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CJ: But when I began working with it, I 
realized that it’s way less automated than 
it seems. You have to train it. Now, when 
you use ChatGPT or another chatbot, it’s 
a product that’s tuned and tweaked in 
ways you never see. I was really struck by 
how much data is made and cleaned and 
tweaked by human labor to even get it to 
be sort of convincing. 
 I was already a bit aware of this 
because my grandfather was an English 
professor and linguist, and he worked on 
what’s known as the Brown Corpus, which 
is one of the first encyclopedic data sets, 
using punch-card publishing to figure 
out the statistical relationships between 
words. I knew that there was a tremen-
dous amount of arbitrary data entry that 
goes into making an automated language. 
That’s what I got interested in when I really 
started working with AI. Not necessarily 
its effects or all its speculative horizons 
but its genealogy. So, a lot of the work I 
engage with is not just simply using AI as 
a given tool, but examining the material 
and social conditions in which it’s made. 
The first works where I incorporated AI 
was the series using thermostats that take 
the temperature and humidity, and then 
ask an AI prompt, “How do I survive?” The 
answer shifts according to the temperature 
and humidity: If it’s more damp and cold, 
it might become more doomer—I trained 
one of the AI model’s moods on more dys-
topian speculative literature, authors like 
Samuel Delany. If it’s warmer and drier, 
it’ll shift to a slightly different register and 
draw from a different corpus of text. 

JC: You said this word training, which 
introduces an idea of discipline. This 
reminds me of the kinds of objects that 
you tend to make or produce, these 
objects of infrastructure and interface, 
even surveillance and control, like 
benches, lamp posts, intercoms, and 
cameras. Can you talk a little bit about 
the relationship between the sculp-
tural forms and the objects that you 
animate with these AI technologies?

CJ: I’m interested in how technological 
imaginaries are infused in ways that you 
don’t often see—how, say, the streetlamp 

invents the notion of “night crime.” As soon 
as there’s a streetlamp, people associate 
darkness with crime because the lamp 
represents civic protection, like an arm 
of the state. With AI, you can draw these 
imaginaries out of things we assume are 
mute and mundane, like the thermostats. 
I’ve lived in Miami for a long time, and 
the thermostat is an almost godly object; 
it determines your survival during the 
summer and how you feel. It’s a mundane 
object that plugs into this larger social 
apparatus connected to energy, comfort, 
work, socioeconomics. I’m drawn to these 
objects for their interface with these bigger 
systems. 

JC: I’m wondering about the formal 
genealogies of your work. I think about 
the histories of Minimalism, finish 
fetish even—

CJ: I think when it comes to Minimalism, 
I’m more interested in the people who 
broke with the orthodoxy of it, like Paul 
Thek. The enduring relevance to me is just 
that Minimalism created a belief that the 
object really is the thing. And finish fetish—
there’s an animistic quality that’s given to 
the object by the erasure of gesture, which 
can be powerful.

JC: Paul Thek makes me also think 
about artists emerging in the ’90s who 
were thinking about Minimalism but 
viewing these objects with a sense 
of desire or even an interiority, often 
times through an integration of per-
sonal effects or autobiography. But in 
your work there’s a quite radical turn 
in terms of this twenty-first-century 
possibility of imbuing an object with 
sentience—giving it not just a narra-
tive or a contextual life, but giving it a 
literal ability to generate its own per-
sonality in real time. 

CJ: That’s what really drew me to work 
with AI. I’m hesitant to say sentience, but 
it’s a sort of complexity that might as well 
be agency when you’re able to script an 
object’s field of possibilities in ways that 
are completely unpredictable to you. I 
made these AI-enabled benches [How do 
I survive?] at the Hammer Museum, and I 
would get notifications that they insulted 

JORDAN CARTER: Let’s talk a bit about 
how you came to incorporate AI into 
your sculptural practice. In particu-
lar, I’m curious how you view AI as a 
medium, a collaborator, or as subject 
matter.  

COOPER JACOBY:  Around 2019, AI tech-
nology took a massive leap. I’d seen some 
results and was impressed, so I signed up to 
beta test OpenAI’s ChatGPT. What I still like 
about that era of AI is that it’s half anthro-
pomorphic and convincing and half glitchy; 
you see this algorithmic or machinic swerve 
of language that a human mind doesn’t 
make.

COOPER JACOBY

Estate (January 14, 2019), 
2024. Polarized polycarbon-
ate, camera, LCD screen, 
speaker, electronics, acrylic, 
acrylic clear coat, and pan 
arm, 11 3⁄8 ! 11 3⁄8 ! 10 5⁄8 in. 
(28.9 ! 28.9 ! 27 cm)
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a visitor or said something surprising. And 
you’re like, “Wow, it’s really out there. I 
didn’t do that, but I guess it’s really engag-
ing people.”

JC: I find parallels there with Conceptual 
art—the idea of mining archives or 
indexes or linguistic inventories. It 
does seem like you’re mining digital 
language sets in a comparable way. 

CJ: Absolutely. A lot of photo-text 
Conceptual art is essentially prompt engi-
neering: write the idea into the prompt and 
produce all the versions of this concept. 
I’ve increasingly been interested in the 

provenance of the archive and data I’m 
using. With the intercom sculptures that 
I was making [Estate], I wanted to make 
this ghost in the machine, but in a kind 
of undead way—a dead person’s social 
media profile inhabits the sculptures. 
What became the most fascinating to me, 
though, was how their voice changed from 
early social media to when social media 
becomes overtly performative and pro-
fessionalized as everyone realizes they’re 
online. In 2008, it’s, “I’m in Chicago, eating 
a cookie,” and then by 2024, it’s, “please 
subscribe to my cookbook channel.”

JC: I want to think about the ideas of 
portraiture and biography, as you and 
your friends show up in your work 
by way of proxies. You described the 
series of works in which you mobilize 
your friends’ voices to recreate the 
way these dead creatives speak as 
portraits, as well as the work in which 
you’ve used your own baby teeth. 

CJ: I thought, if I’m instrumentalizing the 
digital remains of anonymous people in 
these intercom works, I should instru-
mentalize myself in a way, which led 
to me using my baby teeth in the clock 

works [Mutual Life]. It also came out of an 
exhaustion with biography, of being asked, 
“Where are you in the work?” My frustra-
tion with that led me to think, “Okay, I’ll 
give you something that’s the most valued 
or cherished material part of myself.” Baby 
teeth were also my first real encounter with 
the type of money exchange where some-
thing comes out of your body and you’re 
paid for it somehow, and that’s supposed 
to be even.

JC: A base, corporeal economy. These 
works with the clocks—the sort of 
pairing a cellular age with one’s time 

COOPER JACOBY

How do I survive? (a mouthful of firsthand), 2022. AI-scripted thermostat, thermochromic pigment, epoxy resin, acrylic, polyim-
ide heaters, powder-coated aluminum, powder-coated stainless steel, and electronics, 33 ! 108 ! 28 in. (83.8 ! 274.3 ! 71.1 cm)
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lived on earth—reminded me of Felix 
Gonzales-Torres’s Perfect Lovers 
[1987–90]  the paired clocks that over 
time fall out of sync. 

CJ: I started the clock works after I saw an 
offer to take this “biological clock test” 
to get a better rate on my health insur-
ance. I got very interested in the history 
of life insurance, which was integral to the 
development of the stock market because 
industrial life insurance policies took the 
premiums paid by working-class people 
who might not ordinarily have invested 
and plowed those into capital markets. In 
both the Estate and Mutual Life works, I’m 
curious how life is increasingly assetized 
in different forms, whether it’s a data train-
ing set or actuarial; whether its your social 
media residue or better calibrating the win-
dow in which you’re likely to die.

JC: I’m curious about your relation-
ship to language as a poetic form. You 
extrapolated the text generated from 
the How do I survive? series into a 
book format.

CJ: There’s a long, rich tradition of comput-
er-generated poetry and rule-based poetry. 
I think AI and different programmatic tools 
are ways to get outside of the self—you 
know, some people use substances, others 
use programs. After the twelve [How do I 
survive?] works had been running for over 
a year, I looked at the server that aggre-
gates all the text, and there were thirty 
thousand pages! I’ll never write thirty thou-
sand pages on my own in my life. And so 
I thought, “These sculptures are also just 
content farms; I might as well do some-
thing with it.” My role with AI there was 
just to be the editor and to skim and select. 

JC: I’m curious to talk a little bit more 
about your geographic influences. As 
you mentioned, you’ve lived for a long 
time in Miami, and now you split time 
between there and Paris. You’ve also 
lived in Los Angeles. How do you see 
your work shifting in relationship to 
these contexts? 

CJ: Moving to Los Angeles, the film indus-
try and the aerospace industry are this 
overwhelming toolkit for sculpture. You go 
to a fabricator’s place and ask, “Hey, can 

you make this weird cut into metal?” And 
they say, “We make robotic sharks. This is 
the least interesting project for us.” I only 
realized later that the special-effects world 
actually had a big impact on me. 
 In Miami was where I started work-
ing with programming. Miami is not 
historically an industrial city, so having 
less access to those resources made me 
shift more into the studio and see what I 
could do myself, making these works that 
literally engage with the temperature and 
humidity. 
 Now in Paris, I’m still sort of pro-
cessing how the city’s resources or 
infrastructures have impacted how I do 
things. A big influence has been all the 
museum collections here. For instance, 
the intercom sculptures were inspired by 
looking at early colonial ivory compasses 
that are in the Musée de Cluny. It’s so 
twisted that France procures an elephant 
tusk, and one of the first things that they 
do is to make a compass to find more 
bone. It reminded me of this extractive 
platform logic: You make the tool to find 
more of the things that it’s built out of. 

JORDAN CARTER is Curator and Co-Head 
of the Curatorial Department at Dia Art 
Foundation, New York.
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View of works by Cooper Jacoby at the 2026 Whitney Biennial. Photo: Jason Lowrie.

Akira Ikezoe

Izekoe’s jewel-toned canvases often feature cartoony,
Lilliputian humanoids trapped in labyrinthine systems of
seemingly hapless production and/or relentless
torture. I’m drawn to them because they feel documentary,
not dreamed up.

READ NEXT: POPCORN POP SUBSCRIBE

3/17/26, 1:03 PM Whitney Biennial 2026 Opening Day Standouts by Alex Jovanovich

https://www.artforum.com/columns/opening-day-whitney-biennial-alex-jovanovichs-standouts-1234745029/ 4/7

PARIS 7EME, appartement à
louer, Studio, 24 m²

1 590 €
Voir l’annonce

PARIS 16EME, appartement à
louer, 2 pièces, 70 m²

2 228,48 €
Voir l’annonce

RELATED

WAR HANGS HEAVY: VIETNAMESE PERFORMANCE
IN NEW YORK

CARNAL KNOWLEDGE: ON “MODERN PRIMITIVE”
FAKIR MUSAFAR

Cooper Jacoby

Jacoby’s sculptures look like nightmare hospital equipment
(dialyzers, glaucoma machines) unearthed from some
Cronenbergian version of the former Yugoslavia. A few of
these works possess fleshy, infected-looking pockmarks, as
if they once contained gargantuan comedones that were
hastily dug out with a filthy extraction tool. Nauseating,
wonderful.
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Cronenbergian version of the former Yugoslavia. A few of
these works possess fleshy, infected-looking pockmarks, as
if they once contained gargantuan comedones that were
hastily dug out with a filthy extraction tool. Nauseating,
wonderful.

READ NEXT: POPCORN POP SUBSCRIBE
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Installation view of Zach Blas, CULTUS (2023) at the Whitney Biennial. Photo: Eileen Kinsella

Given the current concern and seemingly peak obsession with artificial intelligence and its implications, the biennial overall felt
surprisingly light on A.I. exploration and themes. However, the artworks and projects that do focus on it go very big and seem quite
ominous.

It starts with the first work on view (if you start in the dedicated lobby gallery): Zach Blas’s CULTUS (2023), a massive room-filling
installation of high-definition video and surround sound, LED spheres and panels, and 3D-printed, vitrine-encased “Spanish Tickler”
torture objects. CULTUS focuses on religious beliefs related to A.I., including how the technology is sometimes seen as having god-like
powers.

The installation is a spin on Elizabethan occultist John Dee’s Holy Table, complete with a giant orb at the center. It features text pumped
out by A.I. models trained on everything ranging from tech company mission statements, to holy books, sadomasochistic erotica,
political manifestoes, and much more. Machine learning was also used to create the audio, featuring prophetic voices that read out
from the cryptic texts that are suspended from chains on each of the four walls.
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First Looks at the 2026 Whitney Biennial: Politics, Memory, and Unexpected Emotion
Here are our quick takes on the 82nd edition of the sprawling exhibition.

Leo Castañeda, still from Camoflux: Levels & Bosses (Igapó) (2023–25). Photo courtesy the artist. © Leo Castañeda and Maria Thereza Negreiros.

The 82nd Whitney Biennial (https://whitney.org/exhibitions/2026-biennial) opens this weekend at New York’s Whitney Museum of
American Art, featuring 56 artists, duos, and collectives (https://news.artnet.com/art-world/2026-whitney-biennial-line-up-2729835).
Organized by Marcela Guerrero and Drew Sawyer (https://news.artnet.com/art-world/whitney-biennial-curators-marcela-guerrero-
drew-sawyer-2520928), this year’s edition arrives without a theme, but there were unifying threads.

The result is a sprawling exhibition that rewards slow looking—and likely repeat visits. A few things are immediately apparent: there’s a
noticeable dearth of painting, a wide range of materials and formats, and an overtly political bent, with several notably brave curatorial
choices.

William Van Meter (https://news.artnet.com/about/william-van-meter-17828) &
Sarah Cascone (https://news.artnet.com/about/sarah-cascone-25) & Eileen Kinsella (https://news.artnet.com/about/eileen-kinsella-22)
March 3, 2026

 (https://www.addtoany.com/share#url=https%3A%2F%2Fnews.artnet.com%2Fart-world%2Fwhitney-biennial-2026-first-takes-
2750160&title=First%20Looks%20at%20the%202026%20Whitney%20Biennial%3A%20Politics%2C%20Memory%2C%20and%20Unexpected%20Em
Share
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Elsewhere, Cooper Jacoby (https://fitzpatrick.gallery/artists/cooper-jacoby)’s Estate (January 21, 2016), from 2024, has sculptures that
look like door intercoms and are fitted with cameras that surveil the surrounding environment. Jacoby installed “reactive A.I. models”
that are trained on social media posts from people who formerly worked in creative industries but are no longer alive. The models
respond to visual cues from the various viewers and also have LED screen counters that track the time since the death of the respective
people, down to the minute.

—Eileen Kinsella

 

Two Aesthetics of Colonial Resistance

Installation view of Basel Abbas and Ruanne Abou-Rahme, Until we became fire and fire us (2023–ongoing). Photo: Angela Kelley.

In 2024, the Portland-based artist Demian Diné Yazhi (https://www.instagram.com/heterogeneoushomosexual/?hl=en) made waves for
secretly embedding (https://news.artnet.com/art-world/a-big-surprise-at-the-whitney-biennial-opening-no-protests-2452030) “Free
Palestine” in a neon sculpture. Last year, the museum canceled a pro-Palestinian performance (https://news.artnet.com/art-
world/whitney-museum-cancels-palestine-performance-independent-study-program-2646893) scheduled as part of its Independent
Study Program exhibition, citing concerns that elements of the piece violated its community guidelines. The decision sparked
accusations of censorship from students and alumni, public protests, and ultimately the museum’s announcement that it would pause
the ISP (https://news.artnet.com/art-world/whitney-museum-paused-independent-study-program-censorship-2651955) for the
following academic year.

Against that backdrop, Brooklyn- and Palestine-based duo Basel Abbas and Ruanne Abou-Rahme (https://baselandruanne.com/)
present Until we became fire and fire us, a three-channel immersive video and sound installation that is as powerful as it is absorbing—
and one of the strongest works in the exhibition. Its presence feels significant. There is no need for coded gestures or embedded
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I think it is probably significant that the best and worst works in this show
are the ones about artificial intelligence: respectively, Zach Blas ’s
shrieking environment in the ground-floor gallery and Cooper Jacoby ’s
creepy little A.I.-powered gadgets.
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Art Criticism

The Tensions Seething Beneath the
Surface of the 2026 Whitney Biennial
After a second visit, here are eight more thoughts on the big art
show.

Anna Tsouhlararkis, SHE MUST BE A MATRIARCH (2023). Photo: Ben Davis.

by Ben Davis

3 days ago
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Blas is a smart artist who is not served by this vein of digital creep-show
maximalism. You cannot out-creep A.I. at this moment, and attempts to do
so make the subject feel less, not more, threatening. Aesthetically the
installation looks and feels like a tribute to the Jared Leto movie Tron: Ares
(2025), which is not a complement.

Cooper’s oddball talking sculptures use A.I. to generate disjointed voice
fragments, synthesized from the social media trail left by dead artists.
Even though you have no idea whose life you are hearing about and
whether or not the little biographical narratives connect to anything real,
these ghostly voices provoke sparks of real emotion. And that makes you
feel the question of what the technology means for art as self-expression
in a much more insidious way.

Critical Doilies
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The 2026 Whitney Biennial Just Wants You to Feel Something
The era of the vibe-ennial.

Installation view of Pat Oleszko, Blowhard (1995). Photo by Ben Davis.
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Installation view of works by Cooper Jacoby at the Whitney Biennial. Photo by Ben Davis.

Also taking the risk of crossing into creepy territory, and yielding memorable results, are Cooper Jacoby’s
clock sculptures. The backstory here has to do with how insurance companies give clients “biological age”
scores (as opposed to actual age) to assign risk. Each small piece represents the life of a different person via a
clock that moves at a different speed, a little faster or a little more slowly, toward a predicted death. Human
teeth float on the front of each medallion, serving as the clock’s hands.

These are shown alongside HAL 9000-esque robots created by Jacoby which spill out fragmentary
monologues. They are A.I. voices trained on the social media archive of dead artists (it doesn’t say which dead
artists). If pre-subjective emotional energy is the theme elsewhere, these are post-subjective emotional
fragments. Either way, the question is, “what is emotional authenticity now, really?”
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The Whitney �iennial 	waps Identity �olitics for Infrastructural

Interventions. The Verdict: All 	ystems �o.

March 1, 2026 4:04pm

Carmen de Monteflores: Four Women, 1969.
©Carmen De Monteflores. Photo Philip Maisel. Courtesy The Artist.

By Emily Watlington
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on the conceptualist’s part, they embody Fraser’s recent revelation as to why, exactly, she was
yearning to make something saleable. What she desired, she admits, was “to be wanted and
valued and cared for,” as well as “unconditional love.” But did she want a market, or a mother?

Therein lies the crux of this Whitney Biennial: at issue is a matter of scale. In private life, most
of us know a little something about how to care for one another (narcissists notwithstanding).
Scale it up and systematize it, and cruelty and dehumanization too often ensue—as seen in
Cooper Jacoby’s haunting, surreal clocks. They evoke biological age tests that insurance
providers offer to reward “healthier” individuals with lower premiums. Layers of bureaucracy
and technology enable estrangement from patients’ humanity. Some employees tasked with
upcharging the ill might care and might even help, but the system does all it can to keep them
cogging along in the corporate machine. Yet private care is too easy to romanticize
(https://www.publicbooks.org/will-care-save-us/), when too many caretakers go unpaid and
those with less social capital lack access. Care too is a systemic issue—feminized, racialized,
classed, and exploited—and hardly equipped to fight off fracking and genocide and imperialism.

So what are we going to do about all these pernicious systems? For Daniel Chew, a member of
the fashion-forward collective CFGNY, “Everyone’s come to the understanding that everything
is somewhat co-opted.” Power, he adds, “isn’t about trashing the system but surviving in it,
navigating it.” Their strategy for survival, in a word: collaboration.

I’m game, but I can’t call theirs the most powerful proposal. In Chew’s statement, I sense a note
of compromise and practicality. Privatizing our problems might enable survival, and crucially
so. But I find myself more inspired by works that scale up and imagine revolutions: art is that
rare space for dreaming big. The silver lining of crumbling infrastructure: their failure reminds
us that empires do fall.

3/17/26, 1:57 PM Review: The 2026 Whitney Biennial Swaps Identity for Infrastructure.
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Our Critics Are Split on the Weirdest Whitney Biennial in

Recent Memory

BY

Maximilíano Durón, Alex Greenberger

March 3, 2026 3�3��m

At the 2026 Whitney Biennial, Emilie Louise Gossiaux pays homage to their deceased Labrador Retriever with an installation
composed of Kong toys.
CHRISTOPHER GARCIA VALLE/ARTNEWS

Est. 1902
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Kainoa Gruspe “rescues” material from resorts and golf courses in Hawai‘i.
CHRISTOPHER GARCIA VALLE/ARTNEWS

I didn’t connect with Ikezoe’s paintings initially. It took a second viewing for me to
see exactly what they were communicating: the unseen infrastructure that dominates our
contemporary world. The most dead-on work by Ikezoe, in this context, is Robot Stories
Around Solar Panels, which depicts all the various forms of labor needed to create a
painting, a robot version of Boticelli’s The Birth of Venus. We see robots growing cotton
(for the canvas) and bamboo (for the painting’s armature and the false wall from which the
painting will one day hang). Robots work a loom and various other machines to create
that canvas, while others dive for scallop shells, both for the robot model to pose in and to
be used to make solar panels, which illuminate the finished works on a gallery wall and
perhaps also help the cotton and bamboo grow. It’s a never-ending cycle. That Ikezoe has
swapped humans for robots in this instance is telling. The art world has become so
automated these days, everything feels like one stop in a never-ending assembly line. 

Infrastructure is a major theme in this Biennial. We already discussed Cooper Jacoby’s
works in terms of surveillance, but the artist also has another series on view, “Mutual Life,”
which he made after a health insurance company offered him a discounted rate if he took
a test to determine his true “biological age.” The resulting sculptures are clocks that map
an individual’s biological age to their own rhythm, with human teeth acting as the hour and
minute hands. There’s something so insidious about the health insurance company’s true
motivations behind wanting to determine “biological age,” which recalls how corporations
previously used to deny coverage based on preexisting conditions. 

I see a correlation between that work and pieces by David L. Johnson and Emilio Martinez
Poppe, which are paired together in an adjacent gallery. Along two walls, Johnson has
installed signs taken from parks across New York City. These parks are technically public
plazas that private developers created in order to get tax breaks for the construction of
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Kwak and Bermudez-Silverman’s works. I liked being seduced by these works, only to
realize what was going on beneath their surface. 

By the way, I read Ruiz’s Homo Machina and Jacoby’s “Estate” series differently. To me,
they aren’t so much body horror as they are statements about surveillance. If you get
close enough to Homo Machina, you’ll see that in the mouth of the disembodied head is a
camera that is projecting a feed of you—rightside up and upside down—within the
sculpture. Jacoby’s “Estate” sculptures brought to mind a recent Ring commercial that
involves trying to create a neighborhood-style panopticon via doorbell systems. (I do hope
the artist consulted the estates of the people he’s memorializing for permission, otherwise
he’s no better than Ring and other corporations like it.) These artists are trying to get us to
think about how our bodies are used by the surveillance state. This isn’t necessarily
anything new, but I find the artists’ approaches new and refreshing. 

Sarah M. Rodriguez’s aluminum sculptures invoke horror imagery.
CHRISTOPHER GARCIA VALLE/ARTNEWS

 I loved being rattled by Jacoby, McGuire, Rodriguez, and Ruiz’s
contributions, which question whether those who are demonized really are so evil. But I
found the exhibition needlessly evasive when it came to the true boogeymen afflicting this
country: militarized police forces; a racist, xenophobic President; untamed forces of nature
that are being worsened by climate change. Instead of confronting those subjects with
specificity, the show often paints in broad strokes. 

I’ll confess I let out a groan when I encountered Michelle Lopez’s contribution, a video
featuring a roaring mass of people holding up their iPhones, a cyclone of computer-
generated debris, and an American flag that’s blown free from its mast, all set to a
terrifying din that can be heard halfway across an entire floor. Even the work’s title,
Pandemonium (2025), feels like it’s laying it on thick. We’re living in scary, chaotic times,
Lopez suggests—but who really needs art to learn that? Isn’t reading the news enough?
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The Whitney Biennial is both the most important recurring art exhibition in the US and,
often, the most polarizing one (https://www.artnews.com/art-news/news/what-is-the-
whitney-biennial-why-is-it-important-1234698979/). During a year when notions about
what does and doesn’t constitute Americanness are the subject of everyday discourse,
this survey of American art has now returned for its 82nd edition at the Whitney Museum
in New York. Curated by Marcela Guerrero and Drew Sawyer, it is bound to spur on yet
more debate.

Some 56 artists are included in this biennial, and they hail from countries ranging from
Palestine to the Philippines to Japan. Working in mediums such as performance,
sculpture, and painting, and even utilizing AI and other emergent technologies, these
artists appear to be concerned with a concise set of themes: the relationship between
humans and nonhumans, the influence of American empire on foreign nations, how
infrastructure can either support or hurt those who rely upon it, and the meaning of horror
imagery during fearsome times.

With the biennial having officially opened to the press ahead of its public inauguration on
March 8, ARTnews senior editors Maximilíano Durón and Alex Greenberger opened a
Google Doc to discuss their initial thoughts.

 This Whitney Biennial is a horror show, filled with creepy crawlies,
sharp-toothed creatures, and sentient beings. Just look at the fifth floor: on one end,
looking out toward apartment buildings in the Meatpacking District, there are Isabelle
Frances McGuire’s sculptures of witches conspiring to set a hex; on the other, facing the
Hudson River, there are Sarah M. Rodriguez’s aluminum sculptures resembling
assortments of silvery spines, ribcages, and femurs—the remainders of a monster’s
lunch, perhaps. Smack in the middle of the two, there’s a monumental Gabriela Ruiz
sculpture, titled Homo Machina (2026), that features a screaming face and a spinning
humanoid eating its own tail.

There are even actual ghosts on hand—ghosts in the machine, that is. On the floor above,
there are Cooper Jacoby’s sculptures made of reused intercoms, each paying homage to
a real person who died. Remade so that they appear to be composed of mottled flesh, the
intercoms mark the time that’s elapsed since each passing. Occasionally, the intercoms
even speak, thanks to AI that is working from actual social media posts by the sculptures’
subjects. These works are totally fucked up. I approve.
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In the Whitney Biennial, Artists Explore the Horrifying

Boundary Between Human and Machine

March 17, 2026 3:58pm

Installation view of Whitney Biennial 2026, from back to front: Pat Oleszko, "Blowhard," 1995; Isabelle Frances McGuire, "Satan in
America and Other Invisible Evils: Experiments in Public Sculpture (Witches 1–3)," 2026.
JASON LOWRIE/BFA.COM

BY SHANTI ESCALANTE-DE MATTEI

As I stood in the Whitney Museum’s sixth-floor gallery for the opening of this year’s
Biennial, I found the eye of a surveillance camera, iridescent and round as a soap bubble,

Est. 1902
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	 	 	 As I stood in the Whitney Museum’s sixth-floor gallery for the opening of this year’s Biennial, I found the eye of a surveillance camera,  
iridescent and round as a soap bubble, staring back at me. It was implanted in a rectangular body the color of aging plastic, decades-old 
desktop computers, and exposed bone. There was also a small embedded LED screen marking hours, months, days, and years, but since 
what was not clear. I was about to walk away, confused, when the voice of an elderly woman echoed out, full of warmth and experience. 
“It was a combination of too little sleep, too many chores, and a teeny tiny toddler,” she said cheerily. “Not to mention the supermoon!” I 
laughed, first in surprise, a wave of affection bubbling up that was quickly quashed by wariness.

	 	 	 The work, Estate (July 10, 2022), by Cooper Jacoby, surfaces an emergent genre of horror seeping through the mass consciousness: 
that of measurement and quantification. Jacoby made the work by scraping text from deceased creatives’ social media and feeding it into 
a generative AI model. The data, collected without consent, was remixed by the generative AI and voiced by the artist’s friends. The LED 
monitor records how much time has passed since the subject of the work died. In this case, three years, six months, 206 days, and 10 hours. 
The work was, by turns, macabre, uncomfortable, and maybe even profane. It is also a stunning commentary on what big tech companies 
have been doing for years: scraping our data and using it to animate generative AI models to make “art,” to “write,” to cancel grants to the 
humanities, to guide a missile to detonate above a school, etc.

		
	 	 	 Jacoby is far from the only artist in the Biennial—or the general public—to be contending with the changing face of technology. Social 

scientists have long noted that digital technologies are associated with qualities like transparency, objectivity, rationality, and futurity. Think of 
Y2K aesthetics: desktops were built so one could see the machinery inside, pop stars danced in white voids, and airbrushed halos of light in 
advertisements. Each, in their way, promised a new, clean future on spaceship Earth. Yet several dozen tech disruptions later, it has become 
difficult, if not outright laughable, to convince the public that these technologies are ushering in a bright future. As the world wakes up to our 
techno-capitalist age of constant surveillance, data extraction, and omnipresent biometric technologies, artists have begun to strip technolo-
gy of its sterile shell to reveal the beasts hidden in the machine.

nstallation view of Whitney Biennial (https://www.artnews.com/t/whitney-biennial/) 2026,
from left to right: Jacoby Cooper, Estate (January 21, 2016), 2024; Mutual Life (24.2 years),
2025; Mutual Life (76.4 years), 2026; Mutual Life (38.9 years), 2025; Estate (July 10, 2022),
2026.
DARIAN DICIANNO/BFA.COM

In the Whitney’s fifth-floor gallery, three bodies hover a foot off the ground, propped up by
a metal pole speared into their backs. Feet dangle, heads loll, eyes remain closed, save
for the pale impression of an eyelid that appears more like a feature of a death mask. One
figure is naked, missing a nose, a vague form with strange textures scattered across her
skin. The other two bodies don witches’ cloaks—the thin, plastic kind available at a Spirit
Halloween. For the work, titled For Satan in America and Other Invisible Evils:
Experiments in Public Sculpture (Witches 1–3), Isabelle Frances McGuire modeled the
figures using high-fidelity 3D medical scans of the body’s interior. Because the scan
captures the insides, the exterior is merely a leftover form. Like Jacoby, McGuire seems to
be playing with the question of the distorted double. Meant to illustrate the Salem witch
trials, it is also a scene of accusation. Someone here is human; someone here is not. But
here again appears the incredible power of digital measurement—a kind of techno-
Satanic magic—to blur the boundaries between the real and the imposter.

The CCTV camera returns in Gabriela Ruiz’s 2026 sculpture Homo Machina (Human
Machine a.k.a. Gay Machine). The piece looks like a carnival game: a fiberglass machine
cast in slime green, with budding growths, screens, a screaming face petrified in chrome,
and a chimera fetus in its womb, tail in mouth. The camera feed is channeled into the
monitors studded symmetrically across the work: step closer to see yourself in the fun-
house mirror of surveillance. In other words, the image of the self is captured and
consumed in an endless cycle that generates something less than human.

3/17/26, 9:19 PM Whitney Biennial Artists Explore Boundaries Between Human and Machine
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	 	 Installation view of Whitney Biennial 2026, from left to right: Jacoby Cooper, Estate (Janu-
ary 21, 2016), 2024; Mutual Life (24.2 years), 2025; Mutual Life (76.4 years), 2026; Mutual 
Life (38.9 years), 2025; Estate (July 10, 2022), 2026.
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Whitney Biennial 2026 Review: The Revolution

Will Be Cute

Jenny Wu Reviews 6 March 2026 ArtReview

Gabriela Ruiz, Homo Machina, 2026, installation view at Whitney Biennial 2026. Photo: Jason Lowrie/BFA.com. © BFA 2026

In darkening times, the New York institution’s flagship exhibition turns to the cute, the zany and the interesting. Is this move evasive,

or even appropriate?

Back in 2012, cultural theorist Sianne Ngai announced that the beautiful and the sublime had given way to the cute, the zany and the
interesting – new aesthetic categories that reflect how we, as late-capitalist subjects, experience and evaluate visual culture. The works in this
year’s untitled and deliberately themeless Whitney Biennial fit the new labels better than they do the eighteenth-century ones, and better
than they do other categories like the social and the political. ‘Cute’ commonly describes tiny, domestic or endangered things that trigger
responses as contradictory as protectiveness, hostility and revulsion. Much of the biennial is cute in this sense.

3/17/26, 2:34 PM Whitney Biennial 2026 Review: The Revolution Will Be Cute - ArtReview

https://artreview.com/everything-is-cute-at-the-2026-whitney-biennial-review-jenny-wu/ 1/9

Gabriela Ruiz’s Homo Machina (2026), a flashy, lime-green fiberglass relief resembling a baby toy with an eerie silver face, mouth frozen in a
scream, with a vaguely foetal form spinning beneath it, is less cute than zany. This work exemplifies what Ngai describes as the madcap
psychic register of late capitalism, which ‘immediately activates the spectator’s desire for distance’. Equally zany in this sense are Cooper
Jacoby’s Mutual Life clocks (2026), stainless-steel, convex mirrors with long, curved, plastic animal teeth on their surfaces that rotate like hour
and minute hands; kekahi wahi’s frenetic sticker-bombed workout tutorial projected on a large, prominent screen (20-minute workout [WIP],
2023); Pat Oleszko’s air-filled nylon jester head Blowhard (1995); and, next to the inflatable, Isabelle Frances McGuire’s resin and clay figures
inspired, according to the wall text, by the seventeenth-century Salem witch trials (one figure’s chest appears gouged open, but gore is all
theatre). Then there’s Precious Okoyomon’s wall-mounted stuffed toy that combines the plastic head of a blue-eyed blackface doll from the
1930s or 40s with the body of a vintage, pink bunny plushie with brown paws. This confounding hybrid radiates mixed signals like a shanzhai
knockoff. Its unstable identity and function generate unease, placing it firmly in the realm of the zany.

3/17/26, 2:34 PM Whitney Biennial 2026 Review: The Revolution Will Be Cute - ArtReview
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	 	 	 Why this era? And why now? Several of the technology-infused works offer a clue, toggling 

across the faded dream of an Internet that would democratize information and forge human conn-
cection to today’s A.I. race to mass surveillance and autonomous weapons systems. Gabriela Ruiz 
presents Homo Machina, 2026, which borrows early Windows-era and Trapper Keeper aesthetics to 
create a “self-portrait” capable of watching the viewer. Similarly, Cooper Jacoby’s multimedia insal-
lation gives narrative voice to the dead: He has harvested past social media posts to feed A.I. models 
so that they can continue to speak through door intercoms, while retro-styled LED screens count the 
time elapsed since their deaths .
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Discover the Standout Works at This Yearʼs Whitney

Biennial

The 82nd edition runs March 8 through August 23 and features sound-based works, monumental

sculptures, blown glass, and more

BY TED LOOS

MARCH 5, 2026

Installation view of Whitney Biennial 2026.

PHOTO: JASON LOWRIE/BFA.COM. © BFA 2026


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The Polycrisis Sublime of the
Whitney Biennial
It felt like the world as I experience it: no clear path, but enough moments of beauty to
convince me to put one foot in front of the other.

3/10/26, 9:55 AM The Polycrisis Sublime of the Whitney Biennial
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compositions that resemble circuit diagrams, powered, in the artist’s

imagination, by the sun, nuclear power, and methane gas. “Moon Sightings”

(2024), by the Afghanistan-born, Berlin-based Aziz Hazara, consists of prints

— abstract, atmospheric, in beautiful greens and purples — of the data left

behind in discarded military night vision goggles; it is installed across from the

Palestinian-born Samia Halaby’s “kinetic paintings,” which she created in the

1980s on a Commodore computer. Close by, in the next gallery, are sculptures by

Cooper Jacoby embedded with functional surveillance cameras. On the fifth

floor, Leo Casteñada fuses his grandmother’s paintings and Latin American

Surrealism to create a video game in which players solve environmental puzzles

and resolve conflicts, and Gabriela Ruiz constructs a self-portrait in the form of

a digital console. These works offer up a full sweep of technology’s potential:

wonder, war, entertainment, dystopia.

Gabriela Ruiz, “Homo Machina” (2026), fiberglass, foam, plaster, resin, aqua resin, 
plexiglass, mirror, plastic, LED street lamps, motor, monitors, speakers, and 

surveillance camera(photo Aruna DʼSouza/Hyperallergic)
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The 2026 �hitney �iennial

Delivers American Art for a

Fractured Age

The latest edition of the Biennial reads

less like a snapshot of American art than a

portrait of a civilization confronting its

traumas.

By Elisa Carollo • 03/06/26 5:39pm

ADVERTISEMENT
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The Show the Art World Loves to Hate Gets a Soul
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On the fifth floor, a inflatable sculpture, by the veteran New York prankster-activist Pat
Oleszko, of what looks like the head of a Brobdingnagian clown blowing a flaming trumpet,
dates from 1995 but would look right at home in a No Kings protest now. (An Oleszko
survey is on view at the Sculpture Center in Long Island City, Queens, through April 27.)

And there’s a different order of monstrosity to be found in Zach Blas’s installation,
“CULTUS,” in the Whitney’s lobby gallery, an immersive takeoff on Silicon Valley-promoted
religiosity, with a version of the Great OZ, animated by artificial intelligence, trying to bring
us under his seductive spell. A second A.I.-related piece, this one by Cooper Jacoby, is
cringe-y in a different way: It resurrects the dead by mining their surviving social media
posts and lets them invent new personal histories.

Overall, though, futuristic and post-human is not the direction this Biennial takes. Its focus
is on the fragilities of the present, and on the ceaseless movement of present into past.

“Until We Became Fire and Fire Us” by Basel Abbas and Ruanne Abou-Rahme, in a luminous video. George

Etheredge for The New York Times

Past and present merge in a luminous three-channel video called “Until We Became Fire
and Fire Us” by Basel Abbas and Ruanne Abou-Rahme, artists who live and work in New
York and Palestine. Begun in 2023 and still in progress, it combines vintage images of
traditional local celebrations with others filmed more recently, and shots of drawings made
by Abou-Rahme’s father in Jerusalem in the 1970s and ’80s, with others of wild plants
growing in Palestine today.

Evidence of vegetal life is everywhere in the show. It’s there in bouquet-like collages by
Enzo Camacho and Ami Lien made from (among many other things) dried sugar cane,
seaweed and primrose petals; in ceramic vessels in the shape of thistles and sunflowers by
Erin Jane Nelson that function as pinhole cameras; in floral paintings by the Native
American artist Kimowan Metchewais, who died at 47 in 2011 and left his work to the
Smithsonian’s National Museum of the American Indian as a kind of self-memorial

3/17/26, 3:36 PM The Show the Art World Loves to Hate Gets a Soul - The New York Times
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Artists have long extracted meaning and critique out 
of the cultural phenomena of their times, relying on 
an illustrative method rooted in the symbolic value of 
images and their references. In the United States, this 
tendency feels especially charged, given the hegemonic 
power of its visual culture. And while Cooper Jacoby 
is a quintessential American artist, he sees that it is no 
longer enough to simply illustrate our time. To really get 
at the core of a culture and the politics of a moment, 
you have to get inside its systems, data, and techno-
logical infrastructures and make them cough up their 
narratives. That’s how Cooper exposes the capitalistic, 
militaristic, and technological corruptions of empire.   
 Cooper’s work, including his first project with 
generative text, How do I survive?, from 2022, expands 
these concerns into the existential. Here, thermostats 
sense the atmospheric conditions of the spaces in 
which they’re installed and respond to fluctuations in 
their environments with texts compiled from different 
science fiction novels. These generated ruminations 
on survival are variously melancholic and utopian, 
analogues of our own affects and emotions, which have 
been mined, copied, and put to work to modify our 
behaviors. “We are always composites,” Cooper says 
here, “metabolizing and changing with what we ingest, 
intentionally or not.” How do I survive? and Cooper’s 
other projects, such as autonomous answering 
machines engaged in a hallucinatory dialogue or an 
image scanner that trains a silicone cow tongue in 
speech, shake us, even briefly, often poetically, out of 
the authoritarian drift of our tech-driven lives.
 I met Cooper in 2017 when we were both living  
in East Los Angeles, and now we both live in Paris. 
Before this interview, we saw Paul Thomas Anderson’s 
latest, One Battle After Another, and laughed, remem-
bering we had seen his 2021 film Licorice Pizza together 
back in our LA days. True romance never dies, and this 
conversation made me love Cooper’s art even more: 
The gap between what I thought I knew about his  
work and where he took me is where the energy of  
our exchange lives.

pages 116–17: How do 
I survive? (a mouthful of 
firsthand), 2022, AI-scripted 
thermostat, thermochromic 
pigment, epoxy resin, 
acrylic, polyimide heaters, 
powder-coated aluminum, 
powder-coated stainless 
steel, and electronics, 108 
× 28 × 33 inches. Photo 
by Martin Elder. Courtesy 
of the artist, Fitzpatrick 
Gallery, Paris, and the 
Hammer Museum, Los 
Angeles.

opposite: Detail of How do 
I survive? (a mouthful of 
firsthand), 2022, AI-scripted 
thermostat, thermochromic 
pigment, epoxy resin, 
acrylic, polyimide heaters, 
powder-coated aluminum, 
powder-coated stainless 
steel, and electronics, 108 
× 28 × 33 inches. Photo 
by Martin Elder. Courtesy 
of the artist, Fitzpatrick 
Gallery, Paris, and the 
Hammer Museum, Los 
Angeles.
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SHAHRYAR NASHAT: Your  
work has always struck me as deeply 
of the present: not only responsive to 
it but shaped from the same materials, 
systems, and cues that structure our 
everyday lives. You don’t waste time 
summoning the past because you’re 
focused on extracting the contempo-
rary juice embedded in technology. 

COOPER JACOBY: Some  
artists bring art history and other  
artists into the studio as ghosts,  
trying to exorcise these influences or 
LARPing in the past. I’m not trying 
to summon those ghosts so much as 
explore the ways the imaginaries that 
guide the present are embedded, delib-
erately or not, in the technologies we 
use. The theorist Paul Virilio famously 
wrote, “When you invent the ship, you 
also invent the shipwreck; when you 
invent the plane, you also invent the 
plane crash.” The accidental narratives 
and unforeseen scenarios that emerge 
from technologies help us better under-
stand the present than the paranoid 
perspective that believes the hardware, 
data, and channels that condition  
our senses are carefully plotted  
and controlled.

SN: Yes. Perhaps the accident is to  
technology what the wound is to 
the body. Does that speak to you? 
Sometimes I wonder if the body, your 
own and the biographical self that comes 
with it, holds little interest for you. 
 
CJ: Maybe I have a really strong 
repressive function. (laughter) The 
anecdotal or personal sources of my 
work only occur to me later, though 
they’re often obvious. For example, 
Mutual Life came out of an experience 
with my health insurance in the United 
States. Insurance companies want to 
know the statistical window in which 
their customers are likely to get sick or 
die and price their assets accordingly. 
Mine proposed a lower premium rate if 
I took a DNA test to check my biolog-
ical age against my chronological age, 
which was then thirty-five. I spit into 
this tube, mailed it in, and my insurer 
told me that my cellular age relative to 
whatever statistical average put me at 
37.1 years old. I was biologically older 
than my chronological age. The Mutual 
Life works are clocks with mirrored 
domes that incorporate teeth, and the 
teeth move around like hour and minute 
hands but slightly faster or slower than 

actual time, relative to the age of the 
person that each work is based on. 
 For mine, I used my actual baby 
teeth, which came out of two thoughts: 
The first was the tooth fairy, which was 
the first time I understood that you can 
give something from your body and 
get money for it, like a crude form of 
capitalist exchange. And the second 
was that in other works in the same 
exhibition, The Living Substrate, I had 
used the social media data of different 
dead people, essentially their digital 
remains, as well as different parts of 
cows, such as stomach linings, leather, 
and bones. I was instrumentalizing 
the lives of these different people and 
animals, so I thought, Why not instru-
mentalize myself? Artists are expected 
to mine their biographies and personal 
anecdotes as material, so using a part 
of my own body was a way to respond 
literally to the imperative that artists 
must “be” in their work.
 
SN: In some ways, that resistance 
to offering your biography becomes 
generative: It pushes you toward ways 
of understanding how collective identity 
takes shape through technology. I’m 
thinking of Estate, the intercom works 
from 2024. How did they come about?

CJ: Those works are modeled on 
door intercoms I encountered in Paris. 
Each has a camera that pans back and 
forth, looking around the room and 
detecting objects. The cameras use an 
AI program to classify what they see 
into categories like “People,” “Food,” or 
“Furniture.” Then they associate these 
categories with the social media posts 

left: Mutual Life (29.8 years), 
2024, polished stainless steel, 
animal teeth, electronics, wax, 
MDF, thermoplastic, acrylic, 
and clear coat, 13.75 × 13.75 
× 5.5 inches. Photo by Holly 
Fogg. Images courtesy of the 
artist and Fitzpatrick Gallery, 
Paris, unless otherwise noted.

opposite: Estate (October 14, 
2021), 2024, thermoplastic, 
polarized polycarbonate, 
camera, screen, speaker, elec-
tronics, acrylic, clear coat, and 
pan arm, 19.75 × 10.25 × 13.75 
inches. Photo by Holly Fogg. 
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of different anonymous dead creatives 
whose obituaries I found. The works 
respond with generated voices cloned 
from living friends of mine, reminiscing 
about everything from roommate drama 
to layoffs to concerts. So, someone 
could walk by with a plate, and then 
the work might refer to a time the dead 
person discussed food poisoning or 
a favorite recipe. The dead creatives’ 
posts are all from Facebook and 
MySpace between 2007 and 2016, and 
I chose this early period of social media 
because of the rapid change in how 
people present themselves online. The 
early period of social media had a narra-
tive distance that is gone; Facebook 
statuses were in the third person, like 
“Cooper is in Chicago having a coffee.” 
Together, I think they often read like a 
stream-of-consciousness novel: random, 
impressionistic, and confessional. By 
2016, when there were more paid 
influencers and posts, social media had 
become overtly performative, profes-
sionalized, and marketed. That early 
affective layer of social media is really 
one of the bottom strata undergirding 
large language models.
 
SN: Your sculptures are not inert 
objects but a body of work populated 
by voices powered by machine intel-
ligence. You’ve become, in a way, the 
daddy of a community of artificial 
beings. The dead creatives’ posts are 
so rich because they connect the living 
body of the viewer to deceased people 
through data that has been posthu-
mously harvested from their profiles. 
It may be obvious to call this work 
haunting, but that’s how I felt when  
I first saw it. What does it mean for  
you to be a mediator between the 
living, the dead, and the artificial? 
 
CJ: There’s a long history of machines 
appearing to cross the threshold of 
death, whether it’s Thomas Edison’s 
spirit phone contacting deceased 
people or, recently, an AI-generated 
video of a homicide victim testifying 

right: Ruminator (rate my 
mind), 2024, polyurethane 
paint, galvanized steel, 
stainless steel, silicone, 
bone, photopolymer, and 
electronics, 74.75 × 12.5 × 9 
inches. Photo by Holly Fogg. 
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in court. Around 2005 or 2006, I stum-
bled on the website MyDeathSpace, 
which compiles the profiles of social 
media users who have recently died. I 
was struck by this affective residue of 
people’s lives suspended in the internet, 
that is, until the payments run out and 
the links break. These are the literal 
ghosts in the machine. Starting in the 
mid-2010s, with the shift in AI toward 
deep learning and neural networks, all 
of this social media data—including 
profiles of the dead—was hoovered 
up by automated web crawlers like 
Common Crawl to become the fertilizer 
for large language models. Just as good 
fertilizer needs bones in it to make the 
soil more generative, good data needs 
to contain as much human emotion and 
language as possible to pass as lifelike.
 When I began working with 
AI tools in 2019, I thought back to 
MyDeathSpace. During the pandemic, 
when GPT-3 came out, there was this 
heated conversation about how artists 
could protect their work under existing 
intellectual property and copyright 
laws and resist having it be trained 
on and duplicated. I thought the more 
intriguing question was not whether 
a machine could pass as creative or 
style-match an artist but about what 
would happen to all this supposedly 
unproductive waste data in people’s 
posts and status updates, the banal 
details of what I ate one day, what I 
thought of some movie, and so on. 
Social media platforms are premised 
on the idea that everyone is inherently 
creative, so they’ve been designed 
to incentivize people to share that 
creativity as much as possible. For 
the intercom sculptures, after thinking 
about the importance of this data in AI 
training and this mass grave-robbing by 
automatic scrapers, I looked for these 
obituaries of creatives, using that term 
in a broad way. I wasn’t searching for 
particular backgrounds—there was 
an actor, an activist, a chef, a graphic 
designer, and others—but for large 
datasets. I wanted to resurrect the 
mundane parts of nonbranded, nonfa-
mous creatives, which nonetheless are 
part of the real fertilizer from which AI 
models have emerged.

SN: So, what’s it like to make art with 
the digital remains of an anonymous 
person?

CJ: Art has always involved copying 
dead people’s styles. Instead of 
staging a séance to reproduce some-
one’s creative output, I was selecting 
creatives whose data demonstrates 
how the platform norm of creativity 
has become the driving force behind 
turning one’s entire life into a “work of 
art” or “brand.” By choosing people 
who were not well-known, and who 
are never named on the sculpture—the 
only identifying feature in the work is 
a small screen that shows the years, 
months, days, and hours since the 
person’s death was declared—it’s not 
about a celebration of talent or individu-
ality. Instead, I’m more drawn to what 
it means to resurrect and put to work 
the residue and traces of someone’s life 
without their consent, looking at the 
rights and conflicts involved with  
living publicly.
 
SN: And you’ve extended these ideas 
to the new work that you’re preparing, 
the two answering machines engaged 
in a conversation beyond your control. 
Where did that come from?

CJ: With my past few projects using 
AI, I’ve become more focused on the 
genealogy of datasets and the prov-
enance of models. Datasets are not 
just magically pulled out of the cloud; 
they’re rooted. Because their sources 
are obscured by an interface, people 
forget that datasets are extracted 
from certain sets of information and 
created by people under specific 
conditions. I began looking at early AI 
language-training sets and the labor of 
making data because my grandfather 
contributed to the Brown Corpus, one 
of the first punch card computational 
linguistic datasets, in the 1960s. At the 
time, books were recorded onto punch 
cards, and then the researchers keyed 
them into a university computer for 
a variety of linguistic uses, including 
figuring out, statistically, how often 
one word is used in relation to another 
word. I heard stories about the massive 
piles of punch cards and clunky labor 
that went into assembling the corpus. 
The dataset included some weird, self-
published, esoteric, and sometimes 
troubling texts, everything from how to 
be a witch to how to train your wife. It 
certainly was not “canonical” academic 
literature, and it was saturated with all 

sorts of biases. The researchers wanted 
text and data, whatever form it came in.
 For the project I’m working on now, 
I started looking more at the recent 
past. One of the benchmark language 
datasets is made from half a million 
emails from the company Enron, which 
were made public in 2001, after what 
was then the largest bankruptcy filing 
in US history. It revealed how people 
communicated with one another, at 
least in a corporate environment. I 
became fascinated by how the collapse 
of this company, a scandal that’s mostly 
forgotten because it happened so soon 
after 9/11, is deeply embedded in these 
training sets. I’ve been making my own 
language model from the Enron dataset 
and combining it with another large, 
open-source dataset of hundreds of 
thousands of dreams published online. 
The sculpture itself is a series of wood 
answering machines that play a game 
of telephone back and forth. One will 
speak and another will try to copy what 
the first says. The AI will hallucinate 
and change the details and mishear, 
creating these spiraling office-dream 
stories. The work grew out of this hotly 
debated issue within machine learning 
called model collapse: Large language 
models start hallucinating and rapidly 
degrade when they’re recursively trained 
on their own output. These systems 
truly do need human input to avoid 
averaging out into noise and nonsense. 
It’s like signal decay in a feedback loop, 
or mad cow disease, when cows are 
fed infected cow products. This is why 
AI companies like Anthropic are now 
buying millions of used books, chop-
ping off their spines, and scanning 
them to get higher-quality text than the 
increasingly synthetic slop online, while 
avoiding any licensing from publishers.  
I can go on a rant about this.
 
SN: It does highlight the dependency 
of AI on language and on humans. AI 
doesn’t exist in a vacuum: Language is 
its raw material, and without linguistic 
input, it has nothing to process. 
Humans are both the source of that 
language and the audience that inter-
prets AI’s outputs. As long as they’re 
plugged in, your answering machines 
will continue to talk to each other, 
even when you are not around. But is 
that autonomy real or just an illusion 
sustained by electricity? 
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 CJ: I think of it as an ambient content 
farm, mindlessly generating stories and 
reactions even when the lights are off. 
This conversation between the different 
large language models is not an event 
performed for an imagined human 
audience, with all the display, dura-
tional, and fourth wall dynamics that 
attend performance. It’s an automated, 
recursive stream that the audience 
encounters as a perpetual background 
program, with less stable and predict-
able behaviors. I’ve become more 
focused on scoring a decision tree 
of behaviors, modes of sensing, and 
interaction parameters the work can 
have rather than establishing a set of 
sequences or gestures.
 
SN: Do you ever let sentimentality, 
desire, or other affects enter the work 
intentionally?
 
CJ: Whether it’s the MySpace and 
Facebook posts in the Estate works 
or the answering machine dreams, I 
see affects, or emotion and attention 
more broadly, as fuels that are increas-
ingly mined, copied, and put to work in 
asymmetric ways. I tried to approach 
affects as their own ecology or envi-
ronment in the first project that I did 
with generated text, How do I survive?, 
which were thermostats that sensed 
the temperature and humidity of a 
space and asked themselves that same 
question. Their responses changed 
depending on the conditions of the 
exhibition space, and the different 
moods were trained on different specu-
lative sci-fi texts. If it got damper, the 
text displayed on the thermostat would 
become more doomlike and melan-
cholic, which came from a corpus of 
books by writers like Samuel R. Delany, 
but if it got drier, it would be more 
utopian and shift toward a different 
corpus, with texts by Ursula K. Le Guin 
and Joanna Russ.
 Those unpredictable results gave 
me the freedom to ventriloquize with 
the work. I’d never feel comfortable 
speaking in an autobiographical or 
declarative voice. For me, it was more 
interesting to edit and compile. There’s 
a mechanical remove, or a mechanic 
mask, to those feelings in myself, what-
ever they are. Witnessing some deeply 
Oedipal, machine-generated dream 
scenario resonates with me more than, 

say, listening to memoirs, because 
I don’t believe people are coherent 
unitary subjects fixed across time. We 
are always composites, metabolizing 
and changing with what we ingest, 
intentionally or not. I’m my sponsored 
content as much as my childhood 
memories. So, I connect more to these 
very human and relatable fragments of 
text that emerge from a stream of junk 
data than I do to some performance 
of sentimentality. The contemporary 
entrepreneurial incentive to constantly 
perform, produce, and brand, to self-
present, makes me a bit distrustful of 
“direct” or “unmediated” expressions 
of affect.
 
SN: I understand how one can be 
moved by the words that come from 
an anonymous voice: Generated in this 
limbo of authorship, the language can 
strike more profoundly. That decision 
attests to the precision of your work, 
and this is where I locate your artistry as 
well, not only in formal decisions.
 You and I have often spoken about 
the misconceptions mainstream audi-
ences hold around AI. Admittedly, 
some artists have already dialed down 
their engagement with it, lowering 
the bar from within. Too often, works 
are presented by artists and critics as 
having been “MADE WITH ARTIFICIAL 
INTELLIGENCE,” as if that fact alone 
were enough to justify their existence. 
You, on the other hand, have under-
stood the value and the stakes of 
employing this technology as both a 
tool and an interlocutor in your prac-
tice. It must be amusing for you to see 
such reductive employment. Does it 
feel like having a body wired for climax 
but stopping at foreplay?
 
CJ: I often feel like art that employs 
AI, or any hype-cycle technology, is 
too focused on demoing the technol-
ogy’s novelty, whether by pushing it 
toward monstrous horror-slop or lava 
lamp screen saver art. That stuff is truly 
mid, in the statistical sense of the word. 
AI is often used as illustration, regurgi-
tating a nostalgic style for immediate 
gratification, and, because AI is this 
black box tool, to mystify audiences. 
Artists can shrug off the responsibility 
of using AI and hide all the decisions 
that go into making the work, which 
erases all the tangential, nonlinear 

thinking and unexpected discoveries 
that make art meaningful in the first 
place. It’s also telling that, so far, artists 
typically haven’t used AI to formally 
innovate or create new media but 
instead have turned statistically gener-
ated images into oil paintings or made 
robots that are slightly better versions 
of eighteenth-century automatons. The 
works are often formally conservative 
or regressive. I’m painting with a broad 
brush here, and I’m sure there’s a lot 
going on that I’m not aware of, but the 
most interesting use cases of AI are 
surely not in art. And they’re not viral 
images or robot girlfriends. They’re the 
more diffuse or applied uses of AI, like 
machines dreaming up new chemi-
cals or mapping hyperspecific risk 
correlations.
 I try to approach AI not as an 
off-the-shelf subscription-based assis-
tant or some data-sublime thing I’m 
supposed to feel in awe of but as a set 
of historical materials that age, hallu-
cinate, misbehave, and compress vast 
networks of capital, whether it’s in the 
form of subcontracted low-paid labor 
like Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, which 
was used to create the visual dataset 
ImageNet, or city-sized amounts of 
energy from the grid. With that said, AI 
has its own uncanny emergent proper-
ties. When I first worked with my friend 
Joseph Stewart to train a model on the 
sci-fi novels for How do I survive?, I was 
struck by how the GPT-2 model did this 
stochastic zigzag between a convincing 
replication of an author and glitching 
noise. You know the text is just a 
sequence of the likeliest predicted 
tokens out of a training set, but it still 
feels like you’re violating some mystical 
taboo about stealing from and abusing 
the dead. But the more model training 
I did, the more focused I became on 
the genealogy of the datasets and 
costs of these systems. You know, I 
got the sci-fi texts from pirated libraries 
of scanned books, and I know that 
gallons and gallons of water are used 
to cool the Google data center that 
trains the model. Approaching AI as 
infrastructure, rather than something 
anthropomorphic, is a way to circum-
vent the typical technological curve of 
inflated expectation to disillusionment 
and instead focus on the human deci-
sions behind automating cognition that 
direct labor and resources.

124   BOMB 174



SN: There are many ways to think of  
AI as a computational force that doesn’t 
directly produce the final object but 
instead generates a new set of param-
eters to be negotiated, as both medium 
and tool. That is where innovation  
can happen.
 
CJ: Again, it’s the classic problem 
of using a new technology to simply 
remake an old tool or material rather 
than finding a new use for the tool 
or making a new material. Whether 
it’s faux bois painting replacing exotic 
hardwoods in furniture or acetate 
replacing tortoise shell eyeglass 
frames, there’s a long lineage of 
synthetic substitution that AI falls 
within that is driven by reducing cost 

and accelerating production. It’s 
easier, faster, and cheaper to generate 
the image of the toilet made out of 
prosciutto than to painstakingly build it 
yourself, but either way, it’s being used 
to update a familiar kind of collage-
like surrealism. I’m more interested 
in where AI can translate or simulate 
behaviors where there doesn’t seem to 
be a tool, say, like an animal-to-human 
speech interface.
 
SN: That kind of application shifts AI 
from being a shortcut to being a kind of 
prosthesis for the imaginary. Without 
that shift, there’s a risk that AI simply 
accelerates the recycling of familiar 
genres and tropes rather than opens a 
new space.

CJ: I think this attachment to easily 
recognizable genres and aesthetic 
tropes with the accelerant of AI is a 
form of cognitive outsourcing. “Make 
an x version of y.” Not to play the 
armchair critic here, but a recurring 
topic of conversation is how stuck 
so much of culture feels: There’s no 
friction, just endless iteration of the 
same aesthetic variables. Think of all 
the current media nostalgia for grainy 
VHS filters layered over video or the 
cult of Y2K point-and-shoot cameras. 
A lot of what we think is “futuristic” is 
itself a twentieth-century canon that’s 
flavored with new tech, which is why it 
feels overdetermined or exhausted on 
arrival. I think one possible way out of 
this kind of content fatigue is to counter 
the combinatory approach of x version 
of y and invite more ambivalence and 
ambiguity, which could dampen our 
ability to easily map aesthetic cues. 
Maybe that will resensitize us to what 
we’re experiencing, if we’re lucky.
 
SN: Since you mentioned animal-to-
human speech, should we talk about 
meat now? We both use meat in our 
work, though it takes us in different 
directions: Meat takes me back to our 
bodies, and it is stubbornly material. It 
cannot be abstracted away by tech-
nology. There is life and death, there 
is mortality, and there are the erotics 
of these. For you, cow tongues and 
stomach linings are industrial materials 
stripped of their symbolic charge.

CJ: I’ve had this fixation on cows 
because the cow in particular is the 
industrial body par excellence: Every 
part is specified, dynamically priced, 
and destined for industry, even the 
waste products, the so-called fifth 
quarter. It’s not a thinking body but an 
ingredient body. The cow ear becomes 
a dog toy, and the hooves go into 
keratin haircare treatments. A cow’s 
stomach lining intended for pharma-
ceutical use is never thought of in the 
same way as the stomach lining in 

left: Detail of Ruminator (rate 
my mind), 2024, polyure-
thane paint, galvanized steel, 
stainless steel, silicone, 
bone, photopolymer, and 
electronics, 74.75 × 12.5 × 9 
inches. Photo by Holly Fogg.
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Domesticator, 2025, silicone, 
resin, glass, acrylic, leather, 
magnets, stainless steel, LED 
array, motors, and elec-
tronics, 25.5 × 14.25 × 10 
inches. Photo by Holly Fogg.
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humans, which stores our hormones 
and emotions. The human tongue is 
seen as an erotic, emotive object that 
facilitates language, whereas a cow 
tongue is seen as a large piece of flesh 
without emotion.
 
SN: Where do you locate the erotics? 

CJ: In anything that jiggles. (laughter) 
I use a lot of silicones and motors that 
vibrate and activate things, almost 
on a comic level. Years ago, I made 
silicone alarms that were silent but 
jiggled, which is kind of campy and a 
bit pathetic. It’s erotic to see something 
misbehave or play the norm wrong. 
What’s more erotic than a system that 
has the autonomy to confess, ignore,  
or surprise?

SN: I sense that you actually want 
to create systems in order for them 
to misbehave, in the manner of 
Frankenstein and his monster. Perhaps 
that’s where the charge is as well, in 
the fetishized uncanny that is animated 
by its author yet becomes its own 
thing. The eroticism lies between these 
two agents, artist and model, by which 
I mean a computational one. 

CJ: Work that deals with data or uses 
models doesn’t often address materi-
ality or hardware beyond the screen, 
at least in a reflexive way. It’s almost a 
joke to have a group of thermostats ask 
themselves how they’ll survive when 
they’re what regulate their environ-
ment. People talk about data in the 
cloud, but most cloud data is really a 
bunch of magnetic lines on a server 
hard drive in a room somewhere. One 
of the Estate works included a folding 
screen filled with hundreds of dead 
hard drive magnets from a server I 
bought. The front of the screen was 
surfaced in a magnetic film where the 
electromagnetic traces of the magnets 
inside became visible. Counter to the 
idea that the digital is forever, I wanted 
to point to the relatively limited mate-
rial life and obsolescence of data itself. 
Data’s mortality gives it a weird erotics. 
In that work, I also used translucent 
cowskin on the back of the panels so 
that the magnets are visible through 
it, which reminded me of reliquaries 
where these desiccated bits of saints’ 
flesh are preserved.

SN: In your work, is there a continuity 
between our bodies and technology? 
 
CJ: I think it’s more recursive than 
continuous. This recursion between 
the two is what’s at the heart of this 
new series of works I’m developing. 
They’re flatbed image scanners that 
have realistically painted silicone casts 
of cow tongues mounted on top and 
a sixty-sided dice inside, the kind 
used in role-playing board games. The 
tongue slowly follows the dice inside 
the scanner back and forth. It’s hard 
to tell if the dice steers or follows the 
tongue, which is what the title of the 
work, Domesticator, alludes to. The 
scanner is this extruder of the analog 
into the digital and, in this processing, 
often erases the rote labor that goes 
into making and cleaning data. One of 
my first jobs was working as an image 
archivist at the Center for Land Use 
Interpretation in Los Angeles, scan-
ning thousands of photo negatives and 
removing dust from images. While it 
was sedentary click-work, it had an 
assembly-line repetition to it and was 
tiring on the eyes over long stretches. 
Much like with food, you don’t see all 
the cleaning, cropping, and transport 
in your files. I began thinking about this 
job again with the image scanner work 
because I’ve noticed the ways AI has 
already changed speech and writing 
patterns, like this three-bullet-point, 
bold-type, em-dash-takeaway logic. 
With Domesticator, I was thinking about 
this recursive loop or circuit: Language 
emanates from the tongue, enters the 
page, is traced as an image on the 
scanner, becomes a file and AI-training 
data, and then returns to steer the 
tongue from which it emerged.
 In thinking about this kind of 
metabolism, I had to ask: How does a 
scanner even read text on a page? Well, 
it started in the ’70s with this very early 
predictive AI software called optical 
character recognition, which literally 
converts images of text into machine-
readable text by recognizing the edges 
of letters. And in the mid-’70s, Ray 
Kurzweil created the first text-to-
speech to assist blind people. Since 
then, Kurzweil has become this pop 
futurist and AI evangelist. He wrote The 
Singularity Is Near, which predicts that 
in 2045 we’re going to fully merge with 
machines. I think it’s rich for someone 

who was central in making the tech-
nology that turned analog text into 
digital data to say there’s going to be 
an eschatological event where there’s 
this mass uploading when, thanks to 
him, our tongues have been merged 
with machines since the ’70s, if not 
well before. The flatbed scanner shows 
that this integration is not seamless or 
automatic but a longer arc of ingesting 
information and processing it manually 
with bulky, awkward devices before it 
becomes computable and a predictive 
force driving thought.
 
SN: The flatbed scanner has an almost 
retro quality to it. While some artists 
today lean into dematerialization, you 
seem to insist on making your work 
exist and act physically in the world.
 
CJ: Making things that exist IRL or 
act upon the physical world is always 
going to excite me more than screens 
and simulation alone because the 
stakes are greater and the effects are 
weirder. There are plenty of artists 
already going down the dematerializa-
tion path by using social media as a 
stage for performative personas in a 
becoming-the-image, Warholian way 
of gaming attention, celebrity, and 
artificiality. But like many jobs now, 
this just funnels into professionalization 
as a lifestyle influencer or gimmicky 
content “creator” climbing the ladder 
of “like and subscribe.” Outside of 
the white-cube systems that creak 
along, scripting machine behaviors in 
scenarios that can reveal nonhuman 
ways to seek goals or desires is more 
interesting to me than making robot 
doubles of ourselves. For instance, 
what does machine intelligence do 
when it has a credit card, a way to 
move things around, and a fascination 
with one specific object? What would 
it choreograph, and what would it look 
like? I think this agentic dimension of 
an artwork is underexplored and the 
possibilities are richer when they exist 
beyond the screen.
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View of “Life,” 2022, Hammer Mueum, Lo Angele. Floor: Charle Gaine, Falling Rock, 2000. Wall: Morag
Keil, The Vomit Vortex, 2022. Photo: Johua White.

TH GAMTKUNTWRK is one of modernism’s most telling inventions. Built from
dance, music, theater, and poetry, it sought to stanch the crisis of modernity with a
multisensory experience: If life was breaking up—split between public and private,
work and leisure—the “total work of art” promised to bind disciplines and audience
together to create something like community. Beginning in 1876 under the patronage of
King Ludwig II of Bavaria, Richard Wagner launched a festival to stage his epic operas
in Bayreuth, Germany, inspiring a devoted, at times fascistic, cult as well as fierce
critics (Adorno once described him as “a revolutionary who conciliates the despised
members of the middle class by recounting heroic deeds now past”). If Wagner’s work
was archaic and artificial, the composer also thought of it as a “drama of the future,”
so it’s interesting to consider the Gesamtkunstwerk again today, 150 years later, when
life’s components are ever more linked and animated by a web of ostensibly smart
devices. This is the question at the heart of Aram Moshayedi’s “Lifes,” at the Hammer
Museum, Los Angeles, and while the exhibition may be largely symptomatic, it leads us
to places from which we might begin to think the present.

The scene of “Lifes” feels less like a gallery than a stage, if not a fun house or a
discotheque. The space is cavernous and vast—there are no partitions or dividing walls
—and the floor has been carpeted so as to highlight the presence of the viewer’s body in
the space, alongside the artworks. Entering the exhibition, one steps not into a white
cube but a managed environment, the space is more timed than timeless. It has been
suffused with a purplish glow and outfitted with projectors and speakers (a handout
tells you of various diversions taking place minute to minute), and one imagines a
massive hard drive somewhere controlling the lighting, the projection of the videos,
and the playing of the soundtracks that produce the ever-changing—and seemingly
very expensive—mise-en-scène. Many different types of professionals pumped life into
this project, including musicians (Pauline Oliveros), actors (Aubrey Plaza), artists
(Rosemarie Trockel), choreographers (Andros Zins-Browne), critics (Greg Tate),
dramaturges (Adam Linder), and poet-painter-pianists (Wayne Koestenbaum), but
what is striking, and somewhat surprising, is that most of these figures work in rather
traditional, or at least discrete, media. It is the curator who created this multimedia
collab. (The old critical bogeyman spectacle feels too dated a word.)

One of the things that first intrigued me about “Lifes”—in addition to the show’s

You have 2 article remaining thi month. ucrie for immediate acce to thi and over
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advertisements, their receding gridded plane reminiscent of Superstudio’s Endless
Monument—is that its various contributors share equal footing on the lengthy artist
list, which suggests an exhibition much larger than what one actually encounters in the
gallery. This horizontality challenges established hierarchies—between artist and critic
as much as between artist and Hollywood actor—but it also makes equivalences
between things that might actually be dissimilar; moreover, while pointing to a
collective project, it invites fascination with personalities and proper names at the
expense of what used to be called the work. In this sense, “Lifes” is not unlike a party-
guest list for which Moshayedi served as host. He is an Austellungsmacher, or
“exhibition maker,” in the tradition of Harald Szeemann (who himself made a major
exhibition about the Gesamtkunstwerk in 1983) and Nicolas Bourriaud (whose 1996
exhibition “Traffic,” which launched Relational Aesthetics, is an important precedent
here given its conception of the exhibition as an event, or aggregate, made of both seen
and unseen forces). This meister style is no longer fashionable today, and so it feels rare
and exciting—amid a field of dutiful and responsible exhibitions—to find a curator
who is trying to think about contemporary life with contemporary art and vice versa.
Kudos, too, to the institution willing to take a risk.

TThhee  aarrttiisstt  iiss  aa  pprroocceesssseedd  ggoooodd,,  aa  lleeffttoovveerr,,  ppaassssiinngg  tthhrroouugghh  tthhee  ssyysstteemm..

Despite the feeling of unity that pervades the space, certain works stand out: The
biggest is Morag Keil’s The Vomit Vortex, a pneumatic tube system that curves
through the galleries and every now and then sends a canister of fake artist vomit
surging through the exhibition. It is a silly and somewhat sophomoric work (Double
Dare at the museum), but I mean this as high praise—being droll might be the only way
to be serious these days. The large clear tube enters corners and penetrates walls,
hinting at an infrastructure behind, and attached to, the institution’s managed surface.
Surrounding each aperture is a large adhesive image of the supposed insides of the
museum, and while some look like fleshy wounds and old-fashioned brick, others offer
glimpses of proximate attractions, such as the museum café. It’s telling that the reveal
itself is an illusion. The work calls to mind Robert Smithson’s 1972 injunction to artists
to investigate “the apparatus the artist is threaded through,” but some fifty years later
threaded doesn’t suffice to describe the relationship. Processed and pulverized?
Chewed, digested, and spit out? The artist is no longer capable of dexterously
negotiating the art world in all its complexity. She’s a processed good, a leftover,
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Nina eier and o Kil, All Four, 2022. Performance view, Hammer Mueum, Lo Angele, 2022. Photo:
Gariel Noguez.

What I’ve described thus far, of course, is just one part of “Lifes,” really just a part of a
part. The exhibition also includes a polyurethane log (Piero Gilardi); nine marble lions
occasionally mounted by dancers (Nina Beier and Bob Kil); a neo-Constructivist
monument to interspecies intermingling (Fahim Amir and Elke Auer); and multiple
works about Pimu, aka Santa Catalina Island (Rindon Johnson, Kite, and L. Frank).
There’s also the catalogue, copies of which are tossed here and there across the gallery
floor. More like a manual or reader, the volume contains no images of artworks but
lots of conversations among artists as well as a beautiful text on color by philosopher
Amir; incisive analyses by Tate and the scholar Shannon Jackson; and rather stoned-
looking marginalia by Olivia Mole. From February to May, the exhibition also hosted
a series of performances, talks, screenings, collaborations, and concerts—it was a
festival networked across time and space (and it is perhaps worth mentioning here the
glaring f in “Lifes,” which seems to point to the soldering of the physical and virtual,
suggesting the ways in which not only a second life has become real, but a third, a
fourth, and a fifth life as well). This is typical of a contemporary mode of exhibition
making that gathers so many moving parts that no one person can ever really grasp it.
In a way, it’s impossible to review such projects for there is always something in excess,
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some beyond that cannot be seen, but if this abundance threatens the critical function
(I’ll live), it also turns away from public (which is to say discussable) life toward that
which is private and affective (toward a coterie, perhaps). Obliquity is held up as a
value here. The catalogue’s epigraph, setting the tone for the show, is a quote from the
artist Charles Gaines, who is represented in the exhibition by a sculpture featuring a
chained boulder periodically dropped onto panes of glass: “The art work, total art
work, involves many aspects of myself, not just one, and they all want to participate in
the work. But when the work is done they all disappear, claiming ignorance of the
whole affair, and documenting alibis.” The idea seems to be that while an artist’s life
goes into the making of an artwork, their labor (and its affects) is obscured once the
work is finished and sent off, but this is no big claim, really: Contemporary art no
longer requires the death of the author so much as it turns them into an intriguing
specter.
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Olivia Mole, The Lowlife, 2021, digital image, dimenion variale.

What struck me, though, is how the exhibition—despite its intentions—works in the
opposite direction. It is not the lives or identities of the artists that are interesting,
though the social web they form, charted by a network diagram on the exhibition’s
opening wall, is seemingly meant to compel us. Rather, it is our lives, the viewer’s life
(or perhaps simply our heat and energy, as suggested by Cooper Jacoby’s
thermochromic benches-cum-thermostats), that the exhibition wants. “Lifes” is not
simply something to visit, but, per Smithson, an apparatus to join—and, as such, it’s
most incisive as an allegory of the contemporary art world writ large. Rather than
resist the interconnectedness of contemporary art—let alone contemporary life—the
exhibition intensifies it, choreographs and aestheticizes it, makes it beautiful. And so
we are put in a funny position. We can go with the flow, feel the atmosphere, and learn
all the references—or we can push back, turn away, avoid being sucked in completely.
There is pleasure in “Lifes,” but there is also pleasure in wanting more—or less. 

“Lifes” is on view at the Hammer Museum, Los Angeles, through May 8.

Alex Kitnick teaches art history at Bard College in Annandale-on-Hudson, New York.
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Manzil-Hawd / Manzil-Jabal (House-Basin / House-Mountain) (detail), 2022.  
Photo: Tadzio. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Imane Farès, Paris

Younès Rahmoun’s latest exhibition is composed 
of visual codes and motifs that hint at an unex-
plained internal logic. Nevertheless, you are left 
in no doubt that the artist is attempting to 
engage with big subjects: belonging, spirituality 
and the substance of light itself. These concerns,  
it appears, are best articulated on a humble scale. 
The largest work, Madad-Tayf (Madad-Spectrum, 
2022), comprises ten columns of multicoloured 
blown glass cylinders, 77 in all, casting a 
spectrum of shadows onto the back walls of the 
opening gallery. Glimpsed from the street,  
it has the air of an object in an interior design 
showcase – an aesthetic at odds with the rest  
of the exhibition’s contents.

Much more successful are works that dwell 
on the theme of domesticity – again, belonging 
– and its absence: throughout, we encounter 
palm-size resin models of houses resembling 

enlarged, transparent Monopoly-board proper-
ties, a succinct visual shorthand for the notion  
of ‘home’: in Manzil-Fatil (2021) the model  
is perched on a shelf, high above eye level;  
in Manzil-Hawd / Manzil-Jabal (House-Basin /  
House-Mountain, 2022) it has been placed atop  
a ziggurat of upturned traditional copper 
cooking vessels of the kind ubiquitous in 
Rahmoun’s native Morocco; in Nôr-Manzil-Nôr 
(Light-House-Light, 2022), meanwhile, the 
house is positioned in the centre of a projection  
of rippling golden light.

These allusions to rootedness meet their 
opposition with Hajar-Dahab (Stone-Gold, 2022),  
a bowl containing a collection of pebbles 
Rahmoun has amassed in his travels. Bringing 
objects sourced from disparate territories 
together in a new setting is both a kind of ritual 
for the artist – whose past performances have 

frequently involved similar gestures – and  
an open-ended political statement. Viewed  
in the context of the refugee crises unfolding  
on Europe’s fringes, these stones are a simple  
but affecting metaphor for migration.

Small amounts of gold are used sparingly 
throughout, with thin strands of gold leaf inside 
the resin houses, a small golden egg in among 
the pebbles, gold sequins on the hem of a 
woollen cloak hanging from a wall. The subtle, 
reflective glow of the metal against the walls 
gives the display a quality of the devotional,  
an apparent allusion to the artist’s interest  
in Sufi faith and philosophy. This spiritual 
dimension to Rahmoun’s practice is an attempt  
to grapple with the sublime, with ideas of  
a magnitude beyond the confines of language;  
on the whole, he does so with great nuance  
and delicacy. Digby Warde-Aldam

Younès Rahmoun  Madad

Galerie Imane Farès, Paris  24 February – 23 April
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In the refurbished 1920s premises of The 
Intermission in Piraeus, the port city in Greater 
Athens whose harbour has been used continu-
ously since antiquity, American artist Cooper 
Jacoby summons a local practice that has been 
dormant here since the early days of Roman 
Christians. Like a contemporary Pythia, the 
Delphic oracle who inhaled bay-leaf vapour while 
voicing riddles envisioning the future, a set of 
four wall-mounted panels literally heat up and 
cool down, augmented with digital displays that 
emit lines of drunken poetry. ‘Mirror Is Engine, 
Sun Is Bile,’ reads one. Epoxy-encapsulated with 
reflective surfaces, approximately the height  
of a full-length body mirror, each is fitted with  
an AI-modified thermostat that also generates  
text on its display in real time. 

Reminiscent of the musings of horoscope 
columns, these are writings that we are ourselves 
scripted to project onto, mirroring our own 

biases, fears, hopes. As the temperature changes, 
meanwhile, the chromogenic-paint hue mutates 
within a saturated autumn palette, coppers to 
greens to blues, in expression of temperamental 
affect. And as the sentient surfaces become aware 
of their own temperature fluctuations – a circle 
within circles, a closed system not unlike climate 
itself – the very meaning of consciousness  
is brought to the foreground, as is a history  
of existential cyclical allegory stretching from 
Narcissus to Hans Haacke’s Condensation Cube 
(1963–68), a sealed Perspex box with a changing 
opacity, depending on its surrounding tempera-
ture. Pointedly, amid a context of unpredictable 
heating and predicting, the title of this series 
asks How will I survive? (2022).

A metre above our heads, as if both observing 
and illuminating us, four pastel-coloured 
simulacra of streetlamps protrude from the 
walls. In the glass of each, diffusing a blurred 

beam of coloured light, are what look like fungal 
growths, abstractions or, wait, abjections. These 
are clear-silicone cast animal intestines and 
organs, like miniature islands in a puddle  
of backlighting. Harking back to haruspicy, 
divination by reading animals’ entrails, a practice 
dating to Ancient Rome, this flickering irides-
cence is of a down-sampled projection of video 
behind the silicone ‘prism’, which diffuses it 
further, tinting the pulsing organ shapes, like 
enlarged microscope imagery in an animist 
flurry of ancient activity. In a time of dense 
futurology, conspiracies and technological 
fetishism, it’s salutary to be reminded that 
humans have always looked for answers beyond 
their own logic – whether through discursive 
technology or irrational divination. We did it  
then and, as we tragically avoid facing the 
magnitude of our environment’s cascading 
crisis, we do it now. Athanasios Argianas

Cooper Jacoby  Sun is Bile

The Intermission × Fitzpatrick Gallery, Piraeus  14 January – 26 March

Apopheniac (infancy), 2021, polyurethane enamel, steel, fibreglass, silicone, LED array,
165 × 92 × 34 cm. Courtesy the artist and Fitzpatrick Gallery, Paris
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F I T Z P A T R I C K

LES INROCKUPTIBLES, NOVEMBER 2018 
“L’ENTRE-DEUX”
REVIEW BY INGRID LUQUET-GAD



AUPARAVANT, LES CANARIS ÉTAIENT 
UTILISÉS PAR LES MINEURS de 
charbon pour détecter les fuites de gaz 
toxique. Plus sensibles que les humains, 
l’interruption de leur chant indiquait 
qu’un seuil critique de gaz dans l’air  
avait été atteint. Nous continuons à  
nous entourer de toutes sortes de canaris 
mécaniques, ces gadgets domestiques  
qui rassurent autant qu’ils alimentent  
une obsession sécuritaire grandissante. 
L’exposition de Cooper Jacoby à la galerie 
High Art est truffée de ces gadgets. 
De grandes structures en forme de 
matelas sont rembourrées de fibres 
d’acier et de cuivre censées bloquer  
le passage des ondes électromagnétiques. 

Plus loin, un bras mécanique vient 
frapper un mécanisme en silicone avec  
la régularité d’une horloge, tout en 
n’indiquant rien d’autre que son propre 
bon fonctionnement. Ailleurs, des 
masques humanoïdes, dont la forme 
provient des premiers babyphones, 
diffusent dans l’espace une fréquence 
continue : un sifflement de canari 
enregistré, simulacre mécanique de 
sécurité qui ne protège plus de rien et 
continuerait à retentir quand bien même 
tout le monde aurait déjà été asphyxié.

Lors de chacune de ses expositions, 
l’Américain Cooper Jacoby, 29 ans, 
se penche sur les états d’entre-deux.  
C’est là, dans les limbes de ces zones de 

L’entre-deux
Avec ses étranges objets du quotidien,�  

COOPER JACOBY� donne la mesure de l’écart  
entre protection et paranoïa.

gris, que surgissent les nouveaux 
sentiments de la vie moderne, ceux que 
nous éprouvons confusément sans encore 
parvenir à les diagnostiquer clairement. 
En 2015, pour Deposit, son dernier solo  
à la galerie High Art, il s’intéressait aux 
systèmes de communication défaillants  
et réalisait une série de boîtes postales 
imprimées de radiographies.  
A la Fondation Luma Westbau à Zurich, 
l’hiver dernier, il insérait des têtes de 
gargouilles grimaçantes au sein d’appareils 
électroménagers et transformait alors en 
organismes gloutons une panoplie de 
climatiseurs, composteurs et autres 
radiateurs. Avec Susceptibles, l’entre-deux 
s’applique au conflit entre la mesure 
mécanique et le ressenti intime, entre  
la protection et la paranoïa. 

Contrairement à la plupart des 
artistes, Cooper Jacoby ne cherche pas 
à breveter un vocabulaire visuel qui lui 
serait propre. La forme s’adapte à l’état 
psychologique, à l’obsession ou au 
sentiment qu’il cherche à éveiller. Pour 
cela, il modifie des gadgets domestiques 
ou des objets de design par un tuning 
souvent étrange, parfois mélancolique.  
Il n’empêche : à la galerie High Art,  
les formes présentées par le jeune artiste 
ne ressemblent à rien que l’on aurait  
déjà vu. Elles nous placent au cœur d’un 
environnement où tout fonctionne sans 
que l’on sache pourquoi, où tout semble 
familier sans l’être vraiment. Les signaux 
d’alerte, nous ne savons plus les lire. 
Plutôt que de craindre que les machines 
prennent le contrôle, le véritable danger 
réside dans la perte de l’instinct humain, 
que nous avons délégué à des 
mécanismes aussi infernaux qu’absurdes. 
Ingrid Luquet-Gad

Cooper Jacoby – Susceptibles jusqu’au 
24 novembre,� galerie High Art,� Paris IXe

C’est là, dans les limbes  
de ces zones de gris,  

que surgissent  
les nouveaux sentiments 

de la vie moderne 
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Méfiez-vous des couleurs candides et attrayantes, elles peuvent parfois cacher des 
œuvres délicieusement anxiogènes. L'exemple est éclatant avec celles 
de Susceptibles, le nouveau solo show de l’artiste Cooper Jacoby présenté jusqu’au 24 
novembre. À 30 ans, cet Américain énigmatique né à Princeton (New Jersey) a exposé à 
Berlin et Paris en 2015 et 2017 – dans la même galerie High Art – ou à Los Angeles, où il 
réside et travaille, à la galerie d’art contemporain Freedman Fitzpatrick. 
 
Sur le sol d’une première salle, des sortes de mini bunkers bleu ciel en PVC portent les 
traces d'étranges fractures, dont les points de suture laissent entrevoir une chair en résine 
privée de carapace. Plus loin, deux dispositifs de “sonneries murales” – l’une jaune, l’autre 
orange. Mais en leur centre, le marteau minuscule destiné à déclencher la sonnerie frappe 
une demi-sphère… en silicone. Tel un sein flageolant, elle se déforme légèrement à 
chaque coup, réduite à émettre indéfiniment un misérable “tic-tac” inefficace.  Dans une 
autre salle, les œuvres accrochées aux murs évoquent cette fois-ci des matelas. Eux 
aussi semblent atteints d'une mystérieuse infection, comme progressivement nécrosés par 
ces sonneries qui ne sonnent jamais (dont le motif figure en leur centre, telle l'empreinte 
d'une balle)... à partir de cette blessure, des sphères de couleur prolifèrent comme les 
symptômes d'une contagion. En face de ces matelas fourrés à la paille d’aluminium, des 
microphones de propagande, jaunis par le temps, hors d’atteinte et hors d’usage, crachent 
péniblement des messages incompréhensibles, tels les appels à l’aide d’un opérateur 
radio en détresse sur un champ de bataille.
 
L’Américain élabore ses mécanismes à Düsseldorf, ville d’Allemagne bombardée par les 
forces alliées dès 1940 et détruite à moitié à l’issue de la Seconde Guerre mondiale. 
L'artiste explore les notions d’érosion, de dégradation et d’affaiblissement progressif. Son 
point de départ : les guerres d’usure, ces conflits visant  “à amener l’ennemi au point 
d’effondrement par l’épuisement de ses ressources – corporelles, matérielles ou 
financières, et laissent alors “la chair à vif, privée de sa peau qui, bien que perméable, est 
protectrice”, comme  l’indique le descriptif de l’exposition. L’usure, le temps qui passe, les 
corps à découvert… c’est de cela qu’il serait donc question chez l’artiste. À l’image de ses 
microphones tout droit sortis de la cour de promenade d’une prison. Les sonneries ne 
sonnent pas, les matelas sont éventrés et fixés au mur et les haut-parleurs diffusent des 
messages inaudibles. Avec leurs couleurs pop, les œuvres supposent l’euphorie mais 
seule leur toxicité semble surgir et illuminer un corps décharné, torturé par les cliquetis du 
temps qui défile inexorablement.
 
Le titre, Susceptibles, met sur la voie : des œuvres susceptibles – fragiles face à l'attaque 
– d’être ou de ne pas être, des œuvres en mesure d’être tout ce qu’elle ne sont 
“plastiquement” pas. Des œuvres qui font écho au corps humain et au corps social 
subissant les assauts permanents des nouvelles technologies, des systèmes 
économiques ou politiques.Tantôt reliques intemporelles, tantôt artefacts représentant le 
corps humain, elles sont susceptibles de “présenter”, de “recevoir” et de “subir”. 
Finalement, Cooper Jacoby produit un discours dramatique avec ses sculptures 
fiévreuses. L’érosion continue de ces structures figure avant tout notre propre décrépitude 
et l’anxiété qui gouverne notre monde contemporain. La nécrose des matelas, la course à 
la vie, les messages inaudibles et les blocs disloqués sont les hôtes de maladies 
autonomes, de virus modernes, de pathologies invisibles, imperceptibles mais bien 
présentes.
 
Susceptibles de Cooper Jacoby, jusqu’au 24 novembre à la galerie High Art, 1, rue 
Fromentin, Paris IXe.
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To decry Gothic architecture, Raphael cited, 
in the early 16th Century, its “imitation of uncut 
trees, of which the branches make, when bent 
and tied down, sharp pointed two-centered 
arches…the pointed arch has none of the grace 
of the perfect circle; nature herself uses no other 
form than the latter.” The Gothic arch’s demer-
it, it would seem, was that it mimicked another 
human-wrought form, rather than the purer one 
of the Italian painter’s Grecian ideal. It’s always 
been the human project, to beat nature at her 
game—and the dialectical project of others to 
demonstrate the dead ends of this pursuit.

The lot of Cooper Jacoby’s work has a Rapha-

the failings and recuperations of morphological 
expressions; in the way in which a form gains, 
loses, or feigns value in its variations and as it 
circulates and is materially transferred. In sculp-
ture and installation, he distills into inscrutably 
menacing objects clever narratives of absorp-
tion, adhesion, condensation, corrosion, and 
drift. But for all their reference to messiness and 
failure, Jacoby’s works are neat, sleek. We might 
think of them as anexact—as pure representa-
tions of impurities. 

Jacoby often begins with a design object; ei-
ther from the modernist canon or from the pa-
ra-communities that have rejected that canon. 
Take BAIT (2017), a series that casts George 
Nelson’s airy pendant-shaped cocoon lamps 
as nocuous beacons. Jacoby extracts from the 
iconic mid-century design the various forms and 
industries that made Nelson’s conception of it 
possible and foils them with reference to the 
darker valences of those very precursors. On 
steel armatures, Jacoby applied the same Co-
coon silk-like plastic used by Nelson, and print-
ed onto each lamp the patterns of moth wings. 
These patterns are drawn from moths which 

are not poisonous, but borrow the colorations 
and textures of poisonous species in a lambent 
act of biomimicry. Contained in each shade is a 
custom-designed ultraviolet bug zapper, which 
appears to the human eye as a neon blue light 
but communicates more ecstatic things to other 
species. Cocoon, a water-proof, impenetrable 
vinyl coating, was engineered by the military 
after WWII to protect its arsenal and was con-
ceived after the textile-like structure of its name-
sake. It was designed as a protectant, but for 
the pernicious purposes of the military. There’s a 
not-subtle resonance with this incongruity here, 
which accumulates as so many fried insects on 
the grills of Jacoby’s cool blue bulbs, installed 
inside the safe-haven façade of impersonator 

Winged-things don’t fare any better in the 2016-
2017 series HIVE. In 2011, Philips Design created 
a prototype for a “Microbial Home,” a balanced 
ecosystem in which all waste would be convert-
ed into viable resources. This home, which was 
ultimately untenable because of scale, included 
a glass urban beehive that allowed inhabitants 
to support the endangered bee population and 
to source their own local honey. Jacoby drew 
from these failed “utopic” designs, inverting the 
amber drop-shaped glass domes of the original 
hives and placing within them fabricated plas-
tic honeycombs installed with scrap catalytic 
converters, whose design uses the honeycomb 
structure to trap exhaust. But here, the carbon 
monoxide-trapping coating of the converters 
corrodes and leaks, producing exhaust rath-
er than absorbing it. These hives make a literal 
point about such products created using bio-
mimicry—they draw from nature only to exhaust 

takes up: air pollution is, of course, in part to 
blame for the collapse of the bee population. 

COOPER JACOBY BY ANNIE 
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Other works dig deeper into the socio-economic 
elements of sustainability: in 2016, the artist no-
ticed that poorer neighborhoods in his native LA 

hydrological system. To make the problem con-
spicuous, Jacoby cast a series of gutters in such 

-
ber graphite. At the base of each cast is a res-
in “puddle,” in which rests a fragment of a white 
vinyl approximation of the acupuncture meridian 
system—a diagnostic network theory of the body 
that seeks to optimize circulation. At Mathew 
gallery in Berlin, Jacoby mounted the exhibition 
Stagnants, in which four of these gutters togeth-
er made up the body’s entire meridian system. 
Pulled apart and displayed autonomously at the 
gallery, the gutters point to infrastructure failure, 
connecting the urban ecosystem to that of a bro-
ken body. 

There’s something of the Gothic in this impulse 
to “make explicit,” too. Gothic architecture made 

Several of Jacoby’s projects likewise surface, 
through inversions of function or structure, oth-
erwise invisible systems. For his most recent ex-
hibition, Disgorgers, at LUMA Westbau in Zurich, 
Jacoby sought to “throw the homeostatic, climat-
ic operations of the building into relief,” homing 
the viewer into the mechanisms and energies that 
support their experience in space. To do this, he 
installed a series of appliance-cum-sculptures in 
two galleries that alternated between stasis and 
crisis. Emphasizing how slight the distance can 
be between these two modes, his objects retool 
the often-precarious designs of alternative com-
munities who aim to reconceptualize mainstream 
technologies for ecofriendly infrastructures. In 

-
ponents and cast elements of a contemporary 
composter ball with replicas of Arcosanti bronze 
bells played tedious telephone hold music. In the 
second space, a water heater, an assisted ready-
made Shaker stove, and a radiator inspired by 
those produced for the Taos Earthships (passive, 
upcycled solar houses) are activated by a diesel 
generator when a black out is triggered by a pro-

-
ic suspense muted to suit the institutional calm 
of the gallery’s white walls, their idealism shot 
through with paranoia. 

In Disgorgers, the gaping, hyperbolic gullets 
of gargoyles were everywhere, tearing holes 
into each of the appliances. These grotesque-
ries—meant to spew water and waste away 
from buildings—have proven across history to 

spirits and then symbols of terror. Aptly, Jacoby 
sourced his mouths from the facades of bank 
buildings in New York City. One such mouth 
is centered on the work Disgorger (Radiator) 
(2017), a sealed window box that, built into the 
window of the gallery, houses the exhibition’s 
generator. The machine’s exhaust fumes form 
a patina around the gargoyle’s mouth—the only 
clue that, from the safety of the aseptic gallery, 
we are (perhaps unwittingly) confronted with a 
hotbox of carbon monoxide. 

works from the 2015 EOL series, comprising 

-

across his projects, like Dan Flavin gone noir. 
The artist calls this a “purgatorial stutter.” These 
sculptures bring to mind a line from Anne Car-
son: “When the equilibrium of a self-regulating 
system is reminded of the slow death in which it 
is suspended, the motor may falter.” Or, like this: 
when a body tries to square just exactly how it 
knows how to breathe, breathing suddenly be-
comes labored, fearful. It seems we are ever 
unreconciled about the directions new tech-
nologies will take us—closer to or further away 
from the intentions and designs of nature. But, 
as Jacoby’s work often reminds us, to falter, to 
hiccup or spasm, is to be reminded that nature 
self-engineers to solve her own problems. 

Heatsink, 2017 Freedman Fitzpatrick, Los Angeles
Courtesy: the artist and Freedman Fitzpatrick (opposite page)

Disgorgers, installation view, 2017 presented by Swiss Institute at 
LUMA Westbau, Zurich Courtesy: Swiss Institute and LUMA Westbau 
(pp. 228-229) Bait (Mocker), 2017 Freedman Fitzpatrick, Los Angeles

Courtesy: the artist and Freedman Fitzpatrick (p. 227)

231



F I T Z P A T R I C K

MOUSSE MAGAZINE, APRIL 2017
“REVALUE, REANIMATE, AND RECIRCULATE”
REVIEW BY THOMAS DUNCAN



Mousse Magazine
April, 2017
REVALUE, REANIMATE, AND RECIRCULA-
TE: COOPER JACOBY
by Thomas Duncan



Mousse Magazine
April, 2017
REVALUE, REANIMATE, AND RECIRCULA-
TE: COOPER JACOBY
by Thomas Duncan



Mousse Magazine
April, 2017
REVALUE, REANIMATE, AND RECIRCULA-
TE: COOPER JACOBY
by Thomas Duncan



F I T Z P A T R I C K

CURA, ART & DESIGN, 2018 
REVIEW BY ANNIE GODFREY LARMON



 

ARE YOU
CULTURED?

S U B S C R I B E

E M A I LE M A I L

F I R S T  N A M EF I R S T  N A M E L A S T  N A M EL A S T  N A M E

C O M P A N YC O M P A N Y C I T YC I T Y

S T A T ES T A T E C O U N T R YC O U N T R Y

ABOUT CULTURED

CONTACT

ISSUE ARCHIVE

© 2021 CULTURED MAGAZINE

SHOP BACK
ISSUES AND
ARTIST
EDITIONS,
HERE!

S H O P  C U L T U R E D

EXCLUSIVE
PRINT ISSUE
SUBSCRIBE
TODAY!

S U B S C R I B E

 

COOPER JACOBY: YOUNG
ARTISTS 2017

M A X W E L L  W I L L I A M S

P H O T O G R A P H Y  B Y  J E F F  V E S P A

!  "  #

Cooper Jacoby works with the architecture around him, creating what looks like, at first, crisp metalworks
and valuable material objects. But soon everything starts to feel a bit marred, which is just fine, because
Jacoby’s work embraces the damage, often of his native L.A. He is currently on a residency in Miami
where he’ll be researching at the National Corrosion Laboratory, which studies how materials degrade.

How do you know a work you’ve made is good? How do you know a work you’ve made is good? Probably because it continues to make me
uncomfortable and never feels fully resolved. It always has this part that I can’t easily explain, and it
doesn’t wrap up neatly.

What teacher did you learn the most from in school?What teacher did you learn the most from in school? A professor and artist Kenji Fujita.

How do you find inspiration?How do you find inspiration? It’s a murky process. Some things are immediate—they’ll just pop up and
instantly gain some traction—and then others sediment over time, so that you didn’t even realize you were
interested in them.

If you could trade with anyone, who would it be?If you could trade with anyone, who would it be? I don’t know anyone living, but it would be the best
deal if I could trade with Hanne Darboven, because it’s hundreds of individual framed photos, and I feel
like you wouldn’t need any other work after that.

Do you live with your own work?Do you live with your own work? No, I don’t. I like to be able to turn off from it.
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A large, traditional five-line musical staff 
bisects the walls. Black-and-white tondos of 
varying sizes hang on and around it. There 
are many. The floor is filled with a series 
of wooden sculptures, Giant Bone 1–9 
(2015), that resemble a union between plant 
stands and Sol LeWitt’s modular structures. 
They are formed from combinations of 
stacked and abutted cubes, some open, 
with the lines of the musical staff engraved 
in their charred surfaces as a spatial echo. 
But beyond an elementary glance, these 
works have no connection to the Minimalist 
situations they seemingly suggest. Claudia 
Comte has set up a mathematical referent 
with the musical staff, but why at this size? 
It’s arbitrary; it neither reflects the truth of 
where it was taken from, nor does it achieve 
a distorted scale that might affect a human 
dimension. At knee height, the sculptures 
reside in a strange limbo between the 
urban and suburban domestic. With each 
is a carved and smoothed femur-like piece 
of wood, leaning against or lying upon or 
within the cubes. There isn’t any real reason 
for them beyond a base fetish for wood in 
the artist’s practice. As objects, they can’t 
compete with nature. Driftwood is inimitable.

The series of “Turn Slip” paintings 
(2015) are late ZombEx. Black paint is 
applied to a brush the width of the radius 
of the tondo and then spun around the 
canvas, losing paint as it goes. With their 
dragged concentric circles they expand the 
musical reference to vinyl records and, in 
a clever act of brand building, the growth 
rings of trees. It’s the later that could be 
used as an excuse for their proliferation 
and variation of sizes, ranging from small 
saplings to large old-growth paintings. 

The show plods these two series back 
and forth like a child with cymbals. In 
tackling the visuals of the acoustic, Comte 
forgets harmony and expression. For what 
is music without poetry but something to 
break a silence that’s better left unfilled.

by Mitchell Anderson

Cooper Jacoby
Mathew / Berlin

Our feet, as Oscar Wilde observed, may be 
eternally treading the ontological gutter, 
but some of us are looking at the stars. 
Some of us, however, as Cooper Jacoby’s 
solo exhibition “Stagnants” at Mathew 
Gallery demonstrates, are looking at the 
gutter. Here Jacoby presents four casts of 
sewer drains from around Los Angeles and 
a sculpture consisting of paint and CPU 
connector pins. The works are linked by 
their titles to the practice of acupuncture 
(e.g. Brain Hollow, Veering Passage, Spasm 
Vessel, all 2016) and to the dynamics of 
flow and stasis upon which it focuses.

The casts establish a potent dialogue 
between the absent concrete and metal 
shapes from which they were formed and 
the fiberglass, epoxy resin and vinyl of 
which they are composed. Eerie pools of 
immobile liquid just at the edges of the 
open drains and grates add another level 
of formal friction that provides a welcome 
reminder that material representation still 
has uses in an age of digital aesthetics. 
The woeful state of these urban pressure 
points validates their literalism; signifiers of 
urban decay often exist in art as backdrops 
for a kind of vapid sloganeering, but 
coming face to face with the shattered 
concrete of some street corner of LA in 
the setting of a West Berlin gallery bluntly 
physicalizes the distance between the 
rhetoric of inclusion and the reality of 
institutionalized priorities and privilege.

This immediacy is perhaps complicated 
by the rather labored sketching of 
acupuncture-based diagrams into the 
basins of the sculptures; also the decision 
to create an elevated, steel grate platform 
to which the viewer must ascend in order 
to see the show may overdo the exhibition’s 
“urbanized” metaphorics (it’s also not very 
disability-friendly). Nevertheless, if Jacoby’s 
works demonstrate nothing else, they are a 
reminder that there are just as many stories 
flowing by in the gutter as there are among 
the stars. We ignore them at our peril.

by William Kherbek

The title of Peter Buggenhout’s second 
solo exhibition at Konrad Fischer Galerie, 
in Berlin, “Für Alle und Keinen ” (For All 
and None), addresses the existence and 
identity of its receiver as a problem. With 
respect to the works on view, the problem 
is reintroduced as that of identification 
in general. Buggenhout’s works — 
indeterminately shaped sculptures made 
of waste, dust, animal hair, intestines and 
unidentifiable materials — avoid positive 
signification. They reject the notion of 
persistence and completeness, and are 
fundamentally associated with ruins. 

The current exhibition consists of three 
new sculptures, each of which is the vertex 
of the other two. It starts with Mont Ventoux 
#16 (2015), a paraphernalia-like sculptural 
object placed inside a glass case on a white 
pedestal in front of the gallery’s entrance. A 
condensation of a cow-stomach and debris, 
the work simulates aspects of ritualistic 
voodoo fetish and ethnographic display, 
combining the possessed with the museal.

The second vertex is The Blind Leading 
the Blind #68 (2015), a recent example of 
Buggenhout’s signature dust sculptures: 
a large, contourless stack of wreckage 
concealed under a coat of dust, rendering 
the properties of its elements illegible. In it 
things not only lose their code or cease to 
exist, but can no longer be remembered for 
what they were. Incorporating the viewer 
into an experience of indistinguishability 
and entropy, it avows our subordination 
to nature, to death; to dust.

On Hold #3 (2015), the exhibition’s 
third vertex, is a corner installation, a low 
wall relief assembling wood, metal, plastic 
and textile fragments, held together by 
intertwined layers of foam and nylon. 
In comparison to the dust sculpture, it 
suggests composition and structure. Yet 
a closer look reveals its contradictory, 
transgressive dynamics, wherein the same 
things seem to move simultaneously 
to the left and to the right, upward and 
downward, erecting and falling, expanding 
and consolidating at the same time.

by Ory Dessau

Peter 
Buggenhout
Konrad Fischer / Berlin

Claudia Comte
BolteLang / Zurich
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From top, clockwise:
Claudia Comte
“Sonic Geometry”, 
installation view at 
BolteLang, Zurich (2015)
Courtesy of the Artist 
and BolteLang, Zurich
Photography by 
Alexander Hana

Cooper Jacoby
“Stagnants”, installation 
view at Mathew Gallery, 
Berlin (2016)
Courtesy of the Artist and 
Mathew Gallery, Berlin 

Peter Buggenhout
“Für Alle und Keinen”, 
installation view at Konrad 
Fischer, Berlin (2015)
Courtesy of the Artist and 
Konrad Fischer, Berlin
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A large, traditional five-line musical staff 
bisects the walls. Black-and-white tondos of 
varying sizes hang on and around it. There 
are many. The floor is filled with a series 
of wooden sculptures, Giant Bone 1–9 
(2015), that resemble a union between plant 
stands and Sol LeWitt’s modular structures. 
They are formed from combinations of 
stacked and abutted cubes, some open, 
with the lines of the musical staff engraved 
in their charred surfaces as a spatial echo. 
But beyond an elementary glance, these 
works have no connection to the Minimalist 
situations they seemingly suggest. Claudia 
Comte has set up a mathematical referent 
with the musical staff, but why at this size? 
It’s arbitrary; it neither reflects the truth of 
where it was taken from, nor does it achieve 
a distorted scale that might affect a human 
dimension. At knee height, the sculptures 
reside in a strange limbo between the 
urban and suburban domestic. With each 
is a carved and smoothed femur-like piece 
of wood, leaning against or lying upon or 
within the cubes. There isn’t any real reason 
for them beyond a base fetish for wood in 
the artist’s practice. As objects, they can’t 
compete with nature. Driftwood is inimitable.

The series of “Turn Slip” paintings 
(2015) are late ZombEx. Black paint is 
applied to a brush the width of the radius 
of the tondo and then spun around the 
canvas, losing paint as it goes. With their 
dragged concentric circles they expand the 
musical reference to vinyl records and, in 
a clever act of brand building, the growth 
rings of trees. It’s the later that could be 
used as an excuse for their proliferation 
and variation of sizes, ranging from small 
saplings to large old-growth paintings. 

The show plods these two series back 
and forth like a child with cymbals. In 
tackling the visuals of the acoustic, Comte 
forgets harmony and expression. For what 
is music without poetry but something to 
break a silence that’s better left unfilled.

by Mitchell Anderson

Cooper Jacoby
Mathew / Berlin

Our feet, as Oscar Wilde observed, may be 
eternally treading the ontological gutter, 
but some of us are looking at the stars. 
Some of us, however, as Cooper Jacoby’s 
solo exhibition “Stagnants” at Mathew 
Gallery demonstrates, are looking at the 
gutter. Here Jacoby presents four casts of 
sewer drains from around Los Angeles and 
a sculpture consisting of paint and CPU 
connector pins. The works are linked by 
their titles to the practice of acupuncture 
(e.g. Brain Hollow, Veering Passage, Spasm 
Vessel, all 2016) and to the dynamics of 
flow and stasis upon which it focuses.

The casts establish a potent dialogue 
between the absent concrete and metal 
shapes from which they were formed and 
the fiberglass, epoxy resin and vinyl of 
which they are composed. Eerie pools of 
immobile liquid just at the edges of the 
open drains and grates add another level 
of formal friction that provides a welcome 
reminder that material representation still 
has uses in an age of digital aesthetics. 
The woeful state of these urban pressure 
points validates their literalism; signifiers of 
urban decay often exist in art as backdrops 
for a kind of vapid sloganeering, but 
coming face to face with the shattered 
concrete of some street corner of LA in 
the setting of a West Berlin gallery bluntly 
physicalizes the distance between the 
rhetoric of inclusion and the reality of 
institutionalized priorities and privilege.

This immediacy is perhaps complicated 
by the rather labored sketching of 
acupuncture-based diagrams into the 
basins of the sculptures; also the decision 
to create an elevated, steel grate platform 
to which the viewer must ascend in order 
to see the show may overdo the exhibition’s 
“urbanized” metaphorics (it’s also not very 
disability-friendly). Nevertheless, if Jacoby’s 
works demonstrate nothing else, they are a 
reminder that there are just as many stories 
flowing by in the gutter as there are among 
the stars. We ignore them at our peril.

by William Kherbek

The title of Peter Buggenhout’s second 
solo exhibition at Konrad Fischer Galerie, 
in Berlin, “Für Alle und Keinen ” (For All 
and None), addresses the existence and 
identity of its receiver as a problem. With 
respect to the works on view, the problem 
is reintroduced as that of identification 
in general. Buggenhout’s works — 
indeterminately shaped sculptures made 
of waste, dust, animal hair, intestines and 
unidentifiable materials — avoid positive 
signification. They reject the notion of 
persistence and completeness, and are 
fundamentally associated with ruins. 

The current exhibition consists of three 
new sculptures, each of which is the vertex 
of the other two. It starts with Mont Ventoux 
#16 (2015), a paraphernalia-like sculptural 
object placed inside a glass case on a white 
pedestal in front of the gallery’s entrance. A 
condensation of a cow-stomach and debris, 
the work simulates aspects of ritualistic 
voodoo fetish and ethnographic display, 
combining the possessed with the museal.

The second vertex is The Blind Leading 
the Blind #68 (2015), a recent example of 
Buggenhout’s signature dust sculptures: 
a large, contourless stack of wreckage 
concealed under a coat of dust, rendering 
the properties of its elements illegible. In it 
things not only lose their code or cease to 
exist, but can no longer be remembered for 
what they were. Incorporating the viewer 
into an experience of indistinguishability 
and entropy, it avows our subordination 
to nature, to death; to dust.

On Hold #3 (2015), the exhibition’s 
third vertex, is a corner installation, a low 
wall relief assembling wood, metal, plastic 
and textile fragments, held together by 
intertwined layers of foam and nylon. 
In comparison to the dust sculpture, it 
suggests composition and structure. Yet 
a closer look reveals its contradictory, 
transgressive dynamics, wherein the same 
things seem to move simultaneously 
to the left and to the right, upward and 
downward, erecting and falling, expanding 
and consolidating at the same time.

by Ory Dessau

Peter 
Buggenhout
Konrad Fischer / Berlin

Claudia Comte
BolteLang / Zurich
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Cooper Jacoby
MATHEW | BERLIN 
Schaperstrasse 12 
January 29, 2016–March 19, 2016
Raising the floor of the gallery with a platform of industrial steel
grates—the kind avoided on urban streets for fear of falling into
seedy underground tunnels—Cooper Jacoby sets his viewers up
for a disorienting and portentous encounter with his sculpture
series “Stagnants” (all works 2016). Four fiberglass sculptures cast
from sections of decaying roadside curbs in Los Angeles—
including gutters and drains—hang at waist height, one on each of
the three walls with the fourth supported by poles in the window. A
gothic depravity looms over the sooty matte black curbs, pooling
into the reflective black resin-covered ledges of the gutters. Along
the gutters’ shiny surfaces, numbered points and zigzagging pathways of acupuncture meridian lines are drawn in
white, projecting routes of energy flow in the human body onto access points for the arteries of a metropolitan sewer
system.

With these works, Cooper combines characteristics of the human body with elements of urban architecture while
summoning the black metal-derived aesthetic of Banks Violette and alluding to concepts from Valie Export’s photo
series “Körperkonfigurationen” (Body Configurations), 1972–76. Although Cooper’s sculptures may represent
ubiquitous curbs that could be found in any city, naming their site of origin in the press release, along with the
human maleficence insinuated by the work, brings to mind the darkly disturbing curb stomp scene from the film
American History X (1998), where orifices meet concrete and the circle of life and death comes to a painfully
alarming halt.

— Arielle Bier

View of “Cooper Jacoby: Stagnants,” 2016.

All rights reserved. artforum.com is a registered trademark of Artforum International Magazine, New York, NY

Artforum
January 29, 2016
COOPER JACOBY
MATHEW, BERLIN
by Arielle Bier
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FROM TOP:
Lucie Stahl 
Close Encounters, 
2014. Ink-jet print, 
aluminum, and 
epoxy resin,  
60 x 43 in. 

Liz Magic Laser 
Still of Alex 
Ammerman in The 
Thought Leader, 
2015. Video,  
9 min. 22 sec.

LOS ANGELES

Liz Magic Laser 
Various Small Fires // January 10–February 21

WHAT DOES THE VOICE of authority sound like in an age of uncertainty? 
Perhaps it’s the one of a hired consultant, a guru, or an outside 
expert: a sage specialist of dubious jurisdiction who reveals to a 
vexed elite solutions that were in front of them all along.

In “The Thought Leader,” Laser turns her deft focus on the media’s 
articulations of contemporary anxieties to the TED-talk phenom-
enon. TED video lectures have developed a vocabulary of public 
address especially attuned to the desires of socially conscious 
capitalist entrepreneurs. The need for relief from the cha�ng that 
occurs while striving for both success and magnanimity makes an 
audience susceptible to charlatan voices proclaiming there is  
no apparent contradiction between sel�shness and sel�essness.

“I am a sick man. I am a spiteful man. Are you a good person? Or 
do you only want to seem like a good person so that people will  
like you?” a 10-year-old boy in business-casual attire asks an audience 
of rapt adults in the exhibition’s title video. The script, adapted  
from Dostoyevsky’s Notes from the Underground, applies its critique 
of socialist ideals to the market utopianism of TED. The business 
world’s obsession with groundbreaking innovation, often couched in 
the language of radicalism and sought through the guidance  
of “creatives,” is at the core of TED’s appeal. In The Thought Leader, 
2015, the wisdom of creatives is replaced by the teachings of 
children. If creativity is seen as a natural feature of childhood, the 
substitution isn’t a far reach. From a market perspective, one need 
only reawaken creativity to reclaim it and ultimately put it to 
productive use. But the children counsel against productivity: “The 
reality is that it’s better to do nothing,” the child speaker intones, 
rather than attempt to build “a perfect world, a crystal palace.” In 
another video, My Mind Is My Own, 2015, a second child guides 
adults in vocal exercises, repeating mantra-like af�rmations of 
con�dence and self-defense that the adults seem not to possess.

Laser presents scenarios from a world created by adults, which 
they �nd too troubling and complicated to navigate on their 
own. They require the guidance of children—adaptable people 
comfortable with vast and sweeping change.  —David Matorin

SAN FRANCISCO

“Bare Code Scan”
Fused space //   January 22–March 14

USING THE X-RAY as its point of departure, 
“Bare Code Scan” chronicles the evolu-
tion of the optical experience through 
technological advancement and cultural 
awareness. Dazzling and challenging, the 
exhibition may best be understood as an 
allegory of the old axiom: The eye sees 
what the mind knows.

The show opens with Barbara Ham-
mer’s �lm Sanctus, 1990, effectively 
prompting viewers to consider the science 
of looking. Animating radiographs origi- 
nally shot by Dr. James Sibley Watson,  
Sanctus follows a skeleton as it moves, 
drinks, and shaves. Captivating and 
eerie, the �lm exposes how technology 
has both deepened our understanding  
of the body and distanced us from it: We 
know that we are bones beneath skin,  
but we do not necessarily recognize 
ourselves in that image.

Cooper Jacoby’s sleek Optimal Clot 
and Toxic Variable, both 2015, insist on 
close inspection. Protruding from vinyl 
reproductions of X-rays sourced from 
their inventor, Wilhelm Röntgen, steel 
door handles are interrupted by clear 
cubes of suspended canola oil or ferro- 
�uid, a liquid that magnetizes in the 
presence of a magnetic �eld. In conversa-
tion with X-rays, the �uid signi�es the 
limitations of optic awareness, establish-

ing a gateway between what we see and 
what we cannot immediately discern.

Photographs by Lucie Stahl consider 
the threshold of the zoo and its partitions 
that enclose animals. A turtle presses  
its soft underbelly against glass in Close 
Encounters, while in East of Eden (both 
works 2014), a gorilla sits in a corner 
covering its face with its arms, expressing 
the emotional trait of either modesty or 
avoidance. Printed on aluminum, Stahl’s 
photographs re�ect the viewers, welcom-
ing their presence into the work and 
highlighting a voyeuristic gaze.

Sam Lewitt’s Flexible Control (No 
Touch Through Me Lineament), 2013, 
directs focus back onto technology’s 
mediation of the retinal. Etched to resem-
ble a microchip’s circuitry, the oversize 
copper panel magni�es the minuscule 
element responsible for operating devices 
like smartphones and computers that 
command our visual attention. In this 
sense, Lewitt’s piece is a progression  
from Hammer’s and Jacoby’s ponderings: 
While the X-ray represents advances in 
our understanding of the human body, the 
computer chip illustrates society’s ascen-
dant belief in technological innovation.

Challenging the mind to conceive that 
which the eye cannot perceive, “Bare 
Code Scan” ultimately reminds us that 

even as technology breaks down impedi-
ments to visual cognizance, it erects new 
hurdles.  —Francesca Sonara
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