










Timo Nasseri (Germany, 1972;  
lives in Berlin, Germany)
Mimikry, 2001 
C-print behind acrylic
Edition 3/5
40" × 40"
Courtesy private collection  
Alexander Ochs, Berlin 

A large group of Arab men, sitting  
on a small hill in a rural, mountain­
ous landscape, looks directly toward 
the photographer. They echo the 
shape of a huge mountain in the 
background, forming a strong 
image of unity and strength. The 
photograph evokes an entire art 
history of representations of the  
 “body politic”, from Abraham Bosse’s 
Leviathan frontispiece to Mount 
Rushmore. It also has the potential 
to confront the viewer with a range 
of prejudices about the Muslim world 
that are constantly reinforced within 
Western media and culture, among 
them the perceived threat of its vast 
anonymous masses. 

There are more layers. The 
Pakistani men are watching a game 
of polo, which, while popularized 
by the British, is derived from the 
princes of the Tibeto-Burman 
kingdom of Manipur (now a state 
in India), who played the game 
while they were in exile in India 
between 1819 and 1826. The work 
thus alludes to a complex history of 
emigration and colonization, where 
exclusion from the sanctified brand 
“democracy” has been the norm.

Ariel Orozco (Cuba, 1971;  
lives in Mexico City)
Contrapeso, 2003
C-print
27 ½" × 19 ½"
Exhibition copy
Courtesy Myto Gallery, Mexico City

Contrapeso shows the image of a man 
against the sky, holding a flagpole, 
stemming his body horizontally into 
the air. It is a photographic document 
of the artist performing his own flag, 
actually becoming the flag himself. 
Contrapeso aesthetically confronts 
the complex relationship between 
the nation and the individual, of the 
(in)divisibility of sovereignty. The 
half-naked, sun-tanned, muscular 
body evokes numerous glorifications 
of the worker appearing throughout 
Western art history. However, the 
viewer learns that the artist had 
to practice for months in order to 
attain the physical fitness required to 
perform the flag for one second, just 
long enough for the photograph to 
be taken. Contrapeso then functions 
as a critique of the politics of 
representation.

Trevor Paglen (USA, 1974;  
lives in Berkeley, California)
Five Classified Aircraft, 2007
5 fabric patches, framed
15 ¼" × 32 ¾" × 2 ½"
Edition 2/5
Courtesy the artist and Bellwether, 
New York
 

Five Classified Squadrons, 2007
5 fabric patches, framed
15 ¼" × 32 ¾" × 2 ½"
Edition 1/5
Courtesy the artist and Bellwether, 
New York
 
Trevor Paglen’s work is an exhibit 
unto itself, a collection of actual 
sew-on military patches depicting 
ludicrous, childlike symbols that 
acquire sinister connotations once 
we learn, or imagine, the purpose 
of these secret groups. The badges 
belong to the complex universe of 
secret visual codes, a subculture 
powered by the Pentagon’s classified  
 “black budget” that delivers billions of 
dollars each year to stealth armies 
of high-tech warriors. Paglen’s work 
is a thorough investigation of the 
branding of democracy addressed to 
a different target group. 

The installation for Ours 
also features texts by some of the 
designers of the badges as well as by 
Paglen himself that help decode the 
symbols and writings on the badges.
See also charrette and presentation 
on November 19.

PETLab (USA, 2007)
Re:Activism NYC, 2008, ongoing
http://petlab.parsons.edu/reactivism

Re:Activism NYC is a participatory 
project initiated by Colleen Macklin 
and other members of PETLab at 
Parsons The New School for Design. 
Structured as a team-based urban 
street game using mobile technology, 
the project offers a tour of New 
York City through an exploration 
of its history of activists, protests, 
and riots. As participants carry out 
a clue-based scavenger hunt and 
site-specific challenges, they are 
informed of the ongoing resonance 
of historic issues fought for in the 
battleground of the city. Winning the 
game necessitates collective action 
and proactive problem-solving, thus 
teaching players how to be effective 
activists while challenging the 
definition of “playing by the rules.”
See also game gathering on  
Election Day.

Nadine Robinson (England, 1968; 
lives in New York)
Americana, Version Two, 2008
18 speakers, audio components, DVD
Dimensions variable, sound looped
Courtesy the artist
New work, commissioned by Parsons 
for Ours
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Americana is a sound sculpture 
created for the Kellen Gallery and 
consisting of two speaker-stacks 
facing each other. Each speaker 
bears a logo with the American 
flag. The speakers play historic and 
present-day samples of American 
political speeches, with one change: 
the artist has replaced moments of 
applause with stock recordings of 
laughter. This slapstick-like gesture 
expresses Robinson’s deep mistrust 
of democracy’s power to bring about 
justice. It is her conviction that the  
 “little improvements” that democratic 
politics offer are merely cosmetic, 
distractions from deep, long-term 
injustice that displace the desire for 
real change. 

This critique of mild-mannered 
hope for progress, the better future 
that is so central to the democratic 
process, is reflected in the visual 
aspects of the work as well. The 
perfect geometric shapes of the black 

speakers built into the white  
cube of the gallery allude to both 
Modernist art and Hip-Hop culture. 
Robinson confronts two sets of 
aesthetic codes as markers of social 
difference, and at the same time 
conflates them into a hybrid object 
of displaced desire, pointing out that 
in their respective cultures they both 
signify taste and status.
Project assistance: Jakob Schillinger

Anri Sala (Yugoslavia, 1974;  
lives in Paris, France)
Dammi i colori (Give Me the Colors), 
2003
Digital video, projected, color with 
sound
15 minutes 25 seconds
Courtesy Marian Goodman Gallery, 
New York; Johnen + Schoettle, Berlin, 
Cologne, Munich; Gallery Hauser 
& Wirth, Zuerich, London; Galerie 
Chantal Crousel, Paris

Dammi i colori is an enthralling 
portrait of a city in transition,  
the Albanian capital Tirana, and  
its mayor, the artist Edi Rama. Shot 
in what one might call “documentary 
style,” the video captures Rama as  
he speaks to the camera in a car 
riding through his city, reflecting  
on his project to have Tirana painted 
in vivid colors, the dramatic results  
of which can be seen in the 
background.

The mayor/artist conceives  
of the community as a super-brand, 
a literally all-immersive utopia for 
everyone to buy into, but derived 
from one central and sovereign 
mastermind (even if it is supposedly  
 “popular sovereignty” in this case).  
As the mayor reflects on what 
comprises community, the artist  
in him suggests that political 
problems may really be problems 
of form and design. Dammi i colori 
highlights the conception of the 
(democratic) body politic as in fact 
one (sovereign) body, and poses  
the question of the form that a  
 “multitude” in Michael Hardt and 
Antonio Negri’s sense would take.

Hank Willis Thomas (USA, 1976;  
lives in New York)
Branded Head, 2003 
Lambda photograph
99" × 52" 
Edition 1/3
Courtesy Beth Rudin DeWoody

Hank Willis Thomas’ Branded 
series depicts the bodies of African-
American men literally branded 
with a Nike logo. The muscular 
men bearing the scarred Nike 
swoosh—an international symbol 
of strength, freedom, and victory—
evoke slavery as well as actual 
Nike advertisements. They become 
symbolic of the complex dualities 
of history and identity, explicitly 
connecting the brand to its original 
function as a sign of ownership  
and control. Now the brand has 
become a catalyst for purchasing a 
sense of identity in a society where 
cultural belonging has become ever 
more intertwined with the politics 
of consumption. The work proposes 
the urgency of developing alternative 
modes of identification.

Johan Tirén (Sweden, 1973;  
lives in Stockholm, Sweden)
Notes in Connection with the 
Celebration of a National Day, 2007
Poster series of 7 different posters
Lambda photograph
19 ½" × 27 ½" each
Courtesy the artist
 
Tirén’s posters employ familiar  
and somewhat generic-looking 
imagery: a line of people holding 
hands, scenes of nature and 
historical monuments—all of which 
suggest quotidian bourgeois life.  
The friendly black-and-white 
silhouettes are accompanied by 
familiar slogans often heard in 
debates about nationality and 
patriotism. Here, however, they are 
curiously devoid of any attribution 
to a specific political figure or party 
(not just for Americans as they are 
in Swedish). Some of the familiar 
slogans are slightly altered, like  
 “A democratic nation has never 
started a war.” The combination of 
the images with the texts is gently 
discordant as the seeming affability 
of the works is undermined by  
a deeper, more reflective sense  
of unease. 

Brian Tolle (USA, 1964;  
lives in New York)
Man of Characters, 2006
Digital Iris print on paper, 100 parts
Overall dimensions: 10' × 7 ¾'
Courtesy Ann and Ron Pizzuti 
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Franklin’s head, as printed on  
the one hundred dollar bill, is blown 
up to cover the wall from floor to 
ceiling, greeting the gallery visitor 
from afar. Upon inspection, the 
lines comprising this giant drawing 
emerge as writing: aphorisms 
by Franklin himself. They reveal 
something of the complexity of this 
multi-faceted revolutionary. Brian 
Tolle’s play with distance points 
towards the relationship between 
the iconic symbol and its everyday 
referent, i.e. money, and suggests how 
the manipulation of “character(s)” 
or letters produces both an iconic 
image as well as latent meaning. 
Challenging what we think we know, 
the work makes us look twice, and 
questions the ways in which a culture 
saturated with logos and icons 
allocates meaning. 

Tolle’s work is strikingly graphic, 
as if to acknowledge that the brilliant 
populist Franklin himself employed 
cartoons and then state-of-the-art 
public communications strategies to 
promote political unity.

Brian Tolle 
DIE, or JOIN, 2006 
Mixed media
Approx. 7' × 9 ½" × 6 ½"
Courtesy the artist and CRG Gallery

Tolle’s elaborate sculptural 
installation refers to a famous 
political cartoon by Benjamin 
Franklin from 1754. Titled “Join, 
or Die,” the original publication 
featured a woodcut of a snake 
severed into eighths, each segment  
of which was labeled with the 

initial of a British-American colony. 
The cartoon appeared along with 
Franklin’s editorial about the 
disunited state of the colonies. The 
impact of the work was such that 
during the wars the snake became  
a popular symbol illustrating  
the importance of colonial unity. 

Tolle has updated Franklin’s 
snake to reflect current political 
circumstances: made up of red 
and blue segments that signify the 
winning political party in each 
state at the time of the previous 
presidential election, its two heads 
further complicate notions of unity 
and the nation-state. By updating 
the historical image, Tolle creates 
a highly ambiguous and complex 
emblem that deconstructs the ideas 
and genealogies underlying present 
global politics and their imagery. 
After the 2001 attacks on the World 
Trade Center, the U.S. Navy created  
a new flag to be flown on all ships  
 “during the global war on terror.” 
It replaced a blue flag bearing 50 
stars that represented 50 equal 
states. In the new flag, the snake 
is aggressively lashing out, all its 
segments in full support, with a text 
warning “Don’t tread on me.”

Judi Werthein (Argentina, 1967;  
lives in New York)
Brinco, 2005
Installation with 3 pairs of sneakers, 
vinyl, paper, and monitors
Dimensions variable
Courtesy the artist and inSite_05
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In 2005, Judi Werthein came to 
national prominence when she was 
accused by CNN anchor Lou Dobbs 
and Fox News reporters of aiding 
and abetting illegal immigration. 
Her uniquely designed sneaker, 
manufactured in China, had been 
distributed for free to Mexican 
immigrants about to attempt 
an illegal crossing into the U.S. 
Trademarked “Brinco” (Spanish for  
 “jump”) after the local expression 
for crossing the border, each pair 
contains a map of the border-
area (on the inside of the soles), a 
compass, pockets to hide money 
and medication, a wallet and other 
essential necessities, such as an 
image of Santo Toribio Romo, 
the official saint of the Mexican 
immigrant.

Meanwhile, Werthein sold  
the sneakers for $215 a pair at a 
boutique in San Diego, explicitly 
linking migrants’ efforts to illegally 
cross the Mexican-American border 
to the global circulation of goods and 
labor. The heavily branded sneakers 
are exhibited in an installation that 
includes video documentation of the 
media firestorm that ensued.
See also charrette and “survival kit” 
presentation on October 20.

Wooloo Productions (Denmark, 2006; 
active in Berlin and Copenhagen)
Rebranding Acts, 2006, ongoing
http://www.wooloo.org/rebranding/

Rebranding Acts is, according to this 
artists’ collective, “an investigation 
into cultural identity in an age of 
global migration.” The initiative  
uses the online platform wooloo.
org to invite artists from around the 
world to consider the ways in which  
 “nationality” is manufactured in  
their home country, and to “rebrand” 
these concepts, from their own 
perspective. While the open call is 

predicated on the argument that  
such hegemonic nationalist con­
structions often exclude identities 
that don’t fit the mold, Rebranding 
Acts invites anyone to add their voice 
to the discussion by uploading videos 
of their own public interventions. 
The project draws on previous 
interventionist and participatory 
works by the collective’s founders in 
which the concept of national identity 
is revealed to be anything but black-
and-white, and the resulting archive 
documents the myriad ways in which 
people around the world respond to 
this problematic notion.

The Yes Men (USA, 1999)
Even When Social Censorship 
of Beliefs Is Not So Strict, Social 
Conditions May Fail to (…) Provide 
Any Material Support and Reward  
to Those Who Entertain Them.  
Hence They Remain Mere Fancies, 
Romantic Castles in the Air,  
or Aimless Speculations (After  
John Dewey), 2008
Mixed media
Dimensions variable
Courtesy the artists
New work, commissioned by Parsons 
for Ours

The Yes Men use “culture jamming” 
and “identity correction” as devices 
to resist and expose the machinations 
of corporate and political culture. 
The activist group was founded by 
Andy Bichlbaum, a faculty member 
at Parsons, and Mike Bonnano.  
As an employee of the computer 
games company Maxis, Bichlbaum 
inserted controversial code into 
the game SimCopter which caused 
male sprites in swimming trunks 
to appear on certain dates and kiss 
each other. The code was intended to 
highlight harsh work practices. 

In 2004, Bichlbaum appeared 
on BBC News as “Jude Finistera,” 
a supposed representative of Dow 
Chemical, whose subsidiary Union 
Carbide was responsible for the 
Bhopal chemical disaster in India. 
Finistera accepted full responsibility 
for the disaster, igniting one of the 
biggest controversies in art activism 
as Dow virulently denied the claim. 
The Yes Men are presenting a 
new work that considers personal 
responsibility in an age of war.
Project assistance: Bartholomew Ryan 
and LeAnne Wagner

Carey Young (Zimbabwe, 1970;  
lives in London)
Conflict Management, 2003/2008
Professional mediator, table, chairs, 
2 notice boards, media advertising, 
photography, members of the public 
Courtesy the artist and Paula Cooper 
Gallery, New York

Carey Young investigates the  
spread of corporate branding 
techniques and interactions that  
are increasingly taking over the 
personal and public domains.  
Young appropriates these 
techniques, deconstructing them 
through a process of possession.  
In Conflict Management, the services 
of a professional mediator are 
offered to the general public on a fall 
Sunday in Union Square. Referring 
to the larger problem of conflict, 
and the necessity of agreement 
as the basis for social interaction, 
the performance points to the gap 
between dialogue and the law. It 
evokes Walter Benjamin’s critique  
of the violence inherent to the law, 
and his conception of “pure means” 
such as diplomacy. 
See also performance on October 26.
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Exhibition creditsDesign notes

The exhibition design of OURS operates as a participatory 
framework, actively shaping and altering visitors’ 
experiences. Employing dislocative processes and visual 
form, the design strategy enacts the innate conflict in 
the democratic process between centralized control and 
individual choice.

Upon entering the exhibition, visitors are asked  
to wear an admission sticker resembling a campaign 
button. While this procedure is familiar from both art 
museums and political events, visitors have to choose 
between a red or blue sticker, marking them immediately 
as members of one of two groups (as well as of the larger 
group of exhibition-goers). Subsequently, visitors’ rejection 
and disposal of the stickers may generate detritus in  
the exhibition space and beyond, thereby undermining  
the clarity of the exhibition’s presentation and its sense  
of authoritative graphic identity.

Throughout the exhibition, the dichotomy between  
the colors red and blue offer the appearance of alternatives. 
This nod to agency proves to be illusory: color is used 
arbitrarily to both package identical contents, as well as to 
suggest choice between incomparable objects. Additionally,  
a multitude of typefaces are utilized to create the appear­
ance of visual diversity. However, all nineteen typefaces  
are designs from a single hand—that of canonical Swiss 
type designer Adrian Frutiger (1928–). Frutiger is best 
known for designing Univers (1957), a systematized family 
of typefaces merging Fordist rationalization with a touch 
of calligraphic humanism.

The OURS design system is totalizing and  
open-ended, monolithic and chaotic, autocratic and motley. 
Through these unresolved contradictions, the design  
acts to extend, question, and comment upon the show’s 
concept and contents.

—Project Projects, exhibition and graphic designers
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