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KEN	  OKIISHI	  

FEBRUARY	  17	  –	  MARCH	  23,	  2014

Reena	  Spaulings	  presents	  eleven	  new	  works	  by	  Ken	  Okiishi.	  	  Painting	  directly	  onto	  flat	  
screen	  television	  monitors,	  Okiishi	  instigates	  a	  situation	  whereby	  painterly	  gesture	  is	  put	  
into	  immediate	  relation	  with	  media	  flow:	  home-‐recorded	  TV	  broadcasts	  serve	  here	  as	  
under-‐paintings	  that	  loop	  continuously	  behind	  expressionist	  brushwork.	  	  Glimpsed	  through	  
oily	  passages	  that	  may	  recall	  Joan	  Mitchell	  or	  even	  late	  Monet,	  digitized	  fragments	  of	  mid-‐
1990s	  and	  early	  2000s	  television	  (Touched	  By	  an	  Angel,	  random	  cable	  access	  transmissions,	  
a	  presidential	  debate	  with	  loser	  John	  Kerry,	  a	  Chinese	  New	  Year	  pageant,	  old	  Chase	  bank,	  
Quaker	  Oats	  and	  Frutels	  commercials,	  etc.)	  seem	  to	  emanate	  from	  an	  unreachably	  recent	  
past,	  now	  fossilized	  on	  the	  screen	  and	  in	  the	  work.	  	  This	  degraded	  techno-‐cultural	  content	  
brings	  its	  own	  glitchy	  action	  and	  pixilated,	  pre-‐HD	  palette,	  which	  Okiishi	  responds	  to	  while	  
painting,	  always	  working	  in	  direct	  interaction	  with	  the	  moving	  image.	  	  So	  multiple	  
temporalities	  are	  now	  communicating:	  	  the	  archeological	  time	  of	  the	  original	  broadcast,	  the	  
scrambled,	  non-‐linear	  time	  of	  the	  digital	  edit,	  the	  programmed	  repetition	  of	  the	  loop,	  and	  
the	  living,	  breathing	  moment	  of	  painting.	  	  The	  finished	  works	  compose	  a	  drifting	  and	  
unstable	  time-‐image	  while	  also	  complicating	  the	  act	  of	  viewing	  (or	  watching).	  	  Occasionally,	  
the	  artist	  forgoes	  programmed	  content	  and	  paints	  against	  footage	  of	  blank	  video-‐blue	  
screens,	  re-‐entering	  the	  Kleinian	  void.	  	  These	  paintings,	  each	  branded	  with	  the	  Samsung	  
logo,	  also	  come	  with	  sound:	  playing	  back	  simultaneously	  in	  the	  gallery,	  they	  produce	  a	  
chance	  composition	  of	  murmuring	  broadcast	  noise.	  	  	  

Using	  readymade	  television	  as	  his	  canvas,	  Okiishi	  seems	  to	  compress	  video	  and	  abstract	  
painting	  into	  a	  single	  aesthetic	  channel.	  	  He	  also	  sets	  up	  a	  tense,	  comical	  face-‐off	  between	  
mediums,	  as	  brushstrokes	  blot	  out	  the	  TV	  image	  and	  disrupt	  the	  communicative	  function	  of	  
the	  screen.	  	  A	  gestural	  relationship	  to	  touchscreens	  that’s	  evolved	  via	  our	  interfacing	  with	  
personal	  data	  is	  shifted	  back	  into	  paintjobs	  where	  it	  becomes	  strangely	  AbEx,	  but	  without	  
giving	  up	  any	  of	  its	  everyday	  automaticity.	  	  What	  these	  plugged-‐in	  paintings	  foreground	  is	  
the	  undecidably	  active/passive	  attitude	  common	  to	  every	  user	  of	  contemporary	  art	  and	  
information.	  	  

This	  is	  Ken	  Okiishi’s	  first	  show	  at	  Reena	  Spaulings	  Fine	  Art.	  Recent	  solo	  Okiishi	  exhibitions	  
include	  Gino/Marcel	  Duchamp	  on	  Streeteasy.com	  at	  Mathew/Berlin;	  Gesture/Data	  at	  Pillar	  
Corrias/London,	  List	  Projects:	  Ken	  Okiishi	  at	  the	  MIT	  List	  Visual	  Arts	  Center,	  and	  The	  Very	  
Quick	  of	  the	  Word	  at	  Bard	  CCS.	  He	  will	  also	  be	  participating	  in	  the	  upcoming	  Whitney	  
Biennial.	  	  	  

Gallery	  Hours:	  	  Thursday	  through	  Sunday,	  noon	  to	  6pm.	  



Installation views and details from Ken Okiishi, Reena Spaulings Fine Art, New York, February 16 - March 23, 2014.
All works from the series gesture/data.
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Installation views from gesture/data, 2013 as installed in the Whitney Biennial 2014 (third floor, curated by Stuart Comer). March 
7 - May 25, 2014.



ART  IN  REVIEW

By  Roberta  Smith

March  13,  2014

165 East Broadway, at Rutgers Street,

Lower East Side

Through March 23

For the sake of argument, let’s define a successful painting as a (reasonably) flat surface on the
wall that commands our attention and ignites a desire to fathom its making and meanings. If so,
then Ken Okiishi, in his own sarcastic way, is making successful paintings, at least in part. He is
also concocting a hybrid of painting and video with perhaps unprecedented economy and
bluntness.

For this show, Mr. Okiishi has used 11 fully operational flat-‐‑screen monitors as canvases on which
to paint attractive, drippy flurries of brush strokes that recall the work of the Abstract
Expressionist painter Joan Mitchell. Playing on these monitors are tired-‐‑looking moments from
late-‐‑1990s and early-‐‑aughties cable television. The sound is on.

The tensions between silence and sound, painterly and digital, flickering brushwork and
flickering light parody the ideal of “presence” of painting while providing a lively literal
substitute. The eye is pulled back and forth between the layers of information and gesture, and
among seeing, watching and looking. Adding to the confusion: The screens are turned on their
sides, which makes the digital images harder to read while echoing the vertical rectangle that is
painting’s most conventional (and implicitly human) proportion.

Where, if anywhere, Mr. Okiishi takes this conceit remains to be seen. But, for the moment, his
show is among the more uncanny, unexpectedly arresting pictorial experiences to be had in New
York. Four more of these pieces stand out in the current Whitney Biennial, where they get the
exhibition’s relatively quiet third floor off to a rousing start.

A  version  of  this  article  appears  in  print  on  March  14,  2014,  Section  C,  Page  26  of  the  New  York  edition  with  the  headline:  Ken  Okiishi:  Reena  Spaulings

Fine  Art

Ken  Okiishi:  Reena

Spaulings  Fine  Art



Notes on gesture/data (feedback) 

Ken Okiishi, July-October 2015, NYC / Annandale-on Hudson / Orient / Venice / Ljubljana / 
NYC / Tokyo / NYC / London / Vienna /  

One of the primary ways of feeling a threshold, in a "connected" world where all 
boundaries are thought of as surpassed or surpassable, is tapping, dragging, swiping, etc. 
on the screen. The rhythmic and often unconscious acknowledgement that there is an 
inside and outside to a primary experience of a supposedly boundary-less, "transparent" 
globe. 

So many images of things in tandem with so many experiences of the material world 
create a counterpoint--so many people walking around looking at so many images, 
sometimes crossing over, or feedbacking to or across or next to each other. Messaging 
with someone, or seeing an Instagram post, and then suddenly bumping into that person. 
What that feels like. The rupture of this mental and physical boundaryless boundary. What 
is inside and what is outside feeds back in complex and suddenly shifting mental and 
haptic rewirings.  

"Data" is everything that is behind the screen, meaning everything that can be viewed via a 
screen as making a representation out of electronic signals. Since we and everything else 
in the world are often also behind someone or something else's screen, and the so-called 
internet of things also emerges as all of these things are "talking" in electronic signals to 
each other. This means that data now includes the entirety of everything that can be 
viewed on either side of the representational support surface, e.g. the screen, or is 
connected via this network of signals. Walking around the museum takes on a new 
character of database meets "aura." But unlike canvas or paper, the screen as support 
surface has two dramatically different physical sides viewable from the front: a moving 
array of led lights that can represent anything, and the surface on the front of the led 
panel--where my finger leaves traces as I'm typing this sentence. It is also enmeshed in a 
constantly updatable and fallible mesh--a support surface that is always flowing and 
glitching. 

On the level of painting: 
When the support surface is filmed and then put on the "other" side of the support surface, 
re-filmed, and reinserted again; as the support surface becomes porous and the paint-
gesture as well as the moving "data" gains multiple levels of visual and material properties; 
as the scale shifts start to produce multiple similar but also entirely different images across 
multiple panels. As the work is distributed, via the potential for the work to produce an 
infinite number of different still image files. Many works start to be painted on top of each 



other, if you can describe inside/outside relationships in a constantly shifting network as 
having an "on top of." These systems come together on incommensurate planes--the 
network model (data) and the layer model (painting). All of this happens in an "air gap"--as 
acts made discrete, or built-up disconnected from actual networks (such as the internet) or 
within a purely personal and carefully shielded network of materials: video tapes from a 
family storage; idiosyncratic processes of digitization and transcoding and re-filming, 
involving multiple cameras and decks and formats and ways of giving a certain visual 
character to the data; paints, brushes, mediums; time in the studio, looking, thinking, 
approaching, stepping back; remembering, when a flash of a certain TV recording appears; 
walking around the flower district of New York City (amazingly still on 28th Street in 
Manhattan) downstairs from my studio, all of these plants and flowers everyday, moving 
around, constantly replenished and sold, seasons depending on the desires of a certain 
decoration or holiday, which is not always the same as the weather-appropriate season, 
but also dueling with local weather; the way the palm trees are too big to fit inside, and are 
kept on the sidewalk, chained up, and increasingly discounted as the first frost approaches 
and threatens to make them worthless.  

This keeps the work--on a mental and visual level--from reaching any possibility of 
resolution. From the point of view of painting, it could also be called shifting relationships 
of "depth" and "flatness" at the same time, of ways of processing and manifesting 
relationships to and in an anxious world, and the impossibility of experiencing the work 
through representations of it; from the point of view of data, it could be the potential to 
generate infinite images and circulations of images as well as infinite permutations of 
materials.  

One significant interpretation in the New York context, by the art historian and critic 
Michael Sanchez, of gesture/data (c. 2014): 

"Within the very actual distribution logic of painting since the turn of the decade...painting 
is already made to look as much like its screen image as possible. But in order to pull off 
this trick, it cannot be materially identical to the screen. Painting must be separate from it 
in order to be mediated by it: to appear properly on a screen, painting cannot already be a 
screen.  

[Okiishi's] crucial move is to conflate these two, fusing painting and screen together on the 
level of a chemical bond. This conflation unleashes a whole series of paradoxes. Where 
painting usually generates a single image, an infinite number of images can be taken of 
these screen-painting hybrids. No one jpeg can capture them. Yet their status as unique 
objects to be seen in person is achieved precisely by the fact that they are painted onto 
their medium of distribution. And even this move, perverse as it is, is complicated by the 



fact that [Okiishi] retroactively displaces the IPS touchscreen back onto the HDTV, 
mimicking painting’s mimicking of touch-sensitive gestures on a surface that cannot 
respond to them.  

Within an art media system currently tooled for scrolling image distribution, painting that 
literally takes the form of a screen poses a problem. Although video footage can be taken 
of these works and distributed through platforms like Vine, the interaction of the paint with 
the screen beneath is almost impossible to capture on another screen, particularly for a 
viewer habituated to platforms that privilege the still jpeg. Oscillating between the painted 
marks on the surface and the video beneath, the eye perceives the moving video as pure 
information, aggregates of shapes and color, rather than people or objects. The paint 
changes both in relation to its backlighting and front-lighting, the screen-like fluorescent 
lights of the gallery complemented by warm spotlights designed to activate the effects of 
the paint (aptly named “interference”).  

The emphasis that these works place on irreproducible visual experience registers the 
current anxiety about a certain distribution logic that renders a visit to the gallery or 
museum superfluous. As such, they are products of this liminal media-historical moment, 
circulating in two convergent but fundamentally incommensurate systems. The oddness of 
these objects results from how, in moving through these systems, they rearrange their 
terms." 

This is one series of inputs and outputs within a certain configuration. One that I particularly 
like, since this is a context that I also know very well--and that I share with Michael. 

But another aspect of the work, which is in fact very important to me, is that it can 
potentially rearrange terms in a multiplicity of contexts--even ones unknown, in any 
specificity, to me at the moment of making the work. 

The primary abstractness and mutability of the work (within potentially shared zones of 
anxiety) allows it to stretch and be stretched in perhaps unanticipated ways, to become 
many simultaneously different works as it is plugged into various situations. The work's 
output is determined by its radically different possibilities of input--as long as such 
extremely different situations continue to exist. The work does not seek to impose a 
discourse, but to be constantly re-formed by whatever surrounds it. The feedback 
pathways are left entirely open. 



Installation views and details from Cut to Swipe, an exhibition of recent acquisitions, The Museum of Modern Art, New York. 
Organized by Stuart Comer, Chief Curator, with Erica Papernik, Assistant Curator, and Leora Morinis, Curatorial Assistant, De-
partment of Media and Performance Art. 11 October 2014 - 22 March 2015.

Ken Okiishi. gesture/data. 2014. Oil and Chroma Key Video Paint on flat-screen televisions, VHS and HD video transferred to 
.mp4 (color, sound). Left screen: 12:21 min. loop Right screen: 75:13 min. loop. The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Ac-
quired through the Generosity of Jill and Peter Kraus.
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Ken Okiishi, Gesture/data, 2014

TIME OUT SAYS      

For his first solo show at Reena Spaulings, Ken Okiishi presents a suite of abstract oil compositions painted on vertically hung
flatscreen monitors. Playing on each set is a different mix of vintage VHS recordings—snippets of news, reality shows, ads,
etc. Reversing the figure-ground relationship, the onscreen action serves as backdrop for marks made in response to it, in a
style that might be called slacker tachism. In one piece, daubs of mint green and swirls of red are applied on top of a TV
Guide special about Nicole Kidman; in another, Okiishi works over the solid blue screen of a VCR on standby with slashes of
darker blue.

One antecedent may be Gretchen Bender’s works from the 1980s, in which televisions tuned to various channels were
overlaid with phrases such as homeless and people with aids. (Like Okiishi, Bender is in this year’s Whitney Biennial.) Okiishi’s
efforts are less political and more beautiful, but they go beyond formalism. The artist has proved himself adept at
repurposing found content to humorously comment on how information flows in our globalized world—by, for instance,
replacing German-dubbed dialogue for Woody Allen’s Manhattan with a Google translation into English. Here, he’s combined
nondescript abstraction with outdated information to come up with works that are considerably more than the sum of their
parts.—Anne Doran

POSTED: MONDAY MARCH 10 2014
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The 2014 Whitney Biennial Is Taking Shape
By CAROL VOGEL
Published: November 14, 2013

The Whitney Museum of American Art announced nearly a year ago
that a trio of outside curators would be organizing the 2014 Biennial,
each taking a floor of the museum. Each brings a different set of eyes
and interests to the show.

They are Stuart Comer, the chief
curator of media and performance art
at the Museum of Modern Art;
Anthony Elms, an associate curator at
the Institute of Contemporary Art in
Philadelphia; and Michelle Grabner, a
professor in the painting and drawing department at the
School of the Art Institute of Chicago, as well as an artist
with an exhibition this month at the Museum of
Contemporary Art Cleveland.

Elisabeth Sussman and Jay Sanders — the Whitney
curators who put together the highly praised 2012 edition
— will act as advisers overseeing the giant survey, which
runs from March 7 through May 25 and takes the pulse of
what’s happening in contemporary art today.

As the biennial — the last in its Marcel Breuer building at
Madison Avenue and 75th Street — takes shape, details
about its content are finally emerging. For starters, the
show will include the work of just over 100 artists and
collectives, more than twice the number of the 2012
Biennial. And as with the previous edition there is no
overarching theme.

“Each curator chose a floor and divided up the artists very
organically,” said Mr. Sanders, adding that these decisions,
as well as the content of the biennial itself, have been made
by the three curators. “Having three perspectives means
you will get a mix of performance and media,” he said.
“Visitors will also get an eye into the curatorial process.”

As it has in the past, the selection of artists includes a
multigenerational mix, including some whose careers span
the decades (Robert Ashley, Sheila Hicks, Louise Fishman,

Sherrie Levine); dead artists (Sarah Charlesworth, Gretchen Bender and Tony Greene);
and a hefty dose of emerging artists. There will also be more artist collectives or
collaboratives than ever before, a reflection of a growing trend.

While in 2012 the curators devoted one floor solely to performance, this time around
performances will pop up in different spaces throughout the entire building. “They chose a
different path,” said Mr. Sanders. “Each curator naturally found their own voice.”
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Among the artists involved in dance are Miguel Gutierrez, Taisha Paggett and Yve Laris
Cohen, while Kevin Beasley, Charlemagne Palestine and Sergei Tcherepnin are all doing
sound pieces. There will also be contemporary “operas” from the 1970s, including one by
Mr. Ashley in collaboration with Alex Waterman, and performance pieces by Ei Arakawa,
working with Carissa Rodriguez, and the performance group known as My Barbarian.

In selecting the artists, certain trends are inevitably starting to emerge. Among them, Ms.
Sussman and Mr. Sanders said, will be a focus on artists involved in a multiplicity of
disciplines, for instance writers who paint, painters who are also poets, filmmakers who
create sculptures, and photographers who draw.

Craft seems to be part of the equation too. Lisa Anne Auerbach, a conceptual artist based
on the West Coast, has knitted sweaters; artists including Shio Kusaka, John Mason and
Sterling Ruby have made ceramic works. There will also be textiles by Ms. Hicks; tooled
leather wall pieces created by Carol Jackson and woodworking from the sculptor Alma
Allen.

As was evident at this year’s Venice Biennale, there will be an emphasis on archival
materials. Joseph Grigely, the artist, “got the archive of critic Gregory Battcock and will
have vitrines showing all kinds of ephemera from it,” Ms. Sussman said.

Mr. Sanders added, “There’s a definite response to new media.” Triple Canopy, an online
journal, will be presenting a project in the gallery and Semiotext(e) will also present a new
series of publications.

In years past the Biennial has been criticized for the absence of painting, but Ms. Sussman
and Mr. Sanders said there will be lots of it this year, especially works by abstract artists
like Rebecca Morris, Molly Zuckerman Hartung, Laura Owens, Jacqueline Humphries,
Louise Fishman, Amy Sillman, Suzanne McClelland, Etel Adnan, Dan Walsh and Elijah
Burgher.

Frequently there is something outrageous to ogle. (In 2012, the Los Angeles artist Dawn
Kasper moved into the museum.) Mr. Sanders said it was still too early to say if there
would be any off-the-wall moments because many of the performance projects are still
being shaped.

There have also been years when the Biennial has extended beyond its own four walls,
striking out into Central Park and once at the Park Avenue Armory. This year the
multimedia artist Tony Tasset will be creating out an outdoor sculpture in Hudson River
Park.

“Hudson River Park is a place people actually use,” Mr. Sanders said. “It also takes you
outside the fray of the city.”

A LITTLE COLOR FOR WINTER

Two public art projects scheduled for February and March will be especially visible in the
city’s bleak winter landscape.

In Madison Square Park — that six-acre swath of green between Madison and Fifth
Avenues, from 23rd to 26th Streets — the Brooklyn-based Chilean artist Iván Navarro will
create a site-specific installation on view from Feb. 20 through March 30. Called “This
Land is Your Land,” from the 1940 Woody Guthrie folk song, it will consist of glowing
neon words reflected within three water towers installed throughout the park. Seven feet
in diameter and resting on eight-foot-tall supports, the water towers, an integral part of
New York’s skyline repeat their neon message perpetually.

“It’s our 28th exhibition over the last 10 years,” said Debbie Landau, president of the
Madison Square Park Conservancy.

Uptown, at the Doris C. Freedman Plaza at 60th street and Fifth Avenue, the Swiss-born
artist Olaf Breuning has created six clouds rendered as childlike drawings and fashioned
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BY SARAH NICOLE PRICKETT
November 6, 2013 11:00 am

Gail

Albert Halaban, “Out My Window, Flatiron, Cakes And Balloons,” 2009, courtesy of Edwynn Houk

Gallery.Pre-Instagram, this was the main way New Yorkers spied on the lives of their

neighbors. The artist Gail Albert Halaban shot this from a nearby apartment window.

Instagram has created a new kind of voyeurism — in which you can look into the carefully curated
windows of the rich, famous and stylish — and a new kind of lifestyle envy.

“The department store is the last promenade for the flâneur,” wrote Walter Benjamin, the German

critic, whose impossible project — “The Arcades Project,” more precisely — documented street life in
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Italy, by Rafael de Cárdenas.

All elements must be carefully staged to look happenstance. Only the crassest Instagrammer snaps a

new pair of shoes in a box, or plainly on a floor. The cannier, cinematic one will instead make a

display of the shoes, arranging her feet on a shabby-chic desk next to a Grolsch bottle of daisies atop a

stack of French translations. The writer Stephanie LaCava snaps her snakeskin Pradas opposite

Audrey Gelman’s funny bunny slippers at Paris Fashion Week. A few cobblestoned streets away, the

swimwear designer Lisa Marie Fernandez shows off her white Manolo Blahniks next to her friend’s

yellow pair of Gianvito Rossis. Such Instagrams are mimetic: the contents, the casually rarefied

setting, the off-kilter composition. What each says is not “this is a good shoe” or “these shoes look

good on me,” but “these shoes look good in my life,” which is what Benjamin meant when he said

goods are sold by flâneurie.

What feels new with Instagram is the mode of photography that feels most akin to the window display.

Rafael de Cárdenas, the architect, shows off Biarritz by way of melons and Marlboros on a snowy

white cloth. Jessica Diehl, Vanity Fair’s style and fashion director, snaps her stay in Claridge’s, the

five-star hotel in London. The model-slash-writer Laura Bailey comes home from a trip with — she

writes — “Paris in my bag”: a strand of Chanel pearls, a Chanel stylo eyeliner, a black diamanté

hairpin and a handwritten note, all displayed too well and too brightly to make anyone believe these

items have ever seen the inside of a clutch.

These are technically still lifes, but in spirit they are actually the new self-portraiture. It isn’t strange to

say, or to hear, from an acquaintance run into on the street, “I recognized you” — not by your face or

your body, but by your “style.” Meaning: a hand with carmine nails holding a copy of Anne Carson’s

“Red Doc.” A pair of Illestevas resting on the edge of a Café Gitane plate, beneath it a new issue of

The Journal. “The arrangement was the meaning,” Joan Didion writes in “Blue Nights.” The same is

as true of objects as of words, and the small compositions of personal belongings so recognizable as

“Instagram” are, simply, selfies without a face.

Similar compositions can also represent others. One of my favorite recent Instagrams, by the Los

Angeles artist David Kitz, is of bandages, Motrin and other supplies for an injury from CVS, all

heaped together on a plain white bedspread; the tag is #anklesprain, the caption is “Got the best girl in

the world,” and the heart melts. This is my kind of lifestyle envy. For the more aspirational, there is

Amanda Brooks, the American socialite who now lives in Oxfordshire, England, with two kids and a

million horses. In lieu of a family portrait, Brooks will Instagram four pairs of kayaking sandals on a

dock. Instead of photographing her scads of friends, she ‘grams a plate heaped high with packets of

quince paste, which she has made to give as gifts. In the comments, a stranger asks her for the recipe.

Belongings being so easily conflated with belonging, Instagram induces a longing to be on a scene, the

scene, the next one, a better one. Some hours you can scroll without end as a long block of squares

lights up in unison, every frame swinging open to a new angle on the same scene: the same Jay Z

performance at Pace Gallery in Chelsea, the same Delfina Delettrez presentation in Paris, the same

Ken Okiishi paint-balling robots at the Frieze Art Fair in London.

“There it was,” says the narrator in the Willa Cather story “Paul’s Case,” looking up at a wonderland

of glowing panes, “what he wanted — tangibly before him, like the fairy world of a Christmas

pantomime.” Close observers of Instagram may have noticed the recent rise of a conscious-or-not

homage to Walter Benjamin, a snap of the modern flâneur: taken alone on the street, while looking

through a store window — the most reflexive of surfaces — at oneself.

Correction: November 24, 2013 
An article last Sunday about the use of Instagram as a unique form of
voyeurism erroneously attributed a passage from the Willa Cather story
“Paul’s Case.” It was the narrator — not one of the story’s characters —
who observed, “There it was, what he wanted — tangibly before him, like

kenokiishi
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 Ken Okiishi
Ken Okiishi’s work for Frieze Projects 
explores the poetic potential of paintball,  
as visitors use remote-control robots to 
shoot acrylic at canvases

Ken Okiishi (b. 1978) is an American 
artist who is based in New York. His 
recent solo exhibitions include those at the 
MIT List Visual Arts Center, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts (2013), Hessel Museum of 
Art, Bard Center for Curatorial Studies, 
Annandale-on-Hudson (2013), Mathew, 
Berlin (2012), Take Ninagawa, Tokyo 
(2012); Alex Zachary, New York (2010), 
and Mehringdamm 72, Berlin (2010). 
Recent group exhibitions include Artists 
Space, New York (2013), Arnolfini, 
Bristol (2013), Kunsthaus Bregenz (2013), 
Kunsthalle Bern (2012), and White 
Columns, New York (2012).

Nicola Lees How did you arrive at the 
idea of using paintballing as part of your 
project for Frieze London?

Ken Okiishi As we were discussing 
aspects of Frieze Projects and your ideas 
about this section of the fair, I started to 
think about ways of articulating the 
dynamics of the images that were 
appearing in my mind—and the 
dynamics of the image in the attention 
economy in general—and I arrived at 
this image in my head of Niki de Saint 
Phalle’s paintings from the early 1960s 
that were made by shooting guns at 
canvases. I initially had mistaken them 
for paintball. When looking at them 
again I realised she had shot actual rifles 
at paint-filled balloons attached to 

canvases, which were painted all white—
the balloons exploded when the bullet hit 
them, splattering and oozing colour onto 
the white surface. I thought that in the 
context of the fair’s atmosphere, 
something along these lines could come 
together. I wanted to bring in a robotic 
element, where the artist's body would be 
replaced by performing robots.
 
Lees Why did you choose to use robots?

Okiishi There’s something about how a 
viewer can develop a weird affection for 
drones, as if they were these little 
creatures. When they move around a 
corner, or navigate around whatever 
impediment, it looks like they are making 
autonomous decisions. But we all know, 
of course, that these things are just 
moving through a series of programmed 
commands, reacting to obstacles in a 
fairly crude way. I’m also drawn to the 
fact that the same technology is used for 
both military and housecleaning 
operations.

Lees I see both similarities and 
differences between your work and that 
of De Saint Phalle. She chose to be the 
creator of her paintings, whereas you are 
one step removed from your project, 
which relies on audience participation: 
visitors control the robots, which will 
shoot paint at canvases in a Plexiglas-
walled space. On the other hand, both her 
work and yours are contingent on chance: 
whether the bullets will puncture the 
containers of paint; whether the viewers 
will participate in the paintballing.

Okiishi If there’s a diagram of production 
for De Saint Phalle, it is very clearly the 
audience watching the artist do 
something to create her art work, and the 
meaning of the action stemming from 
that reposed viewing. In this scenario 
incited in Frieze Projects, I am thinking 
through other diagrams of cultural 
production where it seems that attempts 
at synching data streams from all over the 
place have changed how products and 
services become visible and circulate, and 
also how desire is calculated in complex, 
decentralized, real-time ways. Digital 
technologies facilitate the creation of 
something that is really something other 
than what has come before, as images 
circulate around and through different 
devices and screens, and different 
channels of simultaneous feedback and 
transmission. 

(Goodbye to) Manhattan
2010
Digital video
72 min.
Installation view at  
MD 72
Courtesy of MD 72, 
Mathew and Reena 
Spaulings



the canvases for the duration of the fair. Is 
that a comment on excess or is it your 
attempt to create a new form of dynamic 
image?

Okiishi That’s a question I’d like to leave 
as open as possible. 

Lees Do you regard the project’s resulting 
canvases as finished art works or are they 
the remnants of the performance?

Okiishi There are various overlays 
working at the same time here, the 
funfair—the carnival situation—being 
the most obvious. I’m working with this 
situation both literally and abstractly. 
With a funfair game, you either get the 
thing that you’re playing with inside or 
outside what you’re aiming at. So what I 
like is that the canvas-as-shooting-range 
can become an inside or an outside: the 
paint either hits the canvas or it doesn’t. 
And while this situation is happening, the 
viewer/participant probably wonders if 
the point of this ‘game’ is even to hit the 

I think that a decidedly different 
dynamics of the image emerges in this 
situation in comparison to the world in 
which De Saint Phalle was making her 
work—even if some of of her impulses feel 
prescient.

Lees What do you mean when you talk 
about ‘the dynamic of the image’?

Okiishi The term comes from a 
conversation I had with the artist 
Sturtevant many years ago—she kept 
using this word ‘dynamics’ to discuss all 
sorts of things. And this made a huge 
impression on me—as an example of 
what this conceptual thinking, as she 
would call it, made possible to think and 
also what that thinking made possible to 
do in the field of art.

Lees Your work involves a process of 
accumulation, with paint being shot at 

So I guess the short answer is, yes, the 
environment that is producing the work 
is, in the end, also a way of making 
paintings that become a way of talking 
about how images are formed.

Lees Paintballs generally only come in 
four rather garish colours – red, blue, 
yellow and green. Are you thinking of 
making them more bespoke, as De Saint 
Phalle’s were?

Okiishi My interest in colour here has 
two facets. There will be a number of 
drones filming the whole thing, and while 
they’re filming they’re also mopping what 
will eventually become a sort of mud on 
the floor as the colours come together and 
mix and mix and mix. The footage of 
what these little mopping camera robots 
‘see’ will be broadcast in the fair itself. At 
the same time, an image of what is taking 
place will be formed by fair visitors, 
snapping and sending around photos or 
videos with their phones . As the images of 
what’s happening start to circulate, they 
initiate and become part of a process of 
an image-in-formation, among and 
through different official and unofficial 
image networks. But the ultimate colour 
that will appear as these basic, bright 
colours mix is basically mud.

Lees Given that the project could just as 
easily be realized by visitors throwing 
paint at the canvases, how important is 
this symbolism of the gun? Is it a reference 
to De Saint Phalle’s work or is it more of a 
comment on a certain genre of computer 
game?

Okiishi I don’t think of the gun as a 
symbol, but as a technology. It has an 
explosive velocity that affects the viewer 
and what is shot in particular ways.

Lees Are you concerned that the work 
might be misinterpreted as a 
glamorization of violence? 

Okiishi Questions about the 
glamorisation of violence today seem 
kind of irrelevant, out-of-date or too 
simple, given our current situation. 
Contemporary violence is the 
simultaneity of data war and drone war 
and real-dead-bodies war; it is also the 
violence of the body attempting to cohere 
to all of these incoherent tracks of being.

On a technical as well as on a formal 
level, it's a piece that is designed to be 
photographed, posted and reposted 
rapidly and with great enthusiasm. It's a 
piece that is designed so that the 
participation is, of course, pushing the 
button to activate the paintball firing 
mechanism, but also these explosions and 

  ‘On a technical as well as on a formal 
level, it’s a piece that is designed to be 
photographed, posted and reposted rapidly 
and with great enthusiasm.’

smears and drips that happen will become 
very desirable to be photographed, to be 
videoed, to be sent on Instagram or Vine 
or whatever. 

This desire to capture and transmit the 
image is made easier to realize because 
the screen itself is doubled: for example, 
you can hold up your phone screen to the 
Plexiglas and it will look like the gun is 
shooting directly at the viewer, as the 
paint accumulates directly on the back of 
the Plexiglas screen. There will be 
’paintings‘ that appear on the canvases on 
the walls as well as ’paintings‘ that form 
inside the screen as images-in-formation.

canvas? As paintball splats increasingly 
accumulate both inside and outside of the 
canvas-as-frame, it will be interesting to 
see whether hitting the canvas remains a 
goal for the participants, or if it is the 
crazy, weird fun of pushing buttons and 
watching things explode that drives the 
action. 

But then, after the fair has closed, when 
the canvases are removed from this 
environment, the trace of the inside or the 
outside, the trace of how this thing has 
been produced, will also become a trace 
of the mental image of the situation in 
which it happened. I was struck that when 
I saw one of De Saint Phalle’s shooting 
pictures in a museum recently, I also saw 
in my mind the images that I’ve see on 
YouTube of her shooting the canvases, 
and the other images that came up when I 
was Googling around.

Opposite:
Still s from The  
Deleted Scene
2012
Four-channel HD video
28 min.
Produced by AP News
Courtesy of Mathew 
and Reena Spaulings 

Above:
‘Gino/‘‘thinking about 
moving uptown’’/
Marcel Duchamp on 
StreetEasy.com’
2011 
Exhibition view at Alex 
Zachary at Frame, 
Frieze London
Courtesy of Mathew 
and Reena Spaulings 































Das Auge rekalibrieren
Ken Okiishi und Kirsty Bell 
im Gespräch

Recalibrating the Eye
Ken Okiishi and Kirsty Bell
in Conversation

Kirsty Bell

Ken Okiishi

KB Tell me a bit about the background and context of the “Porous 
Feedback”1 project at the Arbeiterkammer in Vienna. 
KO The Arbeiterkammer is a place where everyone employed in  
Austria can go if they have problems in their job situation, but they 
also have a cultural mission and commission artists to make pro-
jects. It’s a complicated space, but I wanted to use this as an oppor-
tunity. I had just done a solo booth with Pilar Corrias at the Frieze 
Art Fair in London, and was then going directly into this very dif-
ferent, completely non-commercial context to produce this artwork. 
I wanted to see how far the different contexts can stretch the per-
ception and reading of the “gesture/data” (2013–ongoing) work. 
In terms of my personal history, my family are psychologists over 
three generations, so the specific context of the Arbeiterkammer 
was interesting to me as a social service, in its relationship to this 
larger project that I was doing. “gesture/data” had become some-
thing like an anthropology of the circulation of images and the 
changes in our perception to things, as the inside and outside of the 
screen surfaces we are always tapping and sliding has become a 
dominant mode. In the art fair context, it’s the financialised circula-
tion of paintings and affects—or something like that—whereas in 
this Arbeiterkammer frame it’s the psychological state, and also a 
specific financial precarity. 
KB Is it in a lobby waiting room area?
KO Yes. One of the specific architectural issues of the Arbeiter- 
kammer space is that it’s very compressed. It’s also very difficult 
because it was the original site of the Rothschild mansion, a Jew-
ish Austrian family—some of them escaped, but some of them were 
murdered. And—this is the part that is impossible to deal with—it 
was the site where, during the Nazi time, Jewish families would be 
processed for sending to concentration camps. Because of the way 
history is done now, when you walk in into the building, the infor-
mation is fairly visible—it is not hidden. It’s a subject that I felt I 
couldn’t really deal with, but on all of its different levels it’s a very 
charged site. So one of my ideas was to create porosity visually, and 
formally, and architecturally through using this screen medium that 
I’ve been working with.
KB Am I right in saying that rather than working with found foot-
age or footage that you’d previously accumulated, you generated 
content specifically for these works?
KO The entire series of works that fall into “gesture/data”—the 
project at the Museum Ludwig in 2014 was also under this um-
brella—keep shifting contexts and the potential of what they’re do-
ing. The base form is a bunch of VHS tapes that were in my parents’ 
basement. They would record TV shows in the 1980s and 90s, but 
would never watch them. On a formal level, when you play them 
back twenty years later, these VHS tapes are quite beautiful: the 
red and green separate and make these beautiful colours, for exam-
ple. I started looking at them and working on them, and recording 
over different sections with cable TV in New York. It was a digital 
recording coming through cable, which had a certain kind of sur-
face quality, very luminescent. So I took the original footage and re-
corded over it in sections, and basically created these collages while 
watching television.
KB Is it a kind of painterly process for you?
KO Exactly, it is watching television as painting! The screens I 
eventually used—industrial digital display signage—can’t read an 
enormous file cleanly, so I had to transfer them to DV tape and then 

KB Erzähl mir ein wenig vom Hintergrund und Kontext des Pro-
jekts »Porous Feedback«1 in der Wiener Arbeiterkammer.
KO Die Arbeiterkammer ist eine Interessenvertretung und Bera-
tungsstelle für alle Arbeitnehmerinnen und Arbeitnehmer in Öster-
reich. Aber sie hat auch eine kulturelle Mission und vergibt Pro-
jektaufträge an Künstlerinnen und Künstler. Es ist ein schwieriger 
Raum, aber ich wollte ihn als Gelegenheit nutzen. Ich hatte gerade 
einen Solostand bei Pilar Corrias auf der Frieze Art Fair in London 
gemacht und sollte nun diese Arbeit in diesem ganz anderen, völ-
lig unkommerziellen Kontext zeigen. Ich wollte ausloten, wie weit 
diese unterschiedlichen Kontexte die Wahrnehmung und Interpre-
tation der Werkgruppe »gesture/data« (seit 2013) erweitern können. 
Von meiner persönlichen Geschichte her – meine Familie besteht 
seit drei Generationen aus Psychologen – interessierte mich, wie 
sich dieser spezifische Kontext einer Sozialberatungsstelle zu die-
sem größeren Projekt verhält, an dem ich arbeite. »gesture/data« 
hatte sich zu einer Art Anthropologie der Bildzirkulation und der 
Veränderung unseres Verhältnisses zu den Dingen entwickelt, da 
das Innere und Äußere der Bildschirme, auf die wir ständig tippen 
und über die wir ständig wischen, zur vorherrschenden Wahrneh-
mungsweise geworden sind. Im Kunstmessenkontext geht es um 
die finanzialisierte Zirkulation von Gemälden und Affekten oder et-
was in der Art, im Arbeiterkammerkontext dagegen eher um den 
psychologischen Zustand, aber auch um eine bestimmte finanzielle 
Prekarität.
KB War es eine Art Wartebereich?
KO Ja. Eines der architektonischen Probleme des Arbeiterkam-
merraums ist, dass alles sehr nah beisammen liegt. Der Raum ist 
auch deshalb schwierig, weil sich die Arbeiterkammer an der Stelle 
befindet, wo früher das Palais des österreichischen Zweigs der Roth- 
schildfamilie stand, die zum Teil fliehen konnte, zum Teil aber auch 
ermordet wurde. Überdies – und damit einen Umgang zu finden, ist 
praktisch unmöglich – war es auch der Ort, an dem die Deportation 
jüdischer Familien in die Konzentrationslager organisiert wurde 
Aufgrund der heute üblichen Aufarbeitung von Geschichte be-
kommt man das schon beim Betreten des Gebäudes ziemlich deut-
lich mitgeteilt – es wird jedenfalls nicht versteckt. Dieser Aspekt ist 
etwas, womit ich keinen wirklichen Umgang finden konnte, aber 
klar ist, es handelt sich um einen auf allen Ebenen ungemein aufge-
ladenen Ort. Einer meiner Gedanken war daher, mithilfe dieses Me-
diums Bildschirm, mit dem ich seit längerem arbeite, eine gewisse 
Porosität zu schaffen – visuell, formal und architektonisch.
KB Gehe ich recht in der Annahme, dass du für diese Arbeiten 
nicht mit Found Footage oder früher gesammeltem Material gear-
beitet, sondern Content eigens dafür geschaffen hast?
KO Die gesamte Werkserie »gesture/data« – das Projekt am Mu-
seum Ludwig 2014 lief ja auch unter diesem Oberbegriff – wech-
selt immer wieder den Kontext und damit das den Arbeiten inne-
wohnende Potenzial. Grundlage ist eine Reihe von VHS-Kassetten, 
die ich im Keller meiner Eltern fand. Sie zeichneten in den 1980er 
und 1990er Jahren immer wieder Fernsehsendungen auf, die sie sich 
aber nie anschauten. Formal gesehen sind diese VHS-Tapes ziem-
lich schön, wenn man sie zwanzig Jahre später wieder abspielt: so  
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werden zum Beispiel Rot und Grün separiert, wodurch diese herr-
lichen Farben entstehen. Ich begann, sie mir anzusehen und mit ih-
nen zu arbeiten, verschiedene Teile mit New Yorker Kabel-TV zu 
überspielen – einer digitalen Aufnahme mit sehr leuchtender Ober-
flächenqualität. Ich nahm das ursprüngliche Footage und über-
spielte Teile davon, schuf also quasi beim Fernsehen diese Collagen.
KB Ist das für dich eine Art Malprozess?
KO Genau. Es ist Fernsehen als Malen! Die Bildschirme, die ich 
schließlich verwendete – digitale Industriedisplays – können große 
Dateien nicht sauber lesen, also musste ich sie auf DV transferieren 
und dann zu kleineren Dateien komprimieren, aber unter Beibehal-
tung der verschiedenen Oberflächenqualitäten. Was auf diese Weise 
entstand, ist zwar gepixelt, besitzt aber immer noch die Oberflä-
che des rohen, beschädigten und überspielten Originalfootage. Das-
selbe Material verwendete ich schon 2007 in dieser Performance bei 
Gavin Brown’s. Ich spielte Klavier, eine Schubertsonate – die Art 
Musik, die zu ihrer Entstehungszeit als Hausmusik aufgeführt wor-
den wäre – in einem kleinen Raum, vor kleinem Publikum. Aber die 
Rückseite des Klaviers war in einen Fernseher umgewandelt wor-
den, auf dem dieses Material lief. Das war das erste Mal, dass ich 
es verwendete.
KB Es war ein Bildschirm in die Rückseite des Klaviers einge- 
lassen?
KO Ja, und ich zeichnete mein Live-Spiel auf und verwendete die 
Bild- und Tonaufzeichnung dann später im selben Jahr in einem 
ähnlichen Setup im Künstlerhaus Stuttgart und ein weiteres Mal 
2008 im Ludlow 38 in New York. Dort spielte ich dasselbe Stück 
wieder live am Piano, aber es überschnitt sich mit dem aufgenom-
menen und verstärkten Sound, der dann – in sich – wieder und 
wieder aufgenommen wurde. Zu der Zeit benutzte ich auch diese 
Greenscreen-Farbe für meine Videoarbeiten und experimentierte 
erstmals damit, sie außen auf den Bildschirm aufzutragen und ein 
blaues Signal hindurchzuschicken; ich wollte sehen was passiert, 
weil der blaue Bildschirm und die grüne Farbe vibrieren. Schließ-
lich brachte ich auch das andere Videomaterial ins Spiel und begann 
in dieser gestischen Malweise damit zu arbeiten.
KB Die »gesture/data«-Arbeiten entsprangen also dem Versuch, 
den Fernsehmonitor in einen Greenscreen zu verwandeln?
KO Im Grunde genommen in eine Leinwand. Wobei ich einerseits 
den Bildschirm zu einem Greenscreen machte, um ihn sozusagen 
auszuknocken, ihn andererseits aber auch als Bildträger für die Ar-
beit im Atelier verwendete.
KB Das ganze Format ist überaus konzise, es sagt eine Menge über 
die Zeit, in der wir leben, und über den aktuellen Stand der Kunst: 
wie sich die Malerei verhält, wie Bildschirme funktionieren. Es ist 
fast das perfekte Format, und das erscheint zugleich aufregend und 
beängstigend.
KO Es war tatsächlich erschreckend und aufregend, als ich sah, 
dass es auf der technischen Ebene funktionieren könnte. Denn man 
weiß ja nie. Mein Malereistudium lag lange zurück, und es war auf-
regend, die verdrängte Praxis wieder hervorzuholen, die richtigen 
Farben und Pigmente zu finden und zu mischen, all das eben, was 
zum Malen gehört und in meiner Videoarbeit verloren gegangen 
war. Doch als ich die visuelle Interaktion – das Pigment, die Farbe 
und die Farben, die vom Bildschirm ausgingen – zum ersten Mal sah, 
war es für mich auch ein Schock. Es war wie eine Rekalibrierung 
des Auges. So sehr sind wir es gewohnt, das auf Bildschirmen Ge- 
sehene für real oder eine reale Repräsentation der Dinge zu halten.
KB Das adaptierbare Format der Arbeiten erinnerte mich an Wade 
Guytons frühe Printer-»Gemälde«. Auch sie waren »zu einfach«.
KO Richtig, es ist in vieler Hinsicht zu einfach, aber fundamen-
tal. Ich betrachte es heute als ein fundamentales Problem des Se-
hens und der Erfahrung. Es hebelt die Art und Weise, wie sich un-
sere Augen und unser Körper auf das Erleben dieser Dinge, dieser 
verschiedenen Formate einstellen, immer wieder aus und ersetzt sie 
zugleich. 
KB Die Erfahrung der Gleichzeitigkeit ist heute überhaupt zum 
vorherrschenden Erfahrungsmodus geworden. Man kann ihr nicht 
entkommen.

compress them to make these smaller files, but still maintain the dif-
ferent surface qualities. What was produced is pixelated, but it still 
has the kind of surface of the original rough, degraded, and taped-
over footage. I used the same footage in a performance at Gavin 
Brown’s in 2007. I was playing piano music, a Schubert sonata—the 
kind of thing that would have been performed in someone’s home 
when the music was written—in a small space, with a small audi-
ence. But the back of the upright piano was turned into a television, 
with this footage playing on it—that was the first time I used it.
KB There was a screen inserted into the back of the piano?
KO Yes, while I was playing the music live I recorded it and then 
projected the recorded image/sound in a similar setup at the Kün-
stlerhaus Stuttgart later that year, and then at Ludlow 38 in New 
York in 2008, where I would play the same music live on the piano, 
but it would go in and out of synch with the recorded amplified 
sound, which was re-recorded again and again, inside of itself, and 
then inside of itself again. I was also using this green screen paint to 
make videos at the time, and I first experimented with putting that 
on the outside of the television, with a blue signal coming through, 
to see what would happen visually because the blue screen and 
green paint vibrate. But then I brought the other footage in and 
started working on that with this gestural painting mode.
KB So the “gesture/data” works came out of trying to turn the TV 
screen into a green screen?
KO Into a canvas, basically—turning the screen into a green screen 
on the one hand, to kind of knock it out, and on the other hand, 
working in the studio with these as a support surface.
KB The format itself is so concise, it says a lot about a moment we 
are in and also about the nature of art right now: how painting op-
erates, how screens function. It is almost the perfect format, which 
seems exciting and scary at the same time.
KO There was something terrifying and exciting when I saw that 
on a technical level it could work, because you never know. I had 
studied painting a long time ago, so it was exciting to bring out this 
repressed practice, to find the right paints, and pigments and mix-
ing, all these kind of things that are a painterly process that had been 
absorbed into my video process. But when I first saw the visual in-
teraction—this pigment, the paint and the colours coming from the 
screen—it was shocking for me. It was like recalibrating the eye. 
We are so used to thinking of things we see on screens as real, or as 
a real representation of the thing.
KB The work’s adaptable format made me think of Wade Guyton’s 
early printer paintings; they were also “too simple”.
KO Exactly, because it is in many ways so basic, but fundamental. 
I see it as a fundamental problem of both vision and experience now, 
that it constantly displaces and replaces and displaces and replaces 
the way your eyes and body are attuned to experiencing these things, 
these different formats.
KB The experience of simultaneity has now become the dominant 
mode of experiencing anything. You can’t get away from that. 
KO  For me, the pleasure of looking at the works when I’m work-
ing is that I can’t believe that both are happening at the same time. 
It registers in your brain in a very direct way. So you look at certain 
areas, but the footage is internal and it just plays, like a series of un-
conscious thoughts. That’s why I obsessively work with exactly the 
same footage over and over again. But to get back to the context of 
the Arbeiterkammer, I started filming the screen and putting that 
footage back inside, and filming it and putting it back inside, so the 
paint or mirror or whatever’s on the surface …
KB … gets sucked into the interior of the screen?
KO Exactly. It’s put up against its own image of itself. It starts to 
have a sort of trompe l’oeil feeling: on the one hand, the interior 
footage stops being either just TV or just abstract or something, but 
on the other it starts to disappear and reappear and flicker.
KB And then the work itself, the object, gets consumed again as 
an image? The image, after all, is how things are digested and en-
ter the cultural stream today. It makes me think of Mark Leckey and 
his theory about how three dimensions can only really be compre-
hended once they become a screen image.
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KO Für mich besteht das Schauvergnügen während des Arbei-
tens darin, dass ich nicht glauben kann, dass beides gleichzeitig ge-
schieht. Das bildet sich im Kopf ganz direkt ab. Man betrachtet ge-
wisse Bereiche, aber das Filmmaterial befindet sich im Inneren und 
läuft einfach ab wie eine unbewusste Gedankenkette. Darum arbeite 
ich auch so obsessiv mit dem immer gleichen Material. Um aber auf 
deine Frage bezüglich des Arbeiterkammerkontexts zurückzukom-
men – ich begann, den Bildschirm zu filmen und dieses Material 
wieder einzuspeisen, dann ein weiteres Mal zu filmen und erneut 
einzuspeisen, so dass die Farbe oder was immer sich an der Ober-
fläche befindet …
KB … ins Innere des Bildschirms gelangt?
KO Richtig. Es wird gegen sein eigenes Abbild in Stellung ge-
bracht. So stellt sich eine Art Trompe-l’œil-Wirkung ein: Einerseits 
ist das Filmmaterial im Inneren nicht mehr nur Fernsehen oder nur 
abstrakt oder so, andererseits beginnt es auch zu verschwinden und 
wiederaufzutauchen und zu flimmern.
KB Und die Arbeit selbst, das Objekt, wird dann erneut als Bild 
konsumiert? Das Bild ist heute schließlich die Art, wie Dinge ver-
daut werden, in den Strom der Kultur einfließen. Ich denke hier an 
Mark Leckey und seine Theorie, dass drei Dimensionen eigentlich 
erst als Bildschirmbild begreifbar werden.
KO Es ist wie eine umgekehrte Version davon: Das Bildschirm-
bild wird erst konsumierbar, wenn man es in drei Dimensionen sieht. 
Richtig verdauen kann man dieses Bild nur, wenn man persönlich 
davorsteht. Man muss so was immer austesten, damit experimentie-
ren. Bei der Ausstellung im Museum Ludwig streifte ich häufig he-
rum und beobachtete, wie die Leute aufnehmen oder interagieren, 
und mir fiel auf, dass ihre Handlungen und ihr Verstehen in gewisser 
Weise ganz unmittelbar waren.
KB Die Arbeiten wurden zwischen die Originale gehängt – im sel-
ben Raum wie der Günther Uecker, den sie ins Bild setzen?
KO Richtig, die Arbeiten waren als eine Art Intervention in die 
permanente Sammlung gedacht; eine hing zum Beispiel direkt ge-
genüber dem Uecker und neben einem Yves Klein. Einige andere 
Werke der Sammlung waren gerahmt und hatten spiegelnde Ober-
flächen, was man natürlich nicht sehen sollte, aber das legte eine zu-
sätzliche Reflexionsschicht über sie. Ich beobachtete, wie die Leute 
hereinkamen und den Uecker sahen, und dann den Bildschirm, den 
sie vermutlich für eine Art Infoscreen hielten, wie man sie häufig in 
Museen findet, ein pädagogisches Hilfsmittel. Dann erkennen sie, 
dass es die gleiche Arbeit ist, und dass sich Nägel auf der Oberflä-
che befinden, und dieses Epoxy, das wie Wischspuren aussieht und 
das RGB prismatisch zerlegt. Diese ganze Gedankenkette lief da ab. 
KB Es gibt ein Buch über deine Arbeit, in dessen Untertitel von 
Congestion and Porosity2 die Rede ist. Ich finde, das ist ein großar-
tiges Wortpaar, nicht nur für deine neueren Arbeiten, sondern über-
haupt für dein Werk. Dir scheint die Idee des »Glitch« sehr wichtig 
zu sein, wie du Störungen nutzbar und generativ machen kannst, zu 
einer treibenden Kraft. Die »congestion«, die Verstopfung, gleicht 
ein wenig dem Glitch, wogegen »porosity« auf Mehrfachschichten 
und Gleichzeitigkeit als zeitgenössische Conditio verweist. Mir er-
scheint Porosität in deinem Werk als eine Art undichte Stelle, doch 
der Begriff verweist auch auf das Wesen der Erfahrung, sogar auf 
einer ganz simplen Alltagsebene.
KO Ich öffne gerne diese Feedbackkanäle – zum Beispiel zwischen 
den Prozessen des eigentlichen Malens und des eigentlichen Video-
machens, so dass etwa das Malen zu einer Aufzeichnung des Fern-
sehschauens wird. Die beiden Prozesse stecken sich auf eine Weise 
an, bei der die Hybridisierung verkehrt rum läuft oder unmöglich 
ist, komprimiert und vollkommen eingebettet, obwohl sie materiell 
scheinbar nichts miteinander zu tun haben. Diese Grauzonen, der 
Glitch und die … selbst während wir hier sprechen, geht mir zu 
viel auf einmal durch den Kopf, es sprudelt nur so aus mir raus! 
Kann ich das überhaupt durchdenken? Es sickert so viel durch zwi-
schen den beiden Dingen, dass ich nicht einmal einen Satz zustande 
bringe! Was großartig ist! In der »Malerei«, wenn man bei dieser 
Kategorie bleiben will, ist Durchlässigkeit geradezu eine Voraus-
setzung, um die Arbeit machen zu können.

KO This is like the upside-down version of that: the screen image 
can only be consumed when it’s seen in three dimensions. You can 
only properly digest this image in person. You always have to test 
these things out, experiment. In the Museum Ludwig show I would 
wander around and see how people were absorbing or interacting, 
and I saw that the actions and the understanding were quite imme-
diate on some level.
KB They were hung amongst the originals—in the same room with 
the Günther Uecker that they picture?
KO  Exactly, the work was intended as an intervention into the per-
manent collection, and one of the works was hung directly across 
from the Uecker and next to an Yves Klein. Some of the other works 
in the collection were framed and had reflective surfaces, which of 
course you’re not supposed to see, but it brings out a layer of reflec-
tions on top of the artwork. I watched people walk in, and they see 
the Uecker and then they see the screen which probably first regis-
ters as the kind of info-screen you often find in museums, some sort 
of educational device. They see that it’s the same work, and that 
there are nails on the surface, and this epoxy that looks like finger 
smears and refracts the RGB into this kind of prism. This whole  
series of thoughts was happening.
KB There’s a book about your work with the subtitle Congestion 
and Porosity2—it’s a great pair of words to apply, not just to the 
newer works, but to your work in general. You seem to talk a lot 
about this idea of the “glitch”, of finding ways to harness it and 
make it a generative, driving component. “Congestion” is a bit like 
the idea of the glitch, while “porosity” refers to the idea of multiple 
layers and simultaneity as a contemporary condition. I was thinking 
that porosity in your work is like some kind of bleed or leakage, but 
also refers to the nature of experience, even on a very basic every-
day level. 
KO I like to open up these channels of feedback between, for ex-
ample, the processes of really painting and really making video—
so a painting process becomes a recording of watching television. 
They infect each other in a way where the hybrid process is upside-
down or impossible, dense and fully embedded, though materially 
they seem to have nothing to do with each other. Those grey areas, 
the glitch and the … even as we’re talking, I’m having too many 
thoughts at the same time, I’m leaking all over the place! Can I even 
think through this? There is so much leakage between the two things 
that I can’t form a sentence! Which is great! Actually, in “paint-
ing”—if you want to use that category—in that process, leakage is 
totally necessary in order to do the work.
KB Right, but it becomes non-verbal.
KO Yeah, exactly. This can also happen with music. I was recently 
asked to write something on Pierre Boulez. I hadn’t actually thought 
or read anything or looked at the scores since I was a teenager, when 
I had studied music very seriously. I had forgotten how influential 
his aesthetics and theories were, these kind of music processes, as 
I had unconsciously translated them into a visual level. It was fas-
cinating to recognise this musical thinking on a theoretical level. 
Deleuze and Guattari actually took the idea of smooth space and 
striated space specifically from Boulez. This idea of the counting 
or not counting of the beat, in terms of rhythm, is really a musical 
thing. Boulez was seeking out these tensions, where there would be 
moments of not counting, or where the music would enter zones of 
amorphousness.
KB That kind of thinking happens in your film “(Goodbye to) 
Manhattan” (2010). 
KO Exactly. To me, it had just been absorbed. I’m naturally attrac-
ted to these zones where you don’t know how time or space or lan-
guage or any of these things work. There is no beat.
KB When I was watching it I experienced this feeling of frustra-
tion, because time becomes so amorphous. You don’t know what’s 
happening or where it’s going, there’s no rhythm anymore. But I 
was also thinking that in that film the composition reads in terms of 
a musical score with many different parts that may or may not be 
working harmoniously or even moving in the same direction. 
KO That’s the thing—it’s very simple. With a single-channel video, 
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the editing programme is basically a score, you can keep on adding 
“instruments”. It wasn’t conscious, but my natural way of editing 
tends towards creating very complex time-spaces that every once 
in a while have a feeling of moving forward, or cohesion. To talk 
about it in psychological terms, it’s like the tracks of identity—lan-
guage, physical presence, social script, scripting of certain kinds of 
behaviour—I really like those moments when you can see them all 
floating next to and against each other. I have this idea that it would 
be great if someone told me to direct a script, and I’d walk on the set 
without knowing what the script was, with all the people there and 
everything, and I’d just have to start and see what would happen.
KB To actively generate misunderstanding ...  you can also think 
about the more recent works in terms of that idea.
KO Yes, it’s interesting as a connection to some past work, because 
“gesture/data” is the first work of mine—I never know if I’m sup-
posed to say this or not—but it’s the first work of mine that very suc-
cessfully enters a market. It wasn’t really an intention.
KB You would never have come up with it if you had tried, it’s too 
simple, and that’s why I’m sure it really gets on people’s nerves.
KO I do find that it continues to generate misunderstandings.
KB Right, which means it’s working! Was “(Goodbye to) Man-
hattan” specifically about the urban experience of Berlin and Man-
hattan, or did it have to do with the American versus European 
experience?
KO The real psychological answer is that my father, as a Japanese 
American, was a soldier in Vietnam, and he saw Woody Allen’s 
“What’s Up Tiger Lily” (1966) there—where Allen takes a Japa-
nese spy movie and dubs it with a voice-over of a completely dif-
ferent thing for the entire movie. My father was a soldier because 
his parents didn’t have any money, and so that’s how he paid for 
college. But he was also a Japanese American at the time of WWII, 
when all of these things were happening. This became one of his 
favourite movies. The point is that I love translating the aesthetics 
of misunderstanding and complicated identity into third contexts, 
so there was something fascinating about my group of American 
friends in Berlin who were escaping New York. It was the post-9/11 
time. There was something about that specific interface that was full 
of misunderstanding and mistranslation in a really decorative way, 
and a lot of the aesthetics that emerged came out of these compli-
cated misunderstandings.
KB Sometimes there’s a work that occurs quite early on in an art-
ist’s career that seems to touch on many subjects that continue as a 
thread throughout the subsequent work. That really seems to be the 
case with “David Wojnarowicz in New York” (1999–2001), this idea 
of mapping urban experience and its relation to history.

KB Richtig, aber sie wird nonverbal.
KO Ganz genau. Und dasselbe passiert auch in der Musik. Ich 
wurde kürzlich gebeten, etwas über Pierre Boulez zu schreiben. Ich 
hatte mir seit meiner Teenagerzeit, als ich ernsthaft Musik studierte, 
nichts mehr dazu überlegt oder darüber gelesen oder mir die Parti-
turen angesehen. Ich hatte vergessen, wie einflussreich seine Äs-
thetik und seine Theorien waren, diese Musikprozesse, da ich sie 
unbewusst ins Visuelle übersetzt hatte. Es war faszinierend, dieses 
musikalische Denken auf einer theoretischen Ebene wiederzufin-
den. Deleuze und Guattari bezogen speziell die Idee des glatten und 
gekerbten Raums von Boulez. Diese Idee des Zählens oder Nicht-
zählens von Takten ist ja etwas Musikalisches. Boulez suchte nach 
Spannungen, in denen es zu Momenten des Nichtzählens kommt 
oder die Musik in amorphe Zonen eintritt.
KB Dieses Denken findet in deinem Film »(Goodbye to) Manhat-
tan« (2010) statt. 
KO Richtig. Für mich ist das einfach da eingeflossen. Ich fühle 
mich natürlich zu diesen Zonen hingezogen, in denen man nicht 
mehr weiß, wie Zeit, Raum, Sprache oder das alles funktionieren. 
Es gibt keinen Takt.
KB Als ich ihn sah, empfand ich dieses Gefühl der Frustration, 
weil die Zeit so amorph wird. Man weiß nicht, was abgeht oder wo-
rauf es hinausläuft, es gibt keinen Rhythmus mehr. Aber ich dachte 
mir auch, dass die Komposition des Films als eine Partitur mit vie-
len Teilen zu lesen ist, die sich nicht harmonisch verbinden oder 
auch nur in die gleiche Richtung bewegen.
KO Genau das ist es, es ist sehr einfach. Bei einem Einkanal-Video 
ist das Schnittprogramm im Grunde eine Partitur, zu der man immer 
weitere »Instrumente« hinzufügen kann. Ich war mir dessen nicht 
bewusst, aber meine natürliche Schnitttechnik neigt zur Schaffung 
sehr komplexer Zeit-Räume, die hin und wieder voranzuschreiten 
oder zusammenzuhängen scheinen. Psychologisch gesprochen äh-
neln sie den Identitätssträngen – Sprache, körperliche Präsenz, sozi-
ales Skript, Scripting bestimmter Verhaltensweisen – ich liebe diese 
Momente, in denen man die alle neben- und gegeneinander treiben 
sieht. Ich habe diese Vorstellung, wie großartig es wäre, wenn mich 
jemand ein Drehbuch verfilmen ließe und ich käme zum Set, ohne 
zu wissen worum es in dem Buch geht, und alle stünden da und war-
teten, und ich müsste einfach loslegen und schauen was passiert. 
KB Und aktiv Missverständnisse hervorrufen: Man könnte auch 
die neueren Arbeiten im Licht dieser Vorstellung sehen.
KO Ja, sie sind interessant als Verbindung zu einigen früheren Ar-
beiten, denn »gesture/data« ist meine erste Arbeit – ich weiß nie, ob 
ich das sagen soll oder nicht –, die sehr erfolgreich in einen Markt 
eindringt. Es war nicht wirklich beabsichtigt.
KB Du wärst nie darauf gekommen, wenn du es versucht hättest, 
sie ist zu einfach, und darum geht sie vielen bestimmt auf die 
Nerven.
KO Ich bin der Meinung, dass sie immer noch Missverständnisse 
hervorruft.
KB Richtig. Und das heißt, dass sie funktioniert! Ging es in »(Good- 
bye to) Manhattan« speziell um die urbane Erfahrung von Berlin 
und Manhattan oder eher um den Gegensatz zwischen amerika-
nischer und europäischer Erfahrung?
KO Die wahre, psychologische Antwort ist, dass mein Vater als 
Japano-Amerikaner in Vietnam diente und dort Woody Allens Film 
»What’s Up Tiger Lily« (1966) sah, bei dem Allen einen japanischen 
Spionagefilm mit einer Off-Stimme versah, die etwas komplett an-
deres erzählt. Mein Vater war Soldat, weil seine Eltern kein Geld 
hatten, auf diese Weise bezahlte er die Uni. Aber er war auch ein 
Japaner in Amerika zur Zeit des Zweiten Weltkriegs, als all diese 
Geschichten passierten. Allens Film wurde einer seiner Lieblings-
filme. Worauf ich hinaus will – ich liebe es, die Ästhetik des Miss-
verständnisses und komplizierter Identitäten in andere Kontexte zu 
übersetzen, und darum hatte meine Gruppe amerikanischer Freunde 
in Berlin, die ebenfalls aus New York geflohen waren, etwas Faszi-
nierendes für mich. Es war die Zeit nach 9/11, und dieses spezielle 
Interface, das auf wirklich reizvolle Weise vor Missverständnissen 
und Fehlübersetzungen strotzte, hatte etwas; diesen komplizierten 

‹— gesture/data (feedback), 2015. Acrylic paint, epoxy, two-way acrylic mirrors  
on flat-screen televisions, feedback .mp4 files (colour, sound), 107.4 × 124 × 5.1 cm. 
Courtesy: the artist and Pilar Corrias, London. 
‹— gesture/data, 2014. Oil paint on flat-screen television, .mp4 file (colour, sound), 
92.5 × 54.1 × 9.4 cm. Courtesy: the artist and Reena Spaulings Fine Art, New York. 
Photo: Joerg Lohse. 
‹— gesture/data, 2014. Oil paint on flat-screen television, .mp4 file (color, sound), 
92.5 × 54.1 × 9.4 cm. Courtesy: the artist and Reena Spaulings Fine Art, New York. 
Photo: Joerg Lohse. 
‹— gesture/data (feedback), 2015. Oil paint on flat-screen televisions, .mp4 files 
(colour, silent) and feedback .mp4 files (colour, sound), 107.4 × 114.6 × 5.1 cm.  
Courtesy: the artist and Pilar Corrias, London. 
‹— gesture/data (feedback), 2015. Oil paint on flat-screen televisions, .mp4 files 
(colour, silent) and feedback .mp4 files (colour, sound), 107.4 × 114.6 × 5.1 cm. 
Courtesy: the artist and Pilar Corrias, London. 
‹— gesture/data (feedback), 2015. Oil paint on flat-screen television, .mp4 file 
(colour, silent) and feedback .mp4 file (colour, sound), 107.4 × 62 × 5.1 cm. 
Courtesy: the artist and Take Ninagawa, Tokyo. Photo: Kei Okano. 
‹— gesture/data (feedback), 2015. Acrylic paint, epoxy, two-way acrylic mirrors  
on flat-screen televisions, feedback .mp4 files (colour, sound), 107.4 × 124 ×  
5.1 cm. Courtesy: the artist and Pilar Corrias, London.  
‹— gesture/data (feedback), 2015. Acrylic paint and mirrors on flat-screen  
televisions, .mp 4 files (colour, silent), 2 panels, 107.4 × 73.1 × 5.1 cm each.  
Installation view from “Ken Okiishi: Porous Feedback”, Arbeiterkammer Wien, 
Vienna, 22.11.2015 – 29.4.2016. Courtesy: the artist and Arbeiterkammer Wien 
Kultur, Vienna.
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Missverständnissen entsprang ein großer Teil der Ästhetik, die sich 
da herausbildete.
KB Manchmal entsteht ziemlich am Anfang einer Künstlerkarriere 
eine Arbeit, die bereits viele das spätere Werk durchziehende The-
men berührt. Das scheint bei dir auf »David Wojnarowicz in New 
York« (1999–2001) zuzutreffen, dieser Kartierung einer urbanen Er-
fahrung und ihrer Beziehung zur Geschichte.
KO Ich studierte im East Village an der Cooper Union und trieb 
mich einfach viel in der Stadt herum. Damals, 1997, sagten alle, 
New York sei gegessen. Es war auch die Zeit, bevor das Internet 
so ein großes Ding wurde. Man konnte nicht im Internet nach Im-
mobilien suchen, diese raschen Möglichkeiten der Stadtreorganisa-
tion gab es noch nicht. Aber es gab diese Digitalkamera, die leicht 
und neuartig war und deren Bilder zwar gepixelt, aber schön waren. 
Und es gab diese Maschine, mit der man das digitale Bild auf Ne-
gativfilm übertragen konnte, um in der Dunkelkammer Abzüge da-
von zu fertigen. Und es gab auch dieses cibachrome-artige Papier 
namens Fujiflex, dem aber kein Positiv- sondern ein Negativpro-
zess zugrunde lag. Meine Lieblingsbeschäftigung war, mich ein-
fach treiben zu lassen, im Meatpacking District. Was die Schwu-
lengeschichte betrifft, war meine Generation sexualitätsmäßig am 
schlimmsten dran – du bist zehn Jahre alt und durchläufst die Aids-
Krise, mitsamt diesem ganzen Reagan-Kram auf der Negativ- und 
Act Up usw. auf der Positivseite. In diesem Umfeld wurde die Se-
xualität geformt. Die Geschichte der Cruising Areas, dieser freien, 
offenen Zonen, hatte also das Potenzial für Ärger, Tod und Ausgren-
zung, all diese verschiedenen Dinge. Es war eine politisch hochbri-
sante Angelegenheit, aber es ist auch eine gewisse, mit viel Angst 
behaftete Nostalgie damit verbunden. Das Antizipieren der Digitali-
sierung war, glaube ich, intuitiver; ich besaß nicht einmal ein Handy. 
Die Wojnarowicz-Arbeiten waren von alldem geprägt. Ich empfin-
de die Fotos als sehr melancholisch, wie riesige Fragezeichen. Es 
war auch eine andere Zeit in Bezug auf schwule Identität, die Zeit 
vor der Schwulenehe usw., bevor sie überhaupt in Betracht gezogen 
wurde. Damals dachten wir, die Konzerne würden die Stadt zerstö-
ren und in eine suburbane Shopping Mall verwandeln. Wir ahnten 
noch nicht, dass Internet und Digitalisierung die Mechanismen sein 
würden, die das ermöglichen.
KB Beim Betrachten dieser Bilder stellt sich ein Gefühl des Zu-
spätgekommenseins ein.
KO Ja, das Gefühl, etwas versäumt zu haben. Dazu kommt, dass 
ich das Trauma ebenfalls versäumt habe – als junger Schwuler im 
New York der 1990er und 2000er Jahre war man in einer anderen Si-
tuation, insofern hatte auch das Negative seine positive Seite, aber 
es erschien trotzdem unheimlich.
KB Es ist interessant, über diese geografische Verschiebung nach-
zudenken, wie diese verschiedenen Dinge kartiert werden, die Ver-
änderung des Kartierens durch das Internet. Mir schien diese Arbeit 
viel mit einer Neukartierung eines Geländes zu tun zu haben, wie 
bereits »(Goodbye to) Manhattan«, mit der Möglichkeit der Umori-
entierung. Und nun gibt es diese andere digitale Schicht … 
KO … ja, es ist buchstäblich eine Karte: die Google Map.
KB Ja, und auch die Grindr map, die Social Media Map …
KO … genau, die sich ständig verschiebt – Live-Datenpunkte, die 
Proximity Map. All die verschiedenen Kartierungsebenen in die-
sen Fotos sind hier in einem Zustand, unmittelbar bevor diese an-
dere Schicht aufzutauchen – beziehungsweise uns zu beherrschen –  
begann.
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KO I was studying in the East Village, at Cooper Union, and just 
walking around the city a lot. At that particular moment, which was 
1997, everyone was saying NY was over. This was also before the 
Internet was such a thing. You couldn’t search for real estate on the 
Internet—those rapid ways of reorganising the city were not possi-
ble yet. But there was this digital camera which was light and new-
ish; the images that it made were very pixelated, but beautiful; and 
there was also this machine where you could take the digital image 
and put it onto negative film, and then print them in the darkroom. 
There was this paper that was like Cibachrome, but it was a negative 
process rather than a positive process, called Fujiflex. My favourite 
thing to do was just walk around the Meatpacking District. In terms 
of gay history, mine is the worst generation for sexuality—ten years 
old and you’re going through the AIDS crisis, all that Reagan stuff 
on the negative side, Act Up on the positive side, etc., these were 
the things that formed sexuality. So the specific history of the cruis-
ing areas, this free open zone, was also tinged with the potential for 
anger and death and exclusion, all these different things. Politically, 
it was a very loaded topic, but there’s also a kind of nostalgia tinged 
with a lot of fear. I think the anticipation of digitisation was more in-
tuitive; I didn’t even have a cell phone. So the Wojnarowicz works 
were charged with all of these things. I find the photos very melan-
choly, like huge question marks. It was also a different time in terms 
of gay identity, it was pre-gay marriage, etc.—before it was even an 
idea. At that point, the idea was that corporatism was going to de-
stroy the city and turn it into a suburban shopping mall. Little did 
we know that the Internet and digitisation were the mechanisms for 
making that happen. 
KB There’s a feeling of belatedness when I look at those pictures.
KO Yes, the feeling that you’ve missed out. The other thing about 
NY is that I had missed out on the trauma, as well—as a young gay 
man in NY in the late 1990s and early 2000s, it was a different situa-
tion, so even the negativity had a positive side, but it still felt weird.
KB It is interesting to think about that shift of geography, how those 
two different things are mapped, the change of mapping through the 
Internet. I thought that piece had so much to do with a remapping of 
territory, as did “(Goodbye to) Manhattan”, how you can reorient 
yourself. And now there’s this other digital layer …
KO … yes, there is literally the map, the Google Map.
KB Yes, and also the Grindr map, the Social Media Map …
KO … exactly, which is constantly shifting—live data points, the 
proximity map. Those different layers of mapping in those particu-
lar photographs are right before this other layer started to emerge—
or came to dominate us.
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