in them, to problematize our digital age?

Josephine Meckseper | The Final Shop
Sarah Lookofsky
A conversation between Josephine Meckseper and Sarah Lookofsky.

Josephine Meckseper, Film still, Mall of America, 2009.



Josephine Meckseper, Film still, Mall of America, 2009.

Josephine Meckseper I shot the Mall of America film just before the recession began in 2007. The focus of the film was to show the
iconography of US American consumer ritual in relation to military expansion. The camera zooms in and out of the mall to then focus on
an aviation store/military recruiting station. The camera captures the highly propagandistic military images further enhancing the
disillusioned atmosphere of the mall. I applied red, white and blue filters to create a sense of alienation and to invert the idea of simplistic
patriotism. The notion of desire in the context of consumerism is just another propagandistic mode of manipulation in a capitalist society.
The shop window, like the vitrines I make, proposes that such window displays will become archeological relics, and could someday be on
display in natural history museums to exemplify life around the turn of the millennium. They are meant to be understood as leftovers of a
time before shopping zones and storefronts are boarded up during 99% protests and demonstrators film each other with their iPhones. The
digital era does not change the basic function of capitalism to perpetuate production and consumption; only the face is changing. The
paradox presented in the Mall of America film recalls Karl Marx’s prediction that capitalism cannot sustain the living standards of the
population because of its need to compensate for the deterioration of profit margins by decreasing wages, cutting social benefits and
practicing military aggression.

Josephine Meckseper, The Complete History of Postcontemporary Art, 2005.



SL Your practice has maintained a dual preoccupation with consumer capitalism, on the one hand, and protest on the other. Up until
recently, these two remained quite disparate in the U.S. context. When large protests happened, as you have recorded, they were mainly
against war; they did not imply a broader critique of the economic system “at home.” It seems to me that your work reads quite differently
now–differently, say, than it would just 6 months ago. To my mind the Occupy Wall Street Movement is novel in the way it has initiated a
systemic critique that attempts to connect the dots between corporate capitalism and politics, both domestic and foreign–hence the
proliferation of demands (rather than a lack thereof), from “stop the wars” to “tax the rich”. As far as I can tell, these ideas are starting to
make their way into political discourse and the mass media. I wonder how you think about these recent political events, since they seem to
relate to the longstanding engagements of your artistic practice in a variety of ways.

Josephine Meckseper, Film still, 04.30.92, 1992.

JM Growing up in Western Germany in the ‘70s, a very similar revolt against corporate capitalism and politics was in motion and had a
deep impact on my immediate environment. Namely the Red Army Faction, later renamed the Baader-Meinhof Group, declared war
against the “system” — consumer society and the wealthy functionaries of the time. They were calling out for a revolution against
capitalism. The fact that they were financed by the East German communist government, which came to light only a few years ago,
doesn’t change the motivations of the group at the time. The imagery and sentiment of the leftist revolts of the ‘70s, but also the
Situationists and the Angry Brigade (a British libertarian communist militant group in the ‘70s), had a large influence on how I started out
as an artist. One of my first films is a documentation of a 24-hour happening with five fellow Cal Arts students on a rooftop in Los
Angeles. The idea was to occupy a space, and inhabit it through deliberate action and accumulation of spatial and filmic materials
introduced by the group members. It was based on the concept of the Situationist International who advocated experimentation with the
construction of situations, namely setting up environments as alternatives to capitalist order. The goal is to point out the central roles of
mass media and advertising spectacles in advanced capitalist society in simulating a fake reality in order to mask the real capitalist
degradation of human life.

The recent events of Occupy Wall Street reconfirm what I have long argued in my work. I’ve set out to make a case against a celebration
of the commercial value of art in favor of the flip side, of revealing modes of production that give voice to protest culture. There is a
threshold even in the most complacent society.



Josephine Meckseper, Untitled (Berlin Demonstration, Fire, Cops), 2002, C-Print.

SL Until the recent upheavals across the Middle East, revolutionary change was often assumed to be a thing of the past. While social
media received much credit by the media for sparking the Arab Spring, recent political movements–from Tahrir Square to Wall Street–
seem rather to prove that social change, regardless of the prevalence of digital communication, still needs to be carried out in the streets
and squares of real cities. That of course contradicts my earlier point, and perhaps certain indications present in your work, that city space
is over and done for. This brings me to question a prevalent interpretation of your practice, specifically the claim that your work asserts the
total commodification of all spheres of human activity: revolutionary protest has become revolutionary chic. I believe I detect more mixed,
and less cynical, signals in your work (the footage of street protests in March for Peace, Justice and Democracy, 04/29/06, New York City,
2007, for example, strikes me as more ambiguous). Given the still-unfolding political developments worldwide, would a 2012 vitrine
similarly include images of protest within them and references to revolutionary chic?

Josephine Meckseper, The Complete History of Postcontemporary Art, 2005 (detail).



JM The misunderstanding that my work should reference an idea of revolutionary chic probably has to do with a projection of that same
audience of how they view their environment. Contrary to this belief, I see my work as a call for street activism, in opposition to a rarified
elitist art viewership. My aim is to present consumer display systems that have an auto-critique built within. This can take place, for
instance, by inserting images of the opposition produced by capitalist society, namely protestors and rioters, or by using pieces of shattered
glass. As a starting point I usually work with films of riots and protests and confront them with forms that refer directly to shop windows
smashed by demonstrators. The installations of display forms like shelves and vitrines represent the static face of capitalism. The collective
performative aspect of consumption is frozen inside the vitrine and the flip side of capitalism (like images of exploited factory workers) is
literally glued to the back of displayed objects. The concealed power structures that are the core of alienated production are made visible
here. I have been filming protests in different parts of the world, and they represent a solution in form of action. I question the arbitrariness
and entertainment character of news coverage. The films show underexposed civil disobedience and protest; the display works show
overexposed modes of consumer society. The images and films I’ve been taking at demonstrations bear witness to the moment when
oppositional forces take on a militarized arm of the state, exposing mass media and advertising’s central role in advanced capitalist society.

March for Peace, Justice and Democracy, 04/29/06, New York City, 2007, was filmed at a protest against the war in Iraq. It includes
images of federal and court buildings in Foley Square that were recently activated again by the Occupy Wall Street movement. The
soundtrack creates a propagandistic brain-washing undertone that evokes the repression of the Bush regime.

Josephine Meckseper Film still, March for Peace, Justice and Democracy, 04/29/06, New York
City, 2007.

SL Your most recent artworks have addressed oil production and how the extraction of this natural resource has engendered a close, if
largely suppressed, working relationship between governments in the US and the Middle East. Perhaps we can talk about this history as it
relates to two of your recent projects? First, your most recent installation, Manhattan Oil Project, brings renditions of 20th century oil
pumps to a vacant lot adjacent to Times Square. Here, the past mechanical power of U.S. wealth is brought into a present dominated by
Post-Fordist spectacular culture. The depiction of oil here, as a natural resource, reminds us of the fact that the world economy is in fact
dependent (to devastating ecological effects, of course) on such material commodities–something that is frequently forgotten in the current
focus on pulsating mega screens and stock tickers, the immaterial “stuff” that now supposedly constitutes a solid national economy…



Josephine Meckseper, Installation view, Josephine Meckseper, 2009.

JM I am interested in making the anachronistic nature of oil and gas exploitation visible by taking the oil pump jacks out of context and
confronting them with the epicenter of US American entertainment propaganda that Times Square represents. I’m also interested in the
role of the artist mistaken as an infantile entertainer of some sort, completely out of touch with social and political cataclysm; a puppet and
tool of a capitalist system that rewards mindless subordination and trivial gestures.

When I first exhibited the oil pump sculptures at the Migros Museum in Zurich, they tied into the overall installation that included a
military bunker, films and various sculptures portraying a decaying consumer society. They expose the “endpoints” of the United States
capitalistic and militaristic crusades since 2001–totalitarianism in the current era of war, globalization, and domestic crisis.



Josephine Meckseper, Installation view, Josephine Meckseper, 2009.

Josephine Meckseper, Fall of the Empire, 2008.



SL The other project I find interesting in this regard is the video included in your The Fall into Time (2011) installation at the Sharjah
Biennial, which employs footage adopted entirely from the 1980s TV series Dallas and Dynasty. It includes familiar scenes of cowboy
romanticism, luxury goods, New York aerial shots and oil fields, as well as scenes of protest, wherein a screaming crowd (whose members
look much more like ‘70s American hippies than Middle Eastern citizens, by the way) is supposed to portray local uproar against Texan
cowboys’ meddling in their region’s oil resources. Although this ’80s footage is quite defamiliarizing to contemporary eyes, it necessarily
echoes the most recent Iraq War’s war-for-oil charges and the attendant caricatures of Texas cowboys’ oil grab in the Middle East.

Josephine Meckseper, Installation view, Sharjah Biennial 10: Plot for a Biennial, 2011.

JM The film focuses on the glorified depiction of the American oil industry in the light of the economic policies carried out in the early
1980s like so-called “Reaganomics,” which was supporting the wealthy by creating tax benefits and loosening market regulations, while
cutting social spending for the poor. The images from the ’80s television shows Dynasty and Dallas are juxtaposed with a Detroit acid
house soundtrack from the same decade, creating the context for a renewed debate on offshore oil drilling, the Deepwater Horizon disaster
and the recent downfall of the Detroit automobile industry.

At the beginning of the first season of Dynasty, the oil tycoon Blake Carrington has to withdraw his oil company from a fictitious Middle
Eastern country because of an anti-American uprising. This very little known scene is the basis of the movie that I created. The film as a
whole exemplifies the ruthlessness of the Reagan era, but also ties directly into the present politically motivated struggle for natural
resources on one side and a growing revolutionary force on the other side in the suppressed Middle Eastern nations. At the biennial in
Sharjah, I found myself navigating the difficult terrain of being a Western artist in the context of a monarchic Middle Eastern country,
without seeming condescending or ignorant to the local context. The idea was that the footage of the stereotypical American TV shows
would invert this problem by pointing the finger back at Western clichés of entertainment and imperialism.



Josephine Meckseper, Film still, DDAYLNLAASSTY, 2010.

Josephine Meckseper, Film still, DDAYLNLAASSTY, 2010.

Sarah Lookofsky is a historian, curator and critic for the arts.
All images courtesy of Josephine Meckseper.
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Violence, 
looting and 
vandalism, well-
placed artworld 
types, coteries of 
globetrotting 
curators, fucking 
shit up, spectrum 
disorder, 
Bartlebyesque 
responses, chrome-
plated aesthetics, 
the perfect 
marriage of 
destructive 
consumption



C onsider this: ‘Around 2000, I 
began to focus on making shelves 
and vitrines. I felt motivated by 
the idea of establishing a link to 
real shop windows smashed by 

rioters.’ Or this: ‘The mirrored sculptures, vitrines, 
and slatwalls are not meant as affirmations or 
glorifications of consumerism. On the contrary, 
their shiny surfaces are meant as provocations 
for destruction.’ Or this: ‘Their clean surfaces 
are a provocation for vandalism and destruction. 
They represent the moment right before a 
demonstrator picks up a stone and smashes a 
window.’

These statements, which Josephine 
Meckseper made in interviews between 2008 
and 2010, must read much differently today after 
the violence, looting and vandalism of England’s 
August riots, when the ‘shoplifters of the world’ 
united under the banner of what we might call 

‘liberated consumerism’. The word that will inevitably 
be bandied about during the run of Meckseper’s 
show at London’s Timothy Taylor Gallery this 
month is ‘prescient’. Well-placed artworld types, 
commentators, loyal ‘theorists’ and devotees will 
note that Meckseper ‘gets it’, and that she obviously 

‘got it’ long before the London, Manchester and 
Birmingham police, or the shocked populace, or 
the media cynics, or the welfare state, or the 
neoliberal world order – which, one might add, 
both the left and the right have diagnosed as the 
disaffected rioters’ spectrum disorder: ‘What’s 
wrong with Johnny?’ ‘Oh, he’s neoliberalistic.’

But here’s a question: if you were to pick 
up a stone and hurl it through the crystal pane of 
one of Meckseper’s mirrored vitrines, would you 
still qualify as a demonstrator? Who and how, 
exactly, is this work meant to provoke? Does it 
want from you – the artist, the collector, the casual 
gallerygoer, the writer/critic/curator, the socialite/
dealer, the exhausted art-handler, the art martyr 

– the same as it wants from the tracksuited hoodies 
from North London? Is it even possible that you 
want the same things?

 Josephine Meckseper88
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The jobseeker wants  
a job, not a lesson in 

ideology critique; the 
gallerygoer wants  

to augment her own 
enlightenment, her own 

already-achieved knowingness, 
not a job. What does  

the rioter want?
Let’s put these questions on hold for a 

moment.
Meckseper’s work first gained wide attention 

in 2006, when it was included in a number of big-
venue exhibitions, such as Media Burn at Tate 
Modern, that year’s Whitney Biennial and the 
Okwui Enwezor-curated 2nd Seville Biennial (where 
some of Meckseper’s photographs of antiwar 
protests caught the attention of the artworld’s 
most quotable theorist, Jacques Rancière, who 
took them as a jumping-off point for a talk he 
gave at the concurrent Moscow Biennial). Meckseper 
herself is the first to admit that the commercial 
outlets of the artworld were slow to pick up on 
her work, that it was the more theoretically adept 
and politically minded coteries of globetrotting 
curators who found it well-aligned with their 
exhibition conceits and catalogue arguments. 
Commerce never minds coming late to the game, 
though; it’s less risky that way.

The Whitney piece, The Complete History 
of Postcontemporary Art (2005) – an academic-
monograph-ready title if ever there was one – 
featured a number of politico-commercial 

facing page: Emirates Palace, 
2011, mixed media in glass vitrine,
203 x 119 x 51 cm

below: Afrikan Spir, 2011, 
mixed media in glass vitrine, 
203 x 203 x 51 cm

bottom right: Crow, 2011, 
mixed media on mirrored slatwall, 
244 x 244 x 29 cm

all images: Photos: Genevieve 
Hanson. © the artist. Courtesy 
Flag Art Foundation, New York, 
and Timothy Taylor Gallery, London
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6, 2011, mixed media in glass 
vitrine, 203 x 119 x 51 cm. 
Photo: Genevieve Hanson. 
© the artist. Courtesy, FLAG Art  
Foundation, New York, and 
Timothy Taylor Gallery, London
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juxtapositions: the EU flag hanging over a stuffed 
rabbit holding a ‘Oui/Non’ sign, which recalled 
the French people’s famously Bartlebyesque 
response to the ratification of the EU Constitution 
in 2005; perfume bottles next to a toilet plunger 
and brush; newspaper fashion ads, hung upside 
down; a Koran next to a percent sign next to an 
argyle-stocking-clad mannequin leg – a purposely 
uneasy equation.

In the past couple of years, more common 
American symbols have come in for a drubbing 
at Meckseper’s hands: oil is one of them, as is 
the militarised car-culture that drinks it up. One 
of Meckseper’s videos, 0% Down (2008), offers 
a montage, backed by Boyd Rice’s industrial 
noise track Total War (1997), of television 
commercials that are curiously explicit about 
the connections between automotive technology 
and defence departments’ expensive toys – as 
the tagline goes: ‘Saab, made from jets’. Ford 
Mustangs and Hummers figure prominently in 
prints and photographs too, though not necessarily, 
or solely, as targets. Meckseper’s studied 
ambivalence is too cagey for that. An overall-
clad Carl Andre once said that one had to inhabit 
one’s contradictions. Meckseper makes 
contradiction a totalising, hermetically sealed, 
chrome-plated aesthetic. What else would one 
expect from the author of a ‘manifesto of non-
affirmation’?

The work, according to Meckseper, is not 
‘earnest’, as for example Thomas Hirschhorn’s 
is, nor is it mere ‘decorative formalism’, like 
Carol Bove’s, two artists who might be seen to 
hold down the poles of Meckseper’s brand of 
politico-commercialised conceptualism. But as 
Meckseper describes it, her work – an ‘inventory 
of the present’ – shares more with certain French 
philosophers than with other contemporary artists. 
Not Rancière, though, or even Badiou, but 
Baudrillard, and less the latter’s radical statements 
on terrorism and the nonhappening of 9/11 than 
his more well-received work from the late 1960s 
and early 70s, which took aim at the (American) 

‘system of objects’ and the ‘consumer society’ 
that had washed up on European shores (and 
more specifically in Paris) once the reconstruction 
wave of the Marshall Plan had retreated. Jean-
Luc Godard captured this classically in Pierrot 
le Fou (1965), when Belmondo and Karina make 
their way through a cocktail party whose banter is drawn entirely from 
TV ads. The humour there was sharp and shown brightly. Meckseper’s 
work, true to her German roots, is as humourless as a high-fashion ad.

At New York’s Flag Art Foundation this past summer, one could 
find chrome rims, Jeep and Infinity car-company logos, hood ornaments 
made into, or cast as, wearable bling, red, white and blue mirrored slatwalls 
bearing blackened American flags, and a bathmat next to mannequin legs 
next to motor oil next to designer-underwear packaging next to a toilet 
brush next to a T-shirt inveigling one to ‘… thank a vet’. The inanity of 
advertising and marketing and consumerism and politics is everywhere 
implicated. It’s enough to make one want to pick up a brick and…

So, back to those questions.
What, if not window-smashing, does Meckseper’s art want from 

its audience? In an interview in 2008, Meckseper said, ‘I kind of hope for 
Joe Sixpack types with a sense of humour to walk into my shows.’ The 

show in question was a solo at Elizabeth Dee in New York, which had the 
gallery’s own signage obscured and a fake Help Wanted sign in the window 
(art audiences stayed away, but jobseekers showed up). Early in her career, 
Meckseper produced a ‘fake magazine’ called FAT, which imitated checkout-
line tabloids in its form and included tabloid-type pieces alongside art ads, 
theory, pulp and politics in its content (Sylvère Lotringer, an early supporter, 
wrote a piece for the first issue). The magazine was distributed to newsstands 
and supermarkets, where it mingled with ‘real’ tabloids and presumably 
found its way into the hands of some ‘Joe Sixpack types’.

The ‘fake’ in these instances is always 
imagined as a subtle (or not so subtle) form of 
subversion, by which an audience is misled, but 
misled, as it were, to the truth, through the classically 
avant-gardist strategy of estrangement, which, 
so the subverter believes, will crack open the 
facade of the misled’s false consciousness. The 
hoped-for narrative is this: ‘Where once I was 
blind, now I can see.’

It’s a familiar conversion tale, but one that 
can be told only from the perspective of the 
converted: to see as such – the validity of an object’s 
claim to ‘art’; the legitimacy of an ideology’s 
claim to ‘truth’ – one has already to be open to 
the possibility of believing that claim, which means 
the conversion, if not yet complete, is already 
under way. It begins, we might say, when one 
knowingly – that is, intentionally – steps through 
the door, be it cathedral, megachurch, museum 
or gallery. One cannot be misled to it. The jobseeker 
wants a job, not a lesson in ideology critique; the 
gallerygoer wants to augment her own enlightenment, 
her own already-achieved knowingness, not a 
job. What does the rioter want?

To fuck shit up.
Faced with the rioters’ stones, acts of avant-

gardist subversion, or hyperbolic mirroring, or 
arm’s-length irony can appear as nothing more 
than manifestations of impotence. The riots, on 
the other hand, were ‘a demonstration of the 
material force of ideology’, the perfect marriage 
of destructive consumption, or consumptive 
destruction.1 This is not to idealise or fetishise 
them, the acts or their perpetrators; it’s only to 
note that the art which comes in their wake needs 
to imagine what a more just world might be like, 
or to carve out a space where such an imagination 
might be possible, not to continue to hint at the 
injustices of the present.

New work by Josephine Meckseper is on show at 
Timothy Taylor Gallery, London, 12 October – 12 
November

Note 1 
Or so wrote Slavoj Zizek 
in a piece published in 
response to the riots for 
the London Review of 
Books’s online edition on 
19 August. For Zizek, ‘the 
problem with the riots is 
not the violence as such, but 
the fact that the violence is 
not truly self-assertive. It is 
impotent rage and despair 
masked as a display of 
force; it is envy masked as 
triumphant carnival’. The 
question is how does this 
‘authentic rage… transform 
itself into a positive 
programme of sociopolitical 
change’? The violence, 
in other words, needs no 
further provocation; it 
needs to get organised.

top: FAT Magazine No. 1, 
1994, inside spread: ‘The Art of Evil’. 
Two-colour offset printing on paper,
30 x 22 

bottom: FAT Magazine No. 1, 1994, 
two-colour offset printing
on paper, 30 x 22

both images: © the artist. Courtesy 
Timothy Taylor Gallery, London
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In her latest exhibition, Josephine Meckseper presents sculptures that further the 
themes raised by her previous shiny and seductive works that are also smart and inter-
rogative of commodity culture. Take, for example, Thank a Vet, 2008, which includes 
objects such as a walker, mannequin legs, an underwear box, a T-shirt (telling us to 
“Thank a Vet”), and a plastic motor oil container, all of which are precisely assembled on 
a large mirrored plinth. Installed in front of a window with an expansive view of the city 
beyond, Thank a Vet reflects directly on urban life. Meckseper’s work elicits both anxiety 
and delight through slick aesthetics that reveal some of the power dynamics underlying 
the retail-driven icons of our age. The T-shirt has an American flag motif, and the refer-
ence to American veterans and the oil container imply a relationship to the gulf wars.

In Cobra, 2011, mirrored red, white, and blue bargain store slatwalls are used to erect 
an American flag that is painted black, complete with a plastic silver eagle at the top of 
the flagpole. Juxtaposed next to this are three identical pairs of cheap aviator sunglass-
es, one red, one white, and one blue and an image on stretched canvas of two identical 
Cobra cars enclosed in stretch wrap and propped up by two brackets. Displayed togeth-
er, the objects in the show create a biting critique of American consumerism. Perhaps in 
ways similar to Haim Steinbach, yet with greater ambivalence, Meckseper engages the 
viewer through tropes of titillation and desire, but a sense of unease ultimately ties her 
works together.





Josephine Meckseper
AMERICAN STILL LIFE

Monika Szewczyk

MONIKA SZEWCZYK: You’ve lived in 
New York for years, though I think many peo-
ple still see you as a German artist and seek 
the sources of your work in German traditions 
of sculpture and installation. You’re also writ-
ing a piece about installing the work of Cady 
Noland at documenta, which may emphasize 
your German roots, albeit she is an American 
artist. But I’d like to begin not with Germany 
or New York, but the West Coast. I’m curious 
to know about your early years at CalArts—
who were the big influences there and what 
were the ideas about art making and social en-
gagement that you took away from this place?
Josephine Meckseper: In many ways, study-

ing at CalArts, back in the ’90s, was the most 
formative experience for the development of 
my work. The school was conceptually and 
theoretically based––more a breeding ground 
for ideas than for art production in a commer-
cial sense. Michael Asher, Charles Gaines, the 
filmmaker Thom Andersen and the theoreti-
cian Sylvère Lotringer were important influ-
ences on my thinking and way of working. I 
pursued neo avant-garde models, like the Situ-
ationists and the Angry Brigade for example, 
in a 24-hour happening with a group of five 
CalArts students on a rooftop in Los Angeles. 
The idea was to occupy a space, and inhabit 
it through deliberate actions and the accumu-

lation of spatial, filmic and material elements 
introduced by the group members. It was a 
very politically-charged time, the performance 
coincided with the Rodney King riots and the 
filming of the riots became part of the piece. 
For my thesis show I brought machine guns 
and dynamite detonators from a Hollywood 
prop house into the school’s gallery, wrote 
chemical formulas of explosives on the walls 
and broke a hole in the ceiling. The centerpiece 
of the show was a video of a bank robbery 
that I had staged at the local Wells Fargo, and 
photographs were scattered across the floor
and on a desk. I think one of my Molotov cocktails 
is still hidden behind the school’s drywall.
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MS: You bring up homemade bombs so I’ll 
continue, not with revolutionaries, but with 
fire and mfirearms, but also firemen, soldiers, 
sergeants, vets, construction workers, bikers… 
and theirm magazines. One of your first proj-
ects out of CalArts was a magazine called FAT. 
And I’ve got mhere a copy of FAT, “On Fire” 
(No. 3, 1997), which has a truly impressive 
group of contributors and advisors (a scorch-
ing interview with Dan Graham, pages and 
texts by Dara Birnbaum, Piotr Uklanski, Sally 
Stein, Lucio Pozzi to name just a few). Still, 
it’s making my writing desk lookless ‘Virginia
Woolf,’ more ‘Foxy Virgins’—some special is-
sue of Enquirer meets Hot Rod meets Hustler’s 
Jail Babes. This ‘rag’ type is really condensing 
all the semiotic sins of the Valley — I think of 
porn fed to privates in training a few miles east 
into the Mojave Desert or those a few miles 
southwest, at the port, sitting in an aircraft 
carrier bound for the Gulf. There’s a black 
band with yellow text at the top right corner: 
“your favorite art magazine.” And it just might 
be for them and for me, if I forget everything I 
learned in school. I have to admit (and this will 

kill my street cred) that I rarely look at porn, 
but I’m fascinated with it at a distance, as a 
phenomenon. And FAT seems to echo a kind of 
general pornocracy of the image, which I think 
is systematically tied to war. Still, I’m curious. 
Was this a rebellion or rather evidence that 
you were a ‘good student,’ which is perhaps 
the ultimate perversion? And then practically, 
how many did you print and where were they 
really meant to land?

JM: The first issue, “Good & Evil,” came out 
in the early ’90s, a moment of utter political 
correctness. There was a rebellious undertone 
in FAT magazine’s shrill tabloid style that was 
completely antithetical to the academic and 
even commercial side of the New York art 
world. Coming from CalArts, I didn’t want 
to simply make art and show it in galleries. 
Instead I wanted to create my own context 
for what art could be at the time. A group of 
former CalArts students worked with me on 
the magazine, writing, editing and designing 
it. Sylvère Lotringer contributed the essay 
“The Art of Evil,” about pre- and post-WWII 
art and literature in relationship to the Holo-
caust. FAT is a conceptual magazine project, 
inspired by Jean-Paul Marat’s newspaper, Ami 
du Peuple, and the avant-gardist tradition of 
breaking down barriers between art and life. 
The idea was to show art works in a nonelit-
ist, easily digestible form. Photographic re-
productions and art images are subverted into 

a monstrous montage with representations of 
advertising and propaganda next to fictitious 
news items. The design is based on the Italian 
tabloid magazine Cronaca Vera. Each issue 
had a different print run; the first one of 1,500 
sold out immediately, so we increased it to 
10,000. The goal was to reach a broad non art-
specialized audience. The magazine was dis-
tributed through Tower Books and other com-
mercial distributors to newsstands nationally
and internationally. We got a lot of letters from 
readers from all over the country; places in the 
Midwest or Alaska, for example.

MS: You mentioned to me once that your 
sculptural work is a natural extension of the 
magazines. I can see this already in terms of 
the thematic or socioeconomic register of your 
materials, but maybe you could say something 
about how you deal with the distribution and 
display… Are galleries the best places to 
show or maybe you actually prefer fairs be-
cause ,they’re more like malls?
JM: My shop window installations and vi-
trines especially function in a similar way 
as FAT (and magazines in general) in terms 
of the economy of form and content. These 
display work types are made deliberately 
for a commercial context such as an art fair 
or gallery, pre-empting any illusions about 
their instrumentalization and absorption into 
a free market system. It’s a purposely non-
affirmative way of using consumer display 

Opposite: JOSEPHINE MECKSEPER, The Complete His-
tory of Postcontemporary Art, 2005. Mixed media in display 
window, 160 x 250 x 60 cm. Courtesy the artist and Eliza-
beth Dee, New York. Above: JOSEPHINE MECKSEPER. 
Installation view at migros museum für gegenwartskunst, 
Zurich, 2009. Courtesy the artist, Reinhard Hauff , Stuttgart; 
Elizabeth Dee, New York; Arndt, Berlin. Photo: A. Burger.
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forms to turn them into targets and focus 
points of attack. Their clean surfaces are a 
provocation for vandalism and destruction. 
They represent the moment right before a 
demonstrator picks up a stone and smashes 
a window. Ironically, I’ve only had about a 
handful of gallery shows and very little art 
fair exposure; my work mostly shows up in 
institutional contexts where it reads a bit more 
academic. The windows and vitrines become 
archeological time capsules for a near and 
distant future, much like old magazines tell 
us a story of another time. On the other side, 
the larger institutions and museums have 
themselves become closer to shopping malls, 
with escalators and souvenir shops, which 
makes them ideal sites for my display works.

MS: I definitely had this sense—this desire to 
smash some glass—in Hascher Jehle’s sleek, 
transparent cube that forms the Stuttgart Kun-
stmuseum, where I first encountered a big body
of your work in 2007. But a sense of suspen-
sion prevailed. You’ve been good enough to 
send me a preview of your manifesto on non-
affirmation (in progress), where there is again 

a call for destruction, but also a profound re-
fusal to proscribe or articulate the stakes of 
the game: “There is nocoherence, we remain 
vague in terms of authorship and purpose.” Is 
it really true—as you say in another chapter of 
your manifesto—that you don’t like what you 
do?!! I can’t quite believe this. At the end of the 
day, what I also see is the aesthetic beauty of 
things rendered profoundly useless, the flip side 
of the commodity, which only art can affect.
JM: There is no affirmative reassurance in the 
seemingly benign display forms and the ap-
propriated objects that are presented in them. 
My work functions more like a manifestation 
of the collective unconsciousness of our time. 
I’m looking for cultural and sociological end 
points as a platform to chronicle and subvert re-
ality. I am assembling and juxtaposing oppos-
ing elements into artificial simulations of ev-
eryday reality. I have no reason to be invested 
in the aesthetics, because my work is based on 
things that are readily available. Formal issues
are only the means to capture a sense of the 
present, but they are never the goal. The read-
ing of the work is circumstantial though, as 
it reflects the respective degree of criticality 
that the viewer brings to the environment. It 
succeeds when it brings out rejection and ag-
gression. When I brought life-size oil rigs and 
military bunkers into the spaces of the Migros 
Museum last year, it likewise wasn’t based on 
my preference or admiration for their form and 
shape, but was meant to create a threedimen-
sional still life of contemporary culture. The 

same is true about my film Mall of America 
at the current Whitney Biennial. It captures a 
sense of capitalist decay mixed with a desper-
ate military recruiting attempt as played out in-
side the oversized Midwestern shopping mall. 
I think of these works as relics of the last throes 
of U.S. hegemony. In a way, my work serves 
as a garbage can for the history of the present.

Monika Szewczyk is a writer and editor based in Berlin 
and Rotterdam. She is head of publications at Witte de 
With Center for Contemporary Art and a tutor at Piet 
Zwart Institute, Rotterdam.

Josephine Meckseper was born in 1964 in Lilienthal, 
Germany. She lives and works in New York.

Selected solo shows: 2011: FLAG Art Foundation, New 
York. 2010: Reinhard Hauff, Stuttgart. Elizabeth Dee, 
New York. 2009: AZKM, Münster (D); Indianapolis 
Museum of Art; The Art Museum of the University of 
Houston; Nottingham Contemporary; Migros Museum, 
Zurich. 2008: MoMA, New York; Arndt & Partner, 
Berlin; Elizabeth Dee, New York; Colette, Paris; GAK, 
Bremen (D). 2007: Kunstmuseum Stuttgart (D); Rein-
hard Hauff, Stuttgart. 2005: White Columns, New York. 
2004: Reinhard Hauff, Stuttgart.

Selected group shows: 2010: Whitney Biennial, New 
York. 2009: “Morality: Beautiful from Every Point of 
View,” Witte de With, Rotterdam. 2008: “Walls in the 
Street,” Siemens Arts Program / MSUB, Belgrade. 2007: 
“Brave New Worlds,” Walker Art Center, Minneapolis; 
Moscow Biennale. 2006: “Media Burn,” Tate Modern, 
London; BIACS, Seville (ES); “USA Today, Works from 
the Saatchi Collection”, Royal Academy of Arts, Lon-
don; Whitney Biennial, New York. 2005: Lyon Biennial.

From top clockwise: Untitled (Berlin Demonstration, Fire, 
Cops), 2002. C-Print, 76 x 102 cm. Courtesy the artist; 
Elizabeth Dee, New York; Reinhard Hauff , Stuttgart. Instal-
lation view at The Armory Show, New York, 2010. Courtesy 
the artist and Elizabeth Dee, New York. Photo: Tom Powel. 
Mall of America, 2009. Video, color, sound, transferred to 
DVD, 12.48 mins. Courtesy the artist; Elizabeth Dee, New 
York; Whitney Museum of American Art, New York. Installa-
tion view at CalArts, Los Angeles, 1992.
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Atistically speaking, West Chelsea — land of several hundred art galleries — is a tower of Babel spread on the horizontal. 
On any given day, scores of different visual languages are being spoken at once, often in raised voices. Arguments made 
by one show for one aesthetic position are immediately, sometimes violently, countered by the show next door. The effect 
can be cacophonous and confusing, although the other extreme is probably more disconcerting: when too many shows are 
talking alike.
   Perhaps most interesting are those instances when a few shows speak enough, but not too much, of the same language 
to have an engaging debate. That’s happening this week among exhibitions of three younger artists working primarily in 
three dimensions — shows that focus on sculpture and its ostentation in terms of means of production, use of materials 
and methods of display.
   Their efforts offer pointed commentary on the medium, particularly in its most cash-dependent forms: large-scale public 
sculpture and pricey portable objects that involve complex techniques, skilled artisans, expensive materials and demand-
ing maintenance regimens. Each artist here takes a do-it-yourself, low-budget approach involving found, inexpensive 
materials and objects, which they simply but deliberately — and at times ingeniously — work, rework or combine. Wit is 
a common denominator, and in all cases works on paper amplify the cross talk. Otherwise, these artists go their separate 
ways.
   In his second solo show in New York (and at the Zach Feuer Gallery), Johannes VanDerBeek embraces traditional sculp-
tural subjects in nontraditional ways and in cheap materials, displaying a facility and historical awareness that have never 
been quite as overt, whimsical or physically inventive. The exhibition, titled “Another Time Man,” has about six distinct 
bodies of work — it’s actually a series of capsule shows — that range across the ages. This is implied by the first large 
work you’ll see, a partition titled “The Big Stone Flatscreen With Static.” It is cobbled together from pieces of cut-out 
cardboard, painted fuzzy black and white on one side and smeared on the other with a gray material called Celluclay. It’s 
television versus cave painting.
   One group of works, displayed within a shimmering but flimsy curved wall painted silver, are fashioned from tin cans 
that have been sliced open, bent, stacked in various ways, welded together and tinted with spray paint; they flit effortlessly 
among Cubism, Futurism, Modern architecture, totemic figures, tramp art, Calder and toys. Life-size sculptures made of 
wire mesh offer ghostly depictions of an American Indian, a frontier woman and a hippie as vanished characters, implying 
some kind of historical continuum. Darkly colored slabs of textured metal could be remnants of an ancient culture or just 
Rust Belt castoffs, signs of more recent obsolescence; either way, they are aluminum foil colored with ink and pastel and 
incised with a ballpoint pen.
   Eeriest of all are several found aluminum display boxes on pedestals whose interiors, looped with dead neon tubing, 
have been gingerly spray-painted and outfitted with arresting masks collaged from magazine images — talking heads, Ro-
man portraits or ancient spirits conjured up around the campfire. Mr. VanDerBeek’s vision is darker than you think.
   In his physically slightest work, he distracts us with grids of paper towels, stained and splashed with paint: sweet, so-
phisticated nothings of considerable pictorial power. His next target may be abstract painting.
   More exclusively focused on—and dismayed by—the present, Josephine Meckseper continues her meditation on Ameri-
can consumerism in her second solo show at the Elizabeth Dee Gallery. This time she offers a kind of chrome mono-
chrome environment in which the references ricochet among Modernist sculpture, the automobile as the No. 1 object of 
American male desire and various references to the fairer sex, which might be described as desire No. 2.
   Ms. Meckseper’s dazzling surfeit of reflective surfaces takes the animal fascination with shiny and runs with it. “Ameri-
canmuscle” updates Duchamp’s bicycle wheel with a chrome car wheel on a mirrored pedestal. Other ready-mades, hang-
ing from chrome display stands and racks, include a tail light, chains of different sizes, fox tails and rabbits’ feet. Gender 
differences are acknowledged in the display of a nylon stocking and crude approximations of designer handbags made 
from metal mesh and chain, sometimes with a car logo attached, using a bit of tar- or crude-oil-like substance. “Brillo” 
consists of a chrome treelike counter display stand, each of whose nine small platforms holds a metal pot-scouring pad, as 
if it were a precious object, perhaps a feminist hood ornament.
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Creative Debate Among Sculptors, Not Too Loud
By ROBERTA SMITH
PUBLISHED: JUNE 1, 2010



   Repeated uses of enlarged watch faces from Cartier ads in wall pieces and papier-mâché forms may be a comment on 
the work of the key appropriation artist Richard Prince and his extensive use of car culture. Elsewhere, a small photograph 
of the burning Deepwater Horizon rather heavy-handedly suggests the self-destructive implications of consumerism, as 
does a small and erratic video of cracked glass — a car windshield or store window.
   Haim Steinbach’s Neo-Geo sculptures of the 
mid-1980s, and the more dour, redneck tack 
taken by Cady Noland in the late 1980s are influ-
ences here. But Ms. Meckseper is no stranger 
to the store display case; here she creates an 
environmental one in which we are both pliable 
consumers and available commodities.
   If a kind of Americana prevails in those two 
shows, Siobhan Liddell turns more decisively 
toward Europe in “Ordinary Magic,” her out-
standing fourth show at the CRG Gallery. Ms. 
Liddell has always been interested in making the 
most of fragile, ephemeral materials, with colored 
string and thread, wire and especially paper high 
on the list. Miró would seem to be the dominant 
influence here, although Richard Tuttle and Alan 
Shields, the 1970s master of tie-dye and the sew-
ing machine, can’t be ruled out.
   This show is dominated by a series of exquisite-
ly modest structures, most involving jewel-col-
ored paper, often hand-painted. All rest on tables 
cobbled together from mismatched pieces of 
wood that contribute to the works’ charm. There 
is a sexual undertone to the title of “Pierced Pink 
Pyraminds in the Round on the Square,” while 
the honeycombed structure suggests a kind of ar-
chitectural model on holiday, masquerading as a 
Mardi Gras float. “Blue and Gold Fold” is simply 
a small square of shiny gold foil, slightly peaked 
to reveal the paper’s blue underside; it might 
refer to similar, larger floor pieces by Roni Horn 
and Felix Gonzalez-Torres. The tabletop piece “Ordinary Magic” presents a handmade 
disco ball about to be inundated or perhaps se- duced by a multicolored wave in glazed 
ceramic that exudes a freer sense of abandon.
   Ms. Liddell works with many of these same materials in collages on linen, with 
elegant Dada results. But the outstanding work 
on the wall here is a large, untitled piece where 
expanses of small cut-out paper — white on one 
side and green on the other — create a raised surface that evokes leaves, fur and scales while resolving itself into a large 
plant form. O.K., it’s not sculpture, but it is consistent with the conviction, palpable in all three shows here, that art is far 
more a matter of imagination and ingenuity than of materials and money.
   Johannes VanDerBeek’s “Another Time Man” runs through June 12 at Zach Feuer Gallery, 530 West 24th Street, Chel-
sea; zachfeuer.com. Josephine Meckseper runs through June 26 at Elizabeth Dee, 545 West 20th Street, Chelsea; eliza-
bethdeegallery.com. Siobhan Liddell’s “Ordinary Magic” runs through Saturday at CRG Gallery, 535 West 22nd Street, 
Chelsea; crggallery.com.

A version of this review appeared in print on June 2, 2010, on page C1 of the New York edition.

“Stand With Three Circles,” 
by Josephine Mecksper.
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06 Ten High, 2008  
Plexiglas platform, 3 mannequins, 
collapsible walker, cane, bottle of 
whiskey, Bible, ashtray with cigarettes, 
broken mirror on wooden panel,  
poster mounted to aluminium, mixed media 
on canvas, aluminium sign, T-Shirt,  
tie, fake vomit on Plexiglas
350  ×  350  ×  350  cm
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[ 1 ]  
 Paul Virilio / Sylvère Lotringer. 

Pure War, trans. Mark Polizotti, 
Semiotext(e), New York 1983, 

1997, p. 10.

[ 2 ] 
Ernst Junger, “Total Mobilization,” 

The Heidegger Controversy:  
A Critical reader, Richard Wolin 

(ed.), The MIT Press, Cambridge, 
Mass. 1993, p. 126.

at length upon the sociological implications of this mutation. He defined the “Worker” 
as a “new reality,” even a new human “race” meant to replace both the bourgeois and 
the proletarian. The army of labor would not be relegated anymore to industrial ghettos, 
the whole society would become a “total work-space” directly enlisted to the war effort. 
This new reality, he believed, would be governed by the “Figure” (gestalt) of the worker. 
Junger hailed technology as a demoniacal power bound to destroy all individual differ-
ences between classes and nations. But what the Worker lost in individuality, he would 
gain in precision and objectivity, work becoming the source and destination of every 
human existence. “The face which looks at the observer under the steel helmet or that 
of the pilot has also changed […] It has become more metallic, as if galvanized on the 
surface, the bone structure jutting out markedly […]” [ 3 ]

It was a new metallic race that was beginning to develop according to the requirement 
of a new technological landscape. In Meckseper’s exhibit, from the life-size insect-like 
steel derricks to the chromium plates of cars, and from the abstraction of car rims to the 
metallic surface of the mannequins’ bodies, a new technological race-crossing species is 
in the making. It encompasses the sleek war-like display of SAAB commercials with jet 
planes bouncing in the background while the added 1990s industrial music keeps ironi-
cally asking: “Do you want total war?” 

Junger saw this new humanity as a combat “elite” not defined by its individuality but 
moved by a “superior legality” to fulfill specific tasks, and even hailed the Kamikaze pi-
lots in Japan in 1934 as a kind of “Nietzschean humanism.” The invention of electronic 
technologies over the last decade has made this elite far less identifiable, actually more 
of a mass phenomenon. The “extreme coldness” of the metallic features moved inside, 
but remained no less metallic for all that. Gilles Deleuze called this new race waving cell 
phones and credit cards as their weapons: “dividuals.” 

Readily identifiable in dynamic vehicles, the effects of technological violence are no 
less powerful for remaining unnoticed. In fact, the less explicit the violence, the more 
far-reaching its impact. Moving from vehicular vectors, outwardly in nature, to more in-
tangible weapons of communication—visual technology like photography, film, television 
and video, up to the most recent advances in electronic media technologies, all indirect 
offshoots of military research and “Star Wars” type technological deterrence—this tech-
nology is quickly approaching the absolute value of the speed of light, waging another 
kind of war on the human environment. The “real-time” of telecommunication is abol-
ishing the distinction between the real and pictures we derive from it, substituting for 
the actual physical proximity a more virtual kind of presence. This “transparence” is the 
ultimate accident generated by the “vision machines” in which the speed of images has 
replaced actual physical movement. Instantaneity and ubiquity are now canceling mem-
ory and history, triggering a general de-realization of reality. Modern technology has 
drastically changed our relation to the world, which can only be grasped, in Heidegger’s 
formula, as a “word-picture.” The advent of “instant time” on a global scale announces 
the virtual disappearance of the social. The technology of warfare and the techniques of 
perception have become one.

The crash of General Motors, a global powerhouse company, and the most symbolic of 
them all, throws an uncanny light on the Great Car Culture that was part of American 
power and a major incentive for controlling oil fields worldwide by all means necessary, 
including the devastating oil war waged in Iraq. Meckseper’s exhibition invites us to look 
back on this still ongoing imperialist saga not just in economic terms, but anthropologi-
cally: in times to come, cars, like dinosaurs, like America itself, will be relegated to the 
National History Museum. This is what the neat canvas posters of cars wrapped up in 
plastic also tend to suggest. Discarded consumer products, even when glamorized by 
publicity, are just like body bags. Violence and death are still lurking around, although 
carefully kept under wraps.

What is being questioned at this point is not just the simulationist aspects of financial-
ized capitalism, but the technology it relies on in order to further its goals. Paul Virilio 
has reminded us that technology is an enigma that can only be addressed properly by 
bringing out its negative sides, all too often ignored, or considered extrinsic to the inven-
tion. Each invention casts a long shadow: car accidents are as much of an invention as 
the car itself was. Plane crashes are not just a freak occurrence, but a creation in their 
own right. What is unheard of is not that cars would crash, but that the carmakers them-
selves would. Accidents reveal the essence of the machine, or of the system. “Integral 
accidents” that affect the entire planet, such as the one we’re experiencing right now, 
tell us something about the nature of “techno-capitalism.” 

Virilio helped dispel the humanistic discourse on technology, which usually casts it in 
instrumental and anthropological terms, as if technology was mere “applied science” man-
ufacturing objects meant to enhance human life, and cars were just made for consumers’ 
convenience and vanity. Heidegger reminded us that the essence of techne does not reside 
in the making itself, rather in the fulfillment of an underlying project or scheme. Technology 
is not neutral, and its project remains to be spelled out. It is part of a “total war” of which 
the current wars in Iraq and in Afganistan are just the most visible pointers. 

Joseph Goebbels used the expression “total war” in his famous speech of February 
18, 1943, in which he exhorted the German people to fight to the bitter end after the 
collapse of the Eastern Front. The ominous bunker from Virilio’s Bunker Archeology is a 
reminder of the time when the space of war crossed Europe from North to South, from 
the Siegfried Line to the Maginot Line and the Atlantic Wall. “By the same token,” Virilio 
commented, “you touch on the mythic dimension of a war spreading not only throughout 
Europe, but all over the world.” Bunkers, like anti-aircraft shelters, etc., are “reference 
points or landmarks to the totalitarian nature of war in space and myth.” [ 1 ]

Total War is not just invoked in extreme situations, it involves the “total mobilization” 
of populations in time of peace as well as in time of war. Ernst Junger was the first to 
raise the concept of mobilization in The Worker (Der Arbeiter, 1938), suggesting that a 
fixed budget would not be enough to cover the costs of waging a total war. In addition 
to the armies on the battlefields, the “modern armies of commerce and transport, food-
stuffs, the manufacture of armaments—the army of labor in general,” should be mobi-
lized. [ 2 ] From then on battles would not be waged on the battlefields, but in the “battle 
of movement.” In the same article, Junger pointed out that total mobilization did not 
mean enlisting people in the army, or sending them to the battlefields, but rather their 
“readiness” for mobilization. 

Virilio has often referred to this concept in his own elaboration of “pure war,” a war 
that would be waged without an actual war being the necessary outcome. The Cold War 
was its perfect illustration. Although bloody wars were unleashed in various corners of 
the world (in Korea, Vietnam, Afganistan, etc.) the two adversaries kept “deterring” each 
other from triggering the fatal outcome, relying instead on economic and technological 
escalation to achieve similar results. This fusion of science and war signaled the break-
down of the distinction between the civilian and the military. Unlike Virilio, Junger dwelt 
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No, the trajectory of disaster is the accident’s development. The accident has become 
inseparable from progress. Hannah Arendt explained this when she said, “The catastro-
phe and the accident, the two sides of the same coin.” The more progress unfolds, the 
more insurmountable catastrophe is. Now, since the end of the 20th century, we have 
entered the era of an unsurpassable success: the world is too small for progress.

It has succeeded all too well.

It has succeeded too well, and has closed itself off, foreclosed, enclosed onto itself; 
this explains people’s temptation to enclose themselves within gated communities or tow-
ers that repeat Babel’s myth, which, in a certain way, will develop catastrophe’s principle. 
Catastrophe is a sort of knowledge that one doesn’t acknowledge, except in technological 
crashes. And this is my point: future universities will study the catastrophe of progress. 
Every area of knowledge is summoned to participate in the barbarity of techno-scientific 
progress. In the same way that European universities were created in Bologna, at the 
Sorbonne and later in Salamanca around barbarity—History’s barbarity—we have to re-
invent, not in the year 1000, but in 2000, a university that opposes catastrophe and the 
catastrophic success of techno-scientific progress in the areas of atomic knowledge, 
information technology and genetics, Einstein’s three bombs. The atom bomb was made 
possible by the informational bomb; the informational bomb made the genetic bomb 
possible—through the mapping of the human genome, the possibility of cloning, even of 
creating hybrid species, etc. So, in today’s universities we have to invent the equivalent of 
the crash test in an enterprise—I want to remind you that a crash test is part of History.

The Financial Accident

Several years ago we talked in some detail about a financial crisis that would trigger the 
total accident. It would be, you said, the prime example for the book that you are writing 
on the accident. This integral accident is now happening before our very eyes. 

We are up to our neck in it. The crash is the model of the total accident. Why? Be-
cause, together with war, it is the example of instantaneity. Let me remind you: if time is 
money, then speed is power, the power of money and not just money. So, the new series of 
crashes—remember the crash in Japan, the mortgage meltdown that completely destabi-
lized Japan, which used to do so well before that—is happening now in the United States, 
and it will happen everywhere. And this has nothing to do with the 1929 crash.

I just talked about it with an old Italian friend, Christian Marazzi, who is a well-known 
economist in Switzerland. He told me that he has started studying catastrophe theory be-
cause he realizes that we have no way of knowing where all this will lead us. According to 
him, it will take at least two more years before we know exactly the full extent of the crisis. 
We have never faced a situation of that kind before, in which the entire financial system 
could collapse.

Absolutely. In the early 1980s I came up with the idea of a Museum of the Accident, 
as I called it then. At the time Jack Lang was the [socialist] Minister of Culture in France 
and François Barré was president of the Centre Pompidou. I was interviewed by Art Press 
on the ruins of the La Villette slaughterhouse and François Barré asked me, “What do 
you think we should do with these ruins? You are interested in ruins.” And I told him, “I 
would make a Museum of Science and Technology.” He told me, “That’s exactly what they 
are planning to do.” And I said, “That’s perfect.” Then he asked, “And what should we 

    
Sylvère Lotringer: We’re running out of time. Everything now is happening in real time, 

except that time seems to have lost its reality. And this is also true for history.

Paul Virilio: We no longer participate in the trilogy past-present-future. Today we are 
experiencing an acceleration not only of History, but also of the instant. The instant isn’t 
present. The instant of the immediacy and of the ubiquitousness doesn’t participate in 
the present. It has acquired its accidental autonomy. 

In the past, historians from the Annales School studying archives dealt with two his-
torical categories: the long Braudelian periods—Braudel, March Bloch, Lucien Febvre 
were concerned with general history (centuries and civilizations) and the history of the 
events (1914–1918, the French Revolution, the Russian Revolution). Now, a new element 
originating in instantaneity is inscribing itself in history. We still have long durations, we 
still have the time frame of certain events that participate in the present (the present of 
the 1789 Revolution, the present of the Russian Revolution, etc.), but we’re entering the 
possibility of an accidental History, of a history that connects neither in the past, nor in 
the present, nor in the future. History as event has been replaced by an accidental history 
with no points of reference. In this sense, it is an accident of time.

The Unsurpassable Success

Globalization is turning into a disaster. The planet is shrinking and we are also running 
out of space. We’re on top of each other on both counts. A simple flap of the butterfly’s 
wings and the entire globe goes haywire. Should we de-globalize ourselves and get out of 
this disastrous situation?

Hence all these studies on the exo-planet, the exo-biologists, what I would call the 
exo-science. In other words, we are now re-launching the colonial enterprise into the 
outer world. Cyberspace is already a colony that replaces the real world. The sixth, vir-
tual continent already is a sort of new colony, a preparation for the immigration to outer 
space. Through the search for exo-planets, by means of space probes, etc. there is some-
thing that takes us, not to the other world—say, the discovery of America—but to the 
outer world.

An integral accident on the planetary scale would be capable of incorporating a whole 
host of incidents and disasters in a chain reaction. Is that also what we can detect in the 
trajectory of disaster?

II

Paul Virilio
The Total Accident
An Interview with Sylvère Lotringer
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The Crisis of Politics

The crisis of politics. By this I mean that global governing is no longer possible in the 
context of the state. Why? Because computers, mathematical programs, superior math-
ematics have been used in economy, and it’s obvious that they are incapable of managing 
global economics. It became obvious with the Kervielle scandal in France, and it is true 
for everything that’s going on in the United States right now. Now when we see politicians 
and leaders in power throughout the world, whether Sarkozy, to start with, or George 
W. Bush or Berlusconi or Putin, the list is endless, there isn’t a single politician up to the 
challenge of globalization, of the finitude. In the past when a man said, “I want to be the 
master of the world,” he was locked up. Now, these men have the power to manage the 
finitude—our finitude is not the Apocalypse, but the closure—and none of them are up to 
it, it’s beyond their capability. And the question of democracy will shortly be raised. 

Years ago, we discussed the notion of “transpolitics.” Is globalization really making the 
capacity to act politically impossible?

The capacity to act politically was linked to the past, to historical progress. If democ-
racy exists it’s because the Greeks existed. If monarchy existed, etc. So, in some way, 
political science was linked to the history of government knowledge, whether religious or 
secular-republican, whether royalist or democratic. But the speeding up of history, which 
provoked the blitzkrieg, that is to say, WWII—don’t forget that I am a child of WWII, the 
lightening-war—has also caused the accident of History. The 20th century, “an unforgiv-
ing century,” as Camus said, is Auschwitz as well as Hiroshima. So, this time, the speed-
ing up of the real, real time, immediacy, instantaneity, is entirely slipping away from 
the political. No kind of politics lives up to this quasi-divine event. Managing the world’s 
economy and ecology in real time has become impossible, unless we renew the founda-
tions of politics, as the Greeks did at the origin of History. And then we find again… I 
rediscovered a book that I liked a lot by a man who is a great teacher for me, Vladimir 
Jankélévitch, The Austerity of Moral Life. It is a book no longer in print, […] a book more 
relevant for today’s world than we can imagine. What is ecology? It’s austerity. It’s very 
clear for me, it’s not decadence, it’s austerity. No one today is capable of reflecting on the 
very foundation of ecological austerity, on its gravity and difficulty. Everyone, Sarkozy 
included, says: “We’ll manage, it’s nothing serious, don’t worry.”

Austerity means that less is more.

So, humility is tomorrow’s virtue. I’d like to remind you that the expression “humility 
is truth” is Teresa of Avila. Well, this expression is about to become tomorrow’s politi-
cal truth, unless we reinvent colonialism and move into space to discover a new empire 
among the other planets, etc. At a time when colonialism—French, British colonial em-
pire—is criticized so harshly, one feels like saying, “And you are now doing the same thing 
with the other planets! Congratulations!” 

What can we expect from politics when people now are merely managing catastrophes? 
In fact, they totally live up to the catastrophe since they contribute to it. 

The catastrophe of progress is the catastrophe of success. It is a paradoxical logic. 
The problem is not that a nuclear plant might break down; the problem is that we keep 
building nuclear plants. When a nuclear plant breaks down, even if that involves destruc-
tion, it’s nothing more than a failure; but to keep building them alleging the exhaustion of 
natural resources (coal, oil) is another kind of catastrophe. This is not a failure, it is the 

include in the program?” And I told him, “It’s clear that each area of knowledge should 
present its success and its catastrophe.” There should be no censorship on the nature of 
the catastrophe arising from the progress in that discipline. Of course, no one asked for 
my opinion on La Villette—curiously, I was consulted on other occasions, but not on this 
project. And when did they open the Cité de Science in La Vilette? In 1986. And 1986 
was Chernobyl and Challenger. And at that time I made a point of writing another article 
in Art Press: “I remember you interviewed me, and you said once again that the Museum 
of the Accident is the TV. You, Scientists, proved incapable of facing this question. And 
since then it has become bigger and bigger; we saw the Space Shuttle Colombia disinte-
grate, etc.”

We have now moved from the nuclear accident and the space accident to the financial 
accident.

Exactly.

Did you foresee that it was in the offing?

I always believed that the financial accident, the financial crash was the model of 
the integral accident, because it projected at the greatest speed the consequences of 
the error or of the hyper-quotation. If there is a place where hyper-accidents happen, 
it is certainly on Wall Street. Every day one accident can trigger others. This is what the 
market is about.

But this one came from the markets’ instantaneity.

In this case too, if time is money, speed is power. This is why we enter a race. What 
is a race? It means taking hold of power by getting there first. And at the same time 
we ride on horseback, drive a car, walk on foot. It’s very clear that speed = power, and 
power = speed, and instantaneity, ubiquitousness and immediacy are the prerogatives of 
the divine.

It’s true for speed, but as for power, it’s hard to say where it is located at the present 
time.

Usually, speed allows us see, which is the case with television. During online stream-
ing, the speed of transmission allows us to see what is happening somewhere else. So it’s 
clear that speed is the power of vision. And it should also be the power of pre-vision, of 
predicting. And that’s not the case. But I think this is an extraordinary taboo, I mean the 
fact that, in the world of progress, no one is free to be rational.

Isn’t the world completely irrational at this point?

Yes, but they swear it is reasonable. And this is the great bluff, the three-card monte. 
Just a word: what I am opposed to is the progress of techno-science, not the progress of 
science. I object to the instruments produced by science, whatever they may be. Once we 
start producing instruments, I’d say that they should be subjected to Popper’s rule, they 
should be tested.

You predicted the financial crisis; what do you predict now? 
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all people and the destruction of all military plants, etc. It was a suicidal logic. And the 
invention of the atomic weapon was suicidal for science—or rather, for techno-science. 
Hence, the scientist’s words, “We may have sinned”—a scientific sin.

In short, our suicidal tendency comes back to us from the outside. It is revealed to us 
because it puts us in danger at the same time.

There is no more exterior. This is what globalization means, we are all foreclosed, 
enclosed. There is a foreclosure of History which matches the world’s reduction to the in-
stant. The world used to be big, endless, immeasurable, that’s why it was called “world”—
it wasn’t called “universe,” it was called “world.” And this world is about to close itself 
off because of the acceleration in all areas: acceleration of information, acceleration of 
transportation and acceleration of consequences. I’d like to remind you of Churchill’s 
words, “We have all entered the era of consequences.” Winston Churchill said this in 
1939, right after Munich, and today we can say this on a global scale, not only merely 
on a European or WWII scale. We have entered the era of ecological and eco-logistical 
consequences. I always use the word “eco-logistics.” Ecology is the eco-logistics. It is the 
acceleration of transportation and transmission—instantaneity, ubiquitousness, imme-
diacy. There is a book by Cioran I discovered, The Evil Demiurge, a very interesting book 
in which he has this sentence, the concluding sentence: “We all are all at the bottom of 
a hell whose every instant is a miracle.” The Evil Demiurge is techno-science, and it is its 
progress that abolishes us. 

success of the proliferation of nuclear plants that is becoming a bigger threat than the 
depletion of energy resources. And we can very well see that right now nuclear energy is 
again an idea on the table, in spite of Chernobyl, twenty years after. 

Even nuclear war is back in tactical weapons. It’s all creeping again through the back 
door. 

Nuclear war, proliferation… We are beyond deterrent weapons. I mean, nuclear deter-
rence is gone. Proliferation cancels deterrence.

And in catastrophe, what’s the place of death, of kamikaze?

I’ve talked about the suicidal state in one of the chapters of The Insecurity of Territory. 
The suicidal state was a local figure, a figure of a State, of individuals, of social classes 
that could participate in suicide. We’ve seen it in Japan during WWII, we see it today in 
the integral, fundamentalist Islam. We see how the suicidal state can become a State in 
the political sense of the word.

A Catastrophic State

It would be a catastrophic state. We’ve seen that before in Nazi Germany. The totalitar-
ian state was a catastrophic state.

I’d like to point out that when the emperor of Japan saw that the war was lost, the 
Japanese military launched the idea of national suicide—the nation was committing sui-
cide. The Japanese had to oppose the military in order to accept defeat.

And now we are on the verge of an international catastrophe.

Today we are no longer at a national level; we are experiencing a mobilization of ka-
mikazes. But it’s already similar; the number of voluntary kamikazes, the suicide in the 
name of a religion has become a very worrisome phenomenon, an epidemiological phe-
nomenon. In Japan, it was the emperor’s project; in today’s Islam it is a project that 
springs out of the social body. It’s not a state that orders national suicide; rather, there 
is a “generosity” of mass suicide. The problem is no longer that of weapons of mass de-
struction; it is the masses that are destroying themselves, that are self-destructing. The 
kamikaze is indeed one of the greatest questions, but it comes from Japan.

Don’t you think that, on the one hand, this is an individual act, but on the other, it is a 
collective response? The kamikazes are a response to the kamikaze of our own culture.

Absolutely. The invention of the atomic bomb was a historic and scientific accident. 
Besides, Oppenheimer said, “Maybe we have sinned”—a scientific sin. He meant that 
maybe we have gone too far. And, indeed, there was a responsibility of science, which has 
become mortal. It tied its fate with war and it became mortal.

In some way, the Islamic kamikazes reveal what we haven’t seen: that we are in a sui-
cidal state.

It’s a mirror effect. The suicidal state existed during WWII, it existed in Germany. 
Hitler couldn’t order a national suicide, but when he died, he ordered the poisoning of 
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Anti-capitalist, anti-consumerist visionary with a 
sharp eye on power and the people
Josephine Meckseper collapses the visual 
and aesthetic codes of consumerism and high 
fashion with the symbols and insignia of the 
political realm in works that implicitly critique 
the Western capitalist system. She uses film, 
video, photography, painting, graphic design, 
sculpture and installation to ape the seductive 
power of shop windows, display cases, posters 
and advertisements. ‘I’m trying to create a new 
and contemporary vocabulary, one in which 
politics, equal rights and readiness to change 
have a place.’ 

Growing up in a leftist artistic family and 
community, Meckseper excoriates both her 
native Germany as well as her adopted home 
in the US. In CDU-CSU (2001), she creates 
a fashion-shoot allegory of contemporary 
Germany under Angela Merkel, raising issues 
of nationalism, feminism and consumerism: 
perfect Aryan blondes, sporting CDU-CSU 
necklaces (after Germany’s two conservative 
sister parties), lounge in conspicuous luxury, 
while a working-class maid stands in the 
background. Meanwhile, USA (2007) satirizes 
the contemporary US predicament: a tottering 
tower of display furniture presents the cheap 
tools of oblivion – martini glass, disco ball and 
necklace mounted above a newspaper reporting 
the bloody after-effects of the Iraq War. 

The way in which genuine political protest 
has been co-opted by fashion, advertising and 
the culture industry in order to convey youth, 
energy and authenticity is another issue raised by 
Meckseper in numerous photographs, videos and 
installations. Untitled Berlin Demonstration (2002) 
reveals the theatricality of demonstrations: the 
staging, the orchestration, and the costume and 
dress codes of police and protesters alike. In a 
similar vein, Pyromaniac 2 (2003) cheekily styles 
the pouting poster girl for radical political action 
and revolt. In March for Peace and Justice (2007), 
Meckseper’s over-riding aesthetic treatment of 
the subject suggests the manipulation and  
control of people power, and its reduction to 
merely decorative and lifestyle elements.

In Blow Up (Tamara) (2006), Meckseper uses 
her glittering, reflective vitrine of discordant 
objects and images to expose the contradictions 
and absurdities of consumerism. Beautiful 
women model frumpy GDR-style underwear, 
signifying a utilitarian dead-end for fashion; 
nearby pan scourers and orthopaedic supports 
are treated with the reverence normally 
reserved for handbags or jewels. Meckseper 
uses the Situationist technique of détournement to 
achieve her ends, adopting and then twisting 
the aesthetic tools and codes of unbridled 
consumerism to undermine its power. 

Meckseper suggests her methodology 
demonstrates Martha Rosler’s observation that 
consumer society objectifies the person and 
personifies the object. Recently, her targets have 
included the car industry and petrochemicals 
lobby, exposing once again how codes of power 
are used by advertising to sell the dream. 
Meckseper regularly uses large mirrored plinths 
– the minimalist aesthetic updated to reveal the 
effect of an endless commodity surplus, created 
by any reflective surface.

Since the end of the Bush era, and the 
arrival of global financial turmoil, Meckseper’s 
work appears not just relevant but prescient.  
Her naked dummies, empty signs, cheap goods 
and utilitarian clothing worked as satires on 
rampant consumerism, but they now suggest 
the flip-side: a future of enforced thrift, self-
sufficiency, commodity shortages and food riots. 
Indeed, they depict the very fragility of our 
entire economic and political system. 

USA, 2007 
Mixed media sculpture on Plexiglas cube,  
74.6 x 21.8 x 21.6 cm (29  x 8  x 8½ in.)

Emma Dexter, 60: Innovators Shaping Our Creative Future, edited by Lucas Dietrich (London:Thames & Hudson 2009) pp.314-319
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Meckseper uses her discordant objects  
and images to expose the contradictions  
and absurdities of consumerism

Top left

Untitled (Berlin Demonstration, Fire, Cops), 2002
C-print, 76.2 x 101.6 cm (30 x 40 in.) 

Blow Up (Tamara), 2006
Mixed media in vitrine (installation view),  
208.3 x 243.8 x 68.6 cm (82 x 96 x 27 in.)

Top left

Untitled (Berlin Demonstration, Fire, Cops), 2002
C-print, 76.2 x 101.6 cm (30 x 40 in.) 

Top right

CDU-CSU, 2001
C-print, 106.6 x 165.5 cm (42 x 65 in.) 

Above

Untitled (Berlin Demonstration, Smoke), 2002
C-print, 76.2 x 101.6 cm (30 x 40 in.) 

Right

Pyromaniac 2, 2003
C-print, 101.6 x 76.2 cm (40 x 30 in.)
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Above

Untitled (Hammer and Sickle), 2005
Chrome-painted tools, mirror on wood,
78.7 x 121.9 x 121.9 cm (31 x 48 x 48 in.)

Right

Installation view, Arndt & Partner, Berlin, 2008

Far right and below

Installation view, Migros Museum für 
Gegenwartskunst, Zurich, 2009

Above

March for Peace, Justice and Democracy, 04/29/06,  
New York City, 2006
Black-and-white and colour 16mm film transferred  
to DVD, sound 7:20 min.
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