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J o n  Ke s s l e

T h e  M a c h i n e  M a k e r

L O R I  W A X M A N

Jo n  Kessler used to m ake m achines th a t m ade art.
In 1992, one o f those m achines was called WORD 

B O X  and it m ade concrete  poetry. P icture a tall, n ice­
ly finished, off-white rec tangu lar box with an electric 
cord  snaking ou t from  u n d ern ea th , a con trap tion  
tha t would no t have looked ou t o f place in a m od­
ern ist video arcade, if th ere  were such a thing. Glass 
panels allowed a series of two-sided black-and-white 
word paintings to be read  from  e ith er d irection , and  
revealed the m echanism  tha t raised, shu ttled , and 
low ered them  in poetic succession. A d ifferen t 
m achine, A M E R IC A N  L A N D SC A P E  #2 (1990), m ade 
painterly  landscapes beh ind  its glass front. Inside a 
clean wood console nestled  a Technicolor sunset set 
on a d im m er and  a distinctly A m erican vista: a dark, 
flat p lane popu la ted  by a little shack, from  which 
em anated  the flickering blue glow of a real television 
set. W ith an ex terio r suggestive o f TV set cabinetry 
and  an  in te rio r tha t was literally anim ated, the d iora­
m a offered a p icturesque scene fit fo r a television 
generation .

Various o th e r m achines m ade w hat m ight para­
doxically be called m oving still lifes. CRASHING BY 
DESIGN (1986) arrayed clusters o f fake grapes, a 
M ichelin Man, a Sapporo can, an Italian candy dish, 
a deco statuette , and  a little plastic car on various
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levels o f an elaborate m etal fram ework. T he whole 
functioned  as a vanitas in  action, as various objects 
spun, ro tated , and  cast shadows, and  the  au to­
m obile sped endlessly back and  forth , clocked by a 
speedom eter. T he Ikebana series from  1994 consisted 
o f a lum inum  w all-m ounted light boxes against which 
were arrayed color-separated duratrans. T he trans­
parencies p resen ted  pho tographs of individual 
Japanese-style flower arrangem ents, b u t m otorized 
gizmos shifted them  continuously such tha t they 
added  up to a single still life fo r only a m om ent— 
th en  kep t on moving.

A large batch  o f m achines from  the 1980s m ade 
shadow play pieces. Inside w all-m ounted structures 
sat a hodgepodge of m ixed m edia, from  twigs and 
m in iature  ships to hum an  figurines and  a toy dum p 
truck; in  fro n t o f them  hu n g  glass o r plastic screens 
against which a variety o f ingenious light systems cast 
evocative shadows. M otors and  gears angled  a branch  
thisaway o r m oved a plastic so ld ier thataway, adding 
to the p ro jec tio n ’s effect. T he kind o f secrecy tha t 
makes a magic lan te rn  magic wasn’t p a rt o f the game, 
however. Seen from  the side, works like GARAGE 
(1987) revealed how th e ir elegant silhouettes 
derived from  setups as basic as a painted-over Fisher 
Price garage ro ta ting  on a bicycle chain, illum inated  
by a single bulb.

T here  were o th e r kinds o f m achines, too. 
M achines th a t m ade music, like the e lephan tine  
M U S IC  BOX (1992)—a m edieval con trap tion  of
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w ood, steel, a n d  le a th e r  th a t  e n la rg e d  th e  sim p lest o f 
m usical m echan ism s to  a frig h tfu l scale. A nd  the  
ch arm in g ly  w onky ARTS ET MÉTIERS (1989), w hich 
re p u rp o se d  an  o ld  bellow s, te lesco p e , p h o n o g ra p h , 
a n d  w o o d en  b a rre l, a lo n g  w ith su n d ry  vacuum  c lean ­
e r  hoses, in to  a  co n c e rto  o f  m oans, squeals, a n d  
squeaks. A nd  th e re  w ere m a ch in e s  th a t  m ad e  th e ­
ater, like th e  witty MARCELLO 9000 (1994), in  w hich 
o n e  co lo rfu l u p r ig h t c a b in e t ro lle d  tow ard  an o th e r , 
b o th  o f  th e m  based  o n  sixties IBM m a in fra m e com ­
p u te rs . W h en  they  m ee t, th e  au d io  ree ls  s to red  
in sid e  th e ir  shells sp ra n g  a n th ro p o m o rp h ic a lly  in to  
an  im p assio n ed  d ia lo g u e  fro m  L a  D o lce  V ita .

So, as I was saying, J o n  K essler u sed  to  m ake 
m ach in es th a t  m ad e  art. O r  ra th e r, h e  m ade  
m ach in es th a t  a sp ire d  to  m ake so m e th in g  th a t  
lo o k e d  m o re  o r  less recogn izab ly  like a n u m b e r  o f  
d iffe re n t fo rm s o f  art. W hich  is a ra th e r  co n v o lu ted  
way o f  saying th a t h e  m ad e  m ach in es th a t  p a ro d ie d  
a rt, b u t  th e n  th e re  a re  s im p le r ways o f  m a k in g  c o n ­
c re te  p o e try  th a n  by fa sh io n in g  a hum an-size  m e c h a ­
n ism  to d isplay a series o f  w ord  p a in tin g s. I t ’s ca lled  
p e n  a n d  paper. N o o n e  w ould  accuse J o n  K essler o f 
tak in g  th e  sim ple way out.

A fter a ten-year h ia tu s , K essler has since 2004 
b e e n  m ak in g  a r t  again . H e still m akes m ach in es, b u t 
th e  m ach in es th a t h e  m akes d o n ’t  them selves m ake 
art, o r  so m e th in g  th a t in te n tio n a lly  takes th e  guise o f  
a rt. W hich  is n o t to  say th a t  they  a r e n ’t  u p  to  th e ir  
o ld  p a ro d ie  tricks. O n  th e  con trary , they  m ost ce r­
ta in ly  a re . B u t a lo n g  w ith th e  tim es, th e ir  su b jec t has 
basically  g o n e  to  hell: fro m  th e  cu ltu re  sh o ck  o f  
a u to m a to n  a r t  to  th e  shock  an d  awe o f  sm a rt bom bs, 
fro m  c u ltu ra l po litics to  th e  po litics o f  war.

T ake THE CHERYL PICTURES, a m a ch in e  from  
2004 in  w hich  a n a k e d  c h ild ’s do ll ro ta te s  c o n tin u ­
ously a t th e  e n d  o f  a  w o o d en  arm , a to p  a n  ad-hoc 
m e ta l s tan d . A  sm all su rveillance ca m e ra  tracks 
C h e ry l’s every m ove, c a p tu r in g  th e  e ffec t o f  gravity 
o n  h e r  lo n g  re d  h a ir  a n d  h e r  m ob ile  p lastic  eyelids. 
A n a d ja c e n t LCD sc re en  plays th e  re su ltin g  video 
feed , a n d  th e r e ’s C hery l in  close-up, sm iling  like 
sh e ’s hav ing  th e  tim e o f  h e r  life, h a ir  b low ing  in  the  
b reeze , eyes closing  in  d e lig h t o r  som e such  p le a ­
su re— w hen  in  rea lity  s h e ’s u n d e rg o in g  a m e ch a n ica l 
version  o f  sit a n d  sp in , baby, sit a n d  sp in . A  re le n t­

less, v io le n t s itu a tio n  can  a p p e a r  as ton ish ing ly  p leas­
a n t  w hen  tra n s la te d  o n to  a c lo sed -c ircu it m o n ito r, 
even, it seem s, w ith o u t th e  h e lp  o f  an  ed ito r.

T h e n  th e r e ’s ONE HOUR PHOTO, also 2004, 
w h ere in  dozens o f  W orld  T rad e  C e n te r  p ic tu re  po st­
ca rds pass by a n o th e r  tiny  secu rity  cam era . D ang ling  
fro m  a c o n tra p tio n  th a t  looks like a  cross b e tw een  a 
ch ick en  rô tisse rie  a n d  a conveyer b e lt, th e  im ages 
sh u ttle  h o rizo n ta lly  tow ard  th e  ca m e ra  o n e  by o n e  
b e fo re  lifting  u p  to  m ake way fo r  th e  n ex t. T h e  
re su ltin g  live fe e d  p ro d u c e s  so m e th in g  fa r  m o re  d is­
tu rb in g  th a n  th e se  p a rts  w ou ld  im ply: a h igh ly  p ix i­
la te d  im age th a t  zoom s n au sea tin g ly  in to  th e  Twin 
Towers over a n d  over aga in , as if  p o s itio n e d  in  the  
co ck p it o f  a  p la n e  a b o u t to  h it. I t ’s a firs t-pe rson  
sh o o te r  view, fro m  th e  p erspec tive  o f  a  p ilo t te rro ris t, 
as b e re ft o f  co n seq u e n ces  as any  o th e r  v ideo  gam e.

T h ese  m a ch in e s  fo rm e d  two o f  th e  in d e p e n d e n t 
s ta tio n s in  K essler’s 2004 “G lobal V illage Id io t” show  
a t D e itch  P ro jects . C o llapsing  th e  te rm s g lobal vil­
lage a n d  village id io t in to  an  a p t a n d  tim ely  sh o r t­
h a n d , th e  e x h ib itio n ’s title  p o in te d  a t th e  US’s p re s i­
d e n tia l c re tin  an d  th e  devasta ting ly  b ro a d  effects o f  
h is ac tions, as a t a n u m b e r  o f  o th e r  u n d e n ia b le  a n d  
u n d e n ia b ly  fou l s itu a tio n s, a m o n g  th e m  th e  b eau ty  
system  w h ere in  a no t-very-B razilian-looking  B razilian  
w om an  n a m e d  G isele B ü n d c h e n  becom es th e  w orld  
s ta n d a rd  fo r  all th a t  is fem ale  a n d  d esirab le .

As self-sufficient, c lo sed -c ircu it m ach in es, th e  var­
ious sta tions in  “G lobal V illage Id io t” aggressively 
se n t u p  in stan ces o f  in te rc o n tin e n ta l h o rro r , all o f 
th e m  fu n c tio n in g  o n  m ind less au to p ilo t, all o f  th e m  
h au n tin g ly  fam iliar. B u t w ith THE PALACE AT 4 A.M., 
h is g a rg a n tu a n  2005 in s ta lla tio n  a t P.S. 1, K essler 
c re a te d  a  m ach in e  th a t  w en t b ey o n d  all p rev ious 
p a ro d ie  ep isodes. H e  m a d e  a m a c h in e  th a t apes 
th e  m a ch in e— th e  m e d ia  m a ch in e , th e  po litica l 
m a ch in e , th e  w ar m a c h in e — in  all its m an ipu la tive , 
in cessan t, in te rc o n n e c te d  ubiquity .

T itled  a fte r  A lb erto  G iac o m e tti’s sem ina l su rre a l­
ist sc u lp tu re  o f  1932, K essler’s THE PALACE AT 4 A.M. 
also recalls two p resen t-d ay  citadels, equally  p o p u la t­
e d  by b iza rre  h a p p e n in g s: th e  b o m b e d -o u t royal 
h o u se  o f  S addam  H usse in  ru n  am o k  w ith  U.S. sol­
d iers, a n d  th e  W hite  H o u se , w h ere  w ho knows w hat 
th e  B ush ad m in is tra tio n  gets u p  to  a t o d d  h o u rs  o f
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th e  n ig h t. In  K essler’s PALACE, 300 m o n ito rs  stream  
live feeds fro m  som e 60 v ideo  cam eras s ited  a ro u n d  
th e  ex h ib itio n  space, w hile  fo rty -odd  k in e tic  scu lp ­
tu res  se t various im age schem es in  m o tio n , g e n e ra t­
in g  yet m o re  m e d ia  fo r  b ro a d c a s t o n  th o se  screens. 
B illb o a rd  p ix  o f  B ush, h is m a ra u d in g  arm y, S a d d a m ’s 
d e m o lish e d  palace , a n d  a sp raw ling  n a k e d  w om an 
loom  over every th in g  as ce n tra l m otifs, to  b e  end less­
ly r e p e a te d  th ro u g h  v ideo  feed b ack  loops. Doorways 
c u t in to  th e  b illb o a rd  p an e ls  im p lica te  viewers as 
they  e n te r  a n d  exit, as do  cam eras th a t ca tch  viewer 
a n d  b lu n t b a c k g ro u n d  im age ju x ta p o se d . S m aller 
im ages p ro life ra te  endlessly— lux u ry  au to m o b ile s , 
A m erican  so ld iers, fiery  exp losions, dusty  bom bed- 
o u t n e ig h b o rh o o d s , a p p la u d in g  po litic ians, th e  
W orld  T rade  C e n te r  ru in s , d a rk  sh irtless m e n  w ith 
arm s ra ised  in  su rre n d e r . T o rn  fro m  glossy m aga­
zines, re c o n fig u re d , re p u rp o se d , re c o rd e d , a n d  
rep layed , som e o f  these  p ic tu re s  a re  reco g n izab le ,

som e n o t, b u t each  is as m u c h  a p a r t  o f  th e  dizzying, 
d ea fe n in g  im age s trea m  as is any o th e r— as is the  
viewer, too.

Ind iv idua l m ach in es m ake th e ir  p a r tic u la r  p a ro ­
dies, som e m o re  p o in te d  th a n  o th e rs . SHOCK AND 
AWE (2005) p o in ts  a ca m e ra  o u t th e  gallery  w indow  
o n to  th e  L o n g  Is lan d  City in d u s tria l lan d scap e , cap ­
tu r in g  it a lo n g  w ith th e  o u tlin e  o f  a  fiery  sky p as ted  
o n to  th e  glass w indow pane . F ed  to  a m o n ito r, th e  two 
im ages f la tten  in to  o n e  a n d  p re s to , i t ’s A pril 2003 all

JON KESSLER, AMERICAN LANDSCAPE, 1989, 

wood, glass, steel, lights, Plexiglas, electronics and 

motor, 49 x 67 x 2 9 ” /  AMERIKANISCHE LANDSCHAFT, 

Holz, Glas, Stahl, Lampen, Plexiglas, Elektronik und 

Motor, 124,5 x 170 x 73,5 cm.
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over aga in , only  th is tim e th e  ta rg e t isn ’t  B aghdad , 
i t ’s Q ueens. E lsew here a  flock  o f  m ach in es ca lled  
SWANS (2005) film  th e  view er th ro u g h  ir re g u la r  
h o le s  c u t in to  w arp ed  sh ee ts  o f  a lu m in u m , th e  flip- 
side o f  w hich  a re  covered  in  h ea d sh o ts  o f  glossy m o d ­
els. Sm all LCD sc reen s sp it th e  d o u b le  faces back  ou t, 
co llapsed  to g e th e r  a n d  lo o k in g  like a n im a te d  ver­
sions o f  H a n n a h  H ö c h ’s F ro m  a n  E th n o g r a p h ic  M u s e u m  

series fro m  th e  m id-1920s, b u t w ith a devasta ting  
twist: am id  th e  d is to rte d  noses a n d  slashed  cheeks, 
th e  v iew er’s own live face s ta res help lessly  ou t.

E very th ing  is c o n n e c te d  to  every th ing  else in  THE 
PALACE AT 4 A.M. Im ages p ic k ed  u p  on  th is ca m e ra  o r  
g e n e ra te d  via th a t  m a c h in e  tra n sm it incessan tly  to  
any o f  a d o zen  banks o f  m o n ito rs . V iew ers w atch 
those  m o n ito rs  u n d e r  th e  su rveillance o f  o th e r  v ideo 
cam eras, them selves h o o k e d  u p  to  m o n ito rs . A m id it 
all h a n g  th re e  m iles o f  w iring  a n d  cables, visibly trac ­
in g  th e  co n n e c tio n s  a lo n g  w hich  d a ta  a n d  e lec tric ity  
sh u ttle  fro m  o n e  device to  an o th e r . E very th ing  is 
exposed : w h ere  th e  im ages com e fro m , w here  th e y ’re  
go ing , a n d  m o st im p o rta n tly  how  th e y ’re  b e in g  
m a n ip u la te d . T his is no  h ig h -tech  o p e ra tio n , leav ing  
viewers he lp less  in  th e  face o f  som e so p h is tica ted , 
invisib le security  system  w ith  a b r illia n t d ig ita l b ra in . 
I t ’s rad ically  d if fe re n t fro m  th e  everyday m e d ia  spec­
tacle , w h ere in  covertly  a l te re d  facts a n d  figu res g e t 
d ire c te d  a lo n g  lines d raw n  by p o litica l in te res ts  a n d  
focus g roups; so ld iers believe th e y ’re  b o m b in g  B agh­
d a d  in  revenge  fo r  9 /1 1 ,  o th e rs  th in k  th e y ’re  chasing  
dow n WMDs, a n d  i t ’s th e  “u n k n o w n  u n k n o w n s” (as 
o p p o se d  to  th e  “know n u n k n o w n s”) w e’re  to ld  to  
w atch o u t for. U n n erv in g ly  low  tech  a n d  tra n sp a re n t, 
THE PALACE AT 4 A.M. in s tea d  lays every th ing  o u t in  
p la in  s igh t— a n d  still th e  viewer is im p o te n t. E xposed  
o r  n o t, th e  spec tac le  rem a in s u n s to p p a b le  a n d  vo­
rac ious. To h o p e  fo r  a pow er o u tag e  w ould  be as 
p a th e tic  a n d  ho llow  a victory as tu rn in g  o ff th e  
n igh tly  news.

Even as th e  m e ch a n ism  o f  th e ir  p a rtic ip a tio n  is 
m ad e  clear, viewers c a n ’t escape th e  m a ch in e . I t ’s a 
devasta ting  d e m o n s tra tio n  o f  how  we a re  all im p li­
ca ted , n o  m a tte r  how  carefu lly  we m ay try to  k eep  o u t 
o f  th e  crosshairs. W e’re  all c a u g h t in  th e m — lucky fo r 
us th e y ’re  th e  crossha irs  o f  a v ideo  ca m e ra  a n d  n o t a 
m ach in e  gun .
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D e r  M a s c h i n e n b a u e r

L  O R I  W A X M A N

F rü h e r  b a u te  J o n  K essler M asch inen , d ie  K unst 
m a ch te n .

E ine  d ie se r  M asch in en  aus d em  J a h r  1992 hiess 
WORD BOX u n d  m a ch te  k o n k re te  Poesie. M an ste lle  
sich  e in e n  h o h e n , rec h tec k ig en  K asten  m it L ackan­
stric h  in  g e b ro c h e n e m  Weiss u n d  e in em  d arau s  h e r ­
v o rsc h lä n g e ln d e n  E lek tro k ab e l vor, e in e n  A p p ara t, 
d e r  in  e in e r  m o d e rn is tisc h e n  V ideosp ie lha lle , w enn  
es d e n n  so etwas gäbe, d u rc h a u s  am  r ic h tig e n  O rt 
gew esen w äre. G lassche iben  g ab e n  d e n  B lick fre i au f  
e in e  R eihe b e id se itig  b e m a lte r  schwarz-weisser W ort­
b ilder, d ie  sich  von  b e id e n  S eiten  lesen  Hessen, u n d  
a u f  d e n  M echan ism us, d e r  sie in  e in e r  p o e tisc h en  
F olge ho ch zo g , h in  u n d  h e r  schob  u n d  senk te . E ine 
a n d e re  M asch ine m it d em  T ite l AMERICAN LAND­
SCAPE # 2 (1990) sc h u f h in te r  ih re r  G lasfron t m a­
le risch e  L an d sc h afte n . Im  In n e rn  e ines m akello sen  
H o lzkastens b re ite te  sich  vor d e r  Kulisse e ines  d u rc h  
e in e n  D im m er g e re g e lte n  T ec h n ico lo r-S o n n e n u n te r-  
gangs e in e  au sg esp ro ch e n  am erik an isch e  S zenerie  
aus: e in e  d u n k le , flach e  E b en e  m it e in em  S ch u p p en , 
g e ta u c h t in  das b la u e  F lim m ern  e ines e c h te n  F e rn ­
sehgerä ts . M it se in e r  äu sse ren  H ü lle , d ie  an  F e rn seh ­
m ö b e l e r in n e r te , u n d  se in em  b u ch s täb lich  a n im ie r­
te n  In n e rn  b o t das D io ram a e in e  p itto re sk e  Szene, 
wie g eschaffen  fü r  e in e  F e rn se h g e n e ra tio n .

A n d ere  M asch in en  e rz eu g te n , a u f  e in e n  p a ra d o ­
x en  B eg riff g eb ra ch t, bew egte S tillleben . CRASHING 
BY DESIGN (A bsich tlicher Z usam m enstoss; 1986) 
p rä se n tie r te  e in  A rra n g e m e n t aus k ü n stlich e n  T rau­
b en , e in em  M ichelin -M ännchen , e in e r  S apporo-B ier-

JON KESSLER, SWAN #4, 2005, mixed media, monitor, 

camera, aluminum, found image, dimensions variable /  

SCHWAN #4, verschiedene Materialien, Monitor, Kamera, 

Aluminium, gefundenes Bild, Masse variabel.

L O R I  W A X M A N  doziert an der School o f the Art Institute 

o f  Chicago und ist D oktorandin am Institute o f  Fine Art der 

New York University.
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JON KESSLER, ONE HOUR PHOTO, 2004, mixed media, 

camera, monitor, postcards, lights, motor, 39 x 26 x 74” /  

verschiedene Materialien, Kamera, Monitor, Postkarten, 

Lampen, Motor, 99 x 66 x 188 cm.

dose , e in e r  ita lie n isc h en  Süssspeise, e in e r  D eko- 
S k u lp tu r  u n d  e in em  k le in en  P lastikau to  a u f  versch ie­
d e n e n  E b e n e n  e ines au fw änd igen  M etallgerüstes. 
Das G anze fu n k tio n ie rte  wie e in  bew egtes V anitas- 
S tillleben , d a  v e rsc h ied e n e  O b jek te  sich  d re h te n , 
w irb e lten  u n d  S ch a tten  w arfen , w ä h re n d  das A uto , 
g em essen  von e in em  T achom eter, en d lo s  h in  u n d  
h e r  raste . D ie I k e b a n a -Serie aus d em  J a h r  1994 b e ­
s ta n d  aus a u fg e h ä n g te n  L eu c h tk äs ten  aus A lum i­
n iu m , vor d e n e n  fa rb g e tre n n te  D ura trans-G rossfo r- 
m atd ias  a n g e b ra c h t w aren . D ie D ias ze ig ten  P h o to s 
e ines B lu m e n a rra n g e m e n ts  in  ja p a n is c h e m  Stil, w ur­
d e n  a b e r  d u rc h  e in e  m o to ris ie r te  V o rric h tu n g  s tän ­
d ig  h in - u n d  h e rg e sc h o b e n , sodass sie led ig lich  
e in e n  A u genb lick  la n g  e in  e in h e itlic h es  S tillleben  
b ild e te n  -  u n d  sich  d a n n  w ied er v e rsch o b en .

E ine  ganze  R e ihe  von  M asch inen  aus d e n  80er 
J a h re n  p ro d u z ie r te n  S ch a tten sp ie le . In  an  d ie W and 
g e h ä n g te n  G eb ild en  w ar e in  M ischm asch  von  ver­
sc h ie d e n e n  M ate ria lien  an g e b ra c h t, von Zw eigen 
u n d  M in ia tu rsch iffen  bis zu k le in en  M enschen figü r- 
ch e n  u n d  e in em  S p ielzeugk ipper. Vor d ie sen  h in g  
e in e  P ro jek tio n sfläch e  aus Glas o d e r  P lastik , a u f  d ie  
e la b o rie r te  L ich tsystem e b ez ie h u n g sre ic h e  S ch a tten  
w arfen . M o to ren  u n d  V o rric h tu n g e n  b o g e n  e in e n  
Ast in  d ie  e in e  R ich tu n g  u n d  sc h o b en  e in e n  P lastik­
so ld a te n  in  d ie  a n d e re  R ich tu n g , was d ie  W irk u n g  
d e r  P ro je k tio n  n o c h  ste ig e rte . D ie V erb o rg e n h e it, 
d e r  d ie  L a te rn a  M agica ih re  M agie v e rd an k t, feh lte  
h ie r  a lle rd ings. V on d e r  S eite g eseh en , g ab e n  A rb e i­
te n  wie GARAGE (1987) p reis , wie ih re  e leg a n ten  
S ch atten risse  von  ganz e le m e n ta re n  A n o rd n u n g e n  -  
in  d iesem  Fall e in e r  sich  a u f  e in e r  F a h rra d k e tte  d re-
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h e n d e n , von  e in e r  e in z ig en  G lü h b irn e  an g e s tra h lte n  
F isher-P rice-S p ie lzeuggarage -  h e r rü h r te n .

Es gab au c h  a n d e re  M asch inen , so lche, d ie  M usik 
m a ch te n , wie d ie  w uch tige  MUSIC BOX (1992), e in  
m itte la lte r lic h  a n m u te n d e s  G erä t aus H olz, S tahl 
u n d  L eder, das d e n  sc h lic h ten  M echan ism us e in e r  
M usikdose in  b eä n g s tig e n d e  D im e n sio n e n  vergrös- 
se rte . U n d  d ie  reizvoll sch räg e  A rb e it ARTS ET 
MÉTIERS (1989), be i d e r  e in  a lte r  B lasebalg, ein  Tele­
skop , e in  G ra m m o p h o n  u n d  e in  H olzfass zusam m en  
m it d iversen  S tau b sa u g e rsc h läu c h en  fü r  e in  K onzert 
aus G estö h n e , G eq u ie tsch e  u n d  G ekre ische  zweck­
e n tfre m d e t w u rd en . U n d  es gab  M asch inen , d ie  
T h e a te r  m a c h te n , wie d ie  w itzige A rb e it MARCELLO 
9000 (1994), b e i d e r  e in  b u n te r  h o h e r  S ch ran k  a u f  
e in e n  a n d e re n  zu ro llte . W enn d ie  b e id e n  S ch ränke , 
N a c h b ild u n g e n  von  IB M -G rossrechnern  aus d e n  60er 
J a h re n ,  sich  sch liesslich  b e rü h r te n , s tim m te n  d ie in  
ih re m  In n e rn  a n g e b ra c h te n  T o n b ä n d e r  a n th ro p o -  
m o rp h isc h  e in e n  le id e n sc h a ftlic h e n  D ialog  aus L a  

D o lc e  V ita  an .
J o n  K essler b a u te  f rü h e r  also, wie gesagt, M aschi­

n e n , d ie  K unst m a c h te n , o d e r  g en a u e r: M asch inen , 
d ie  etwas m a c h e n  w ollten , w orin  m a n  v ersc h ied e n e  
A rten  von  K unst m e h r  o d e r  w en ig e r w ie d e re rk e n n e n  
k o n n te . Was w en ig er u m stän d lich  a u sg ed rü ck t heis­
sen  soll, dass e r  M asch in en  b au te , d ie  K unst p a ro ­
d ie rte n . A lle rd ings g ib t es e b e n  au c h  w en ig e r auf­
w änd ige M e th o d en , k o n k re te  P oesie zu m a ch e n , als 
d ie , e in e n  M echan ism us in  M en sch en g rö sse  zu 
ges ta lten , u m  e in e  R e ihe  von W o rtb ild e rn  v o rzu fü h ­
ren . W ie w är’s m it K u g e lsch re ib e r u n d  P ap ier?  M an 
k an n  J o n  K essler n ic h t vo rw erfen , dass e r  sich  die 
S ache le ich t m ach t.

N ach  z e h n jä h rig e r  U n te rb re c h u n g  m a c h t K essler 
se it 2004 w ied er K unst. E r b a u t n ac h  wie vor M aschi­
n en , n u r  p ro d u z ie re n  d ie  M asch inen , d ie  e r  b au t, 
se lbst k e in e  K unst o d e r  etwas, das sich  bew usst d e n  
A n sch e in  von K unst gibt. Was n ic h t he issen  sollte, 
dass sie n ic h t ih re  a lte n  p a ro d is tisc h en  Tricks au f  
L ager h a b e n . G anz im  G egen teil. N u r h a b e n  sie th e ­
m atisch  g eseh e n  -  wie d ie  Z eiten  -  e in e  m ö rd e risc h e  
W ende g en o m m en : vom  K u ltu rschock  d e r  A u to m a­
te n k u n s t zum  Schock, d e r  d e n  F e in d  ü b e r ru m p e ln ­
d e n  in te llig e n te n  B om ben , von  d e r  K u ltu rp o litik  zu r 
P o litik  des Krieges.

N eh m e n  w ir zum  B eispiel THE CHERYL PICTURES, 
e in e  M asch ine aus d em  J a h r  2004, b e i d e r  e in e  nack­
te  K in d e rp u p p e  sich  am  E n d e  e in e r  H o lz la tte  a u f  
e in em  im p ro v isie rten  M e ta lls tä n d e r u n u n te rb ro ­
c h e n  im  Kreis d re h t. E ine  k le in e  Ü berw achungska- 
m e ra  v erfo lg t je d e  B ew egung C heryls u n d  verze ich ­
n e t  d ie  A usw irkungen  d e r  S chw erk raft a u f  ih r  langes 
ro tes  H a a r  u n d  ih re  b ew eg lichen  A u g e n lid e r  aus 
Plastik. A uf e in em  LCD-Bildschirm  w erd en  d ie  e in g e ­
spe is ten  V id eo a u fn ah m e n  abgesp ie lt, u n d  d o r t ist 
C heryl in  G ro ssau fn ah m e zu se h en , lä c h e ln d , als 
am ü sie rte  sie sich  p räc h tig , w ä h re n d  ih r  H a a r  im  
L ufts trom  w eh t u n d  ih re  A ugen  sich  v o r V erg n ü g en  
o d e r  irgendetw as in  d e r  A rt sch liessen  -  obw ohl sie 
ta tsäch lich  e in e r  e rn ie d r ig e n d e n  S itu a tio n  u n te rw o r­
fen  ist: D ie Ä rm ste ist gezw ungen , sich  en d lo s  im  
Kreis zu d re h e n . E ine S itu a tio n  rü ck sich ts lo se r G rau ­
sam k eit k an n  a u f  d em  M o n ito r e in e r  Ü berw ach u n g s­
an lage e rs ta u n lic h  f re u n d lic h  w irken.

D an n  ist d a  d ie  ebenfalls  2004 e n ts ta n d e n e  A rb e it 
ONE HOUR PHOTO, be i d e r  D u tze n d e  von  A nsich ts­
k a rte n  des W orld T rade C e n te r  an  e in e r  w inzigen 
Ü b erw ach u n g sk am era  v o rü b e rz ie h en . D ie B ild er 
b a u m e ln  an  e in e r  V o rrich tu n g , d ie  wie e in  M ittel­
d in g  zw ischen e in em  B ra th ä h n c h e n g rill u n d  e in em  
F liessband  w irkt, u n d  w erd en  jew eils  w aa g erec h t vor 
d e r  K am era h in - u n d  h e rg e sc h o b e n , bis sie sich  n ac h  
o b en  bew egen  u n d  dem  n ä c h s te n  B ild P latz m ach en . 
D ie d ire k t a u f  e in e n  M o n ito r ü b e r tra g e n e n  V ideo­
b ild e r  sin d  w esen tlich  b e u n ru h ig e n d e r , als es d ie  
e in ze ln en  P o stk arte n  v e rm u ten  lassen: e in e  s ta rk  ge- 
p ix e lte  A u fn ah m e, d ie  im m er w ied e r in  e in e r  Bewe­
g u n g  a u f  d ie  Twin Towers zoom t, so, als zeige es 
d e n  Blick aus d em  C o ck p it e ines  F lugzeuges u n ­
m itte lb a r  vor d em  E insch lag . Es ist e in e  A u fn ah m e 
aus d e r  P erspektive e ines  das F lugzeug  s te u e rn d e n  
T erro ris ten , n u r  fo lgen lo s wie e in  V ideosp iel.

D iese M asch in en  b ild e te n  zwei d e r  u n a b h ä n g ig e n  
S ta tio n en  in  Kesslers A usste llung  «G lobal V illage 
Idiot» 2004 b e i D eitch  P ro jects. D er d ie  B egriffe 
«globales D orf»  u n d  «D orftro tte l»  zu e in em  zeitge- 
m ässen  K ürzel v e rk n ü p fe n d e  T ite l d e r  A usste llung  
verw ies a u f  d e n  K re tin  im  A m t des U S-Präsidenten  
u n d  d ie  v e rh e e re n d e n , w e itre ic h e n d e n  F o lgen  seines 
Tuns wie au ch  a u f  e in e  R e ihe  a n d e re r  u n b e s tre itb a ­
re r  M issstände, d a ru n te r  das G eschäft m it d e r  S chön-
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h eit, das e in e  n ic h t se h r  b rasilian isch  a u sseh e n d e  
B ras ilian erin  n am en s G isele B ü n d c h e n  zum  weltwei­
ten  M assstab fü r  alles W eib liche u n d  B eg eh ren sw erte  
e rh e b t.

D ie fü r  sich  s te h e n d e n  M asch in en , d ie  d ie  ver­
sc h ie d e n e n  S ta tio n en  in  «G lobal V illage Id io t»  b ild e ­
te n , m a c h te n  B eisp ie le  in te rk o n tin e n ta le n  S ch re­
ckens zum  G eg e n sta n d  e in e r  aggressiven P a ro d ie  -  
a n g e tr ie b e n  von  e in e r  geistlo sen  A utom atik , w irk ten  
sie a lb tra u m h a ft v e rtrau t. M it THE PALACE AT 4 A.M., 
d e r  g ig a n tisc h en  In s ta lla tio n , d ie  e r  2005 in  P.S. 1 
zeig te , sc h u f  J o n  K essler a lle rd in g s  e in e  M aschine, 
d ie  alle v o rh e rg e h e n d e n  p a ro d is tisc h en  E p iso d en  
ü b e rtra f . E r b a u te  e in e  M aschine, d ie  d e n  M ed ien a p ­
p a ra t, d e n  p o litisc h en  A p p ara t, d ie  K riegsm asch ine -  
in  ih re r  g an zen  m an ip u la tiv en , unab lässig , m ite in a n ­
d e r  v e rq u ic k ten  A llgegenw art im itie rte .

D er T ite l von THE PALACE AT 4 A.M. ist d e r  r ic h ­
tu n g w eisen d e n  su rre a lis tisch en  S k u lp tu r  A lberto  
G iacom ettis  aus d em  J a h r  1932 e n t le h n t u n d  e r in ­
n e r t  g le ich ze itig  an  zwei h e u tig e  Z itad e llen , S chau ­
p lä tze  b iz a rre r  V orgänge: d e n  au sg eb o m b ten , von 
U S-Soldaten ü b e r ra n n te n  P alast S addam  H usse ins in  
B agdad  u n d  das W eisse H aus in  W ash ing ton , wo die

R e g ie ru n g  B ush  zu  sp ä tn ä c h tlic h e r  S tu n d e  G ott 
weiss was tre ib t. In  Kesslers PALACE ze igen  300 B ild­
sch irm e d ire k t e in g esp e is te  A u fn a h m e n  von  ru n d  60 
V ideokam eras, d ie  ü b e r  d ie  A u sste llu n g sräu m e ver­
te ilt s ind , w ä h re n d  m e h r  als 40 k in e tisch e  P lastiken  
v ersc h ied e n e  B ild a rran g em en ts  in  B ew egung se tzen  
u n d  so w eiteres M ateria l zu r  Ü b e r tra g u n g  a u f  d e n  
B ild sch irm en  lie fe rn . Ü b erd im e n s io n a le  B ild er von 
B ush, se in e r  m a ro d ie re n d e n  A rm ee, von  S addam s 
z e rs tö rtem  P alast u n d  e in e r  l ie g e n d e n  N ack ten  ü b e r ­
ra g e n  das G anze wie ze n tra le , d u rc h  d ie  im m er wie­
d e r  e in g esp e is te n  V ideosch le ifen  en d lo s  w ied e rh o lte  
M otive. D u rc h  D u rc h g än g e  in  d e n  g rossen  B ildw än­
d e n  w erd en  B e tra c h te r  b e im  B e tre te n  o d e r  V erlassen 
d e r  R äum e in  das G anze m it e in b ez o g en , u n d  Ka­
m eras, d ie  d ie  B e tra c h te r  vo r sc h o n u n g slo se n  H in ­
te rg ru n d b ild e rn  e in fa n g en , tu n  dasselbe . K leinere  
B ild er w ied e rh o len  sich u n e n d lic h  -  L uxusau to s, 
am erik an isch e  S o ld a ten , F eu erb ä lle  e x p lo d ie re n d e r  
B o m b en , stau b ig e  au sg eb o m b te  S tad tv ierte l, Beifall 
k la tsc h en d e  P olitiker, d ie  T rü m m er des W orld  T rade 
C en ter, d u n k e lh ä u tig e , h em d lo se  M ä n n e r m it zum  
Z e ich en  d e r  K ap itu la tio n  e rh o b e n e n  A rm en . M an­
ch e  d ie se r  aus H o ch g la n zm ag a z in e n  h era u sg erisse ­
n e n  B ilder, d ie  u m g esta lte t, zw eck en tfrem d et, m it 
d e r  V id eo k a m e ra  a u fg e n o m m e n  u n d  w ied e r abge­
sp ie lt w u rd en , s in d  w ied e re rk en n b a r, a n d e re  n ich t, 
alle a b e r  sin d  g le ich e rm assen  Teil d e r  S chw indel 
e r re g e n d e n , b e tä u b e n d e n  B ild e rf lu t -  g en au so  wie 
d e r  B e tra c h te r  selbst.

E in ze ln e  M asch in en  tre ib e n  ih re  spezifischen  
P a ro d ie n , e in ig e  u n m issv e rs tä n d lic h e r  als a n d e re . 
SCHOCK AND AWE (2005) etwa r ic h te t e in e  K am era 
aus d em  F en s te r  e ines  A usste llungsraum s u n d  fän g t 
d ie  In d u s tr ie la n d sc h a f t von  L o n g  Is lan d  City zusam ­
m e n  m it e in em  a u f  d ie  G lasscheibe des F enste rs 
g ek leb te n  Bild e ines b re n n e n d e n  H im m els e in . A uf

JON KESSLER, MARCELLO 9000, 1994, mixed 

media, lights, motors, audiotape, 60 x 27 x 1 6 2 ” /  

verschiedene Materialien, Lampen, Motore, Ton­

band, 152,5 x 68,5 x 411,5 cm.
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JON KESSLER, WORD BOX, 1992, wood, glass, acrylic and 

enamel on plywood, gears, chain, lights, motor, 76 x 32 x 3 3 ”, collabo­

ration with Paul Auster (text) and Christopher Wool (paintings) /  

WORTKISTE, Holz, Glas, Acryl und Email auf  Sperrholz, Getriebe, 

Kette, Lampen, Motor, 193 x 81 x 83 cm, in Zusammenarbeit mit 

Paul Auster (Text) und Christopher Wool (Bilder).

d em  M onito r, g e h e n  d ie b e id e n  B ild er n ah tlo s  in ­
e in a n d e r  ü ber, u n d  sch o n  sc h re ib e n  w ir w ied e r A pril 
2003, n u r  ist das Ziel d iesm al n ic h t B agdad , so n d e rn  
Q u een s. E in  w eiteres B eispiel b ie te t d ie  S ch ar von 
M asch in en  m it d em  T ite l SWANS (2005), d ie  aus ver­
b o g e n e n  A lu m in iu m b le c h p la tte n  b e s te h e n , in  die 
u n reg e lm ässig e  L ö c h e r  g e sc h n itte n  sind . V ideoka­
m eras h in te r  d e n  B lec h p la tten  f ilm en  d u rc h  d ie 
L ö c h e r  d e n  B e tra c h te r  u n d  m it d ie sem  d ie  N ah a u f­
n a h m e n  d e r  G esich te r g la m o u rö se r  M odels, m it 
d e n e n  d ie  B lec h p la tten  a u f  d e r  In n e n se ite  ü b e rz o ­
g en  sind . K leine LCD -Bildschirm e sp u ck en  d ie D op­
p e lg e s ic h te r  w ied e r aus, d ie  wie bew egte P h o to m o n ­
ta g en  in  A n le h n u n g  an  H a n n a h  H o ch s C o llagenserie  
«Aus e in em  e th n o g ra p h isc h e n  M useum » aus d e r  
zw eiten  H älfte  d e r  20er J a h re n  w irken , a lle rd in g s  m it 
e in e r  n ie d e rsc h m e tte rn d e n  W endung : In m itte n  d e r  
v e rz e rrte n  N asen  u n d  au fg esch litz ten  B acken  s ta rr t 
h ilflos das L ive-G esicht des B e trac h te rs  h eraus.

In  THE PALACE AT 4 A.M. h ä n g t alles m ite in a n d e r  
zusam m en . B ilder, d ie  von  d ie se r  K am era erfasst 
o d e r  d u rc h  je n e  M asch ine e rz e u g t w erd en , w erd en  
unab lässig  a u f  e in  D u tze n d  B ild sch irm aggrega te  
ü b e r tra g e n . D ie B e tra c h te r  b lick en  a u f  d iese  B ild­
sch irm e  u n te r  d em  w achsam en  A uge a n d e re r  V ideo­
kam eras, d ie  ih re rse its  w ied er an  M o n ito re n  an g e ­
sch lossen  sind . In m itte n  des G anzen  h ä n g e n  fast 
fü n f  K ilo m e te r L e itu n g e n  u n d  K abel, d ie  m a te rie lle n  
T räg er d e r  V e rb in d u n g e n , ü b e r  d ie  D a ten  u n d  E lek­
tr iz itä t zw ischen d e n  v e rsc h ie d e n e n  G e rä ten  h in- 
u n d  h e rg e sch ic k t w erd en . Alles ist s ic h tb a r  gem ach t: 
w o h er d ie  B ilder k o m m en , w oh in  sie g e h e n  u n d  vor 
a llem , wie sie m a n ip u lie r t  w erd en . Es ist dies kein  
H igh tech -V organg  wie irg e n d e in  h o c h  kom pliz ie rtes, 
u n s ic h tb a re s  S icherhe itssystem  m it e in em  b r illa n te n  
d ig ita len  G eh irn , d em  sich  d e r  B e tra c h te r  m ach tlo s 
g e g e n ü b e rs ie h t. Es u n te rsc h e id e t sich  ganz g ru n d le ­

g e n d  vom  tag täg lich en  M ed ien sp ek tak el, in  d em  fri­
s ie rte  F ak ten  u n d  Z ah len  j e  n ac h  p o litisc h en  In te re s ­
sen  u n d  V orgaben  k an a lis ie rt w erd en , sodass S o lda­
te n  g lau b en , sie b o m b a rd ie r te n  B agdad  als R ache fü r  
d e n  11. S ep te m b er o d e r  sie se ien  a u f  d e r  J a g d  n ac h  
M assenvern ich tungsw affen , w äh re n d  m a n  u n s sagt, 
w ir so llten  uns h ü te n  vo r d e n  «D ingen , von  d e n e n  
w ir n ic h t w issen, dass w ir sie n ic h t w issen» (im  U n te r ­
sch ied  zu «den  D ingen , von d e n e n  w ir w issen, dass 
wir sie n ic h t w issen»). THE PALACE AT 4 A.M. ist te c h ­
n isch  g eseh e n  ir r i t ie re n d  u n b e d a rf t ,  t r a n sp a re n t 
u n d  fü h r t  alles s ic h tb a r  v o r A u g en  -  u n d  d e n n o c h  ist 
d e r  B e tra c h te r  m ach tlos. O b  b lo ssgeste llt o d e r  n ich t, 
das S pek takel b le ib t u n e rsä ttlic h  u n d  ist so o d e r  so 
n ic h t au fzu h a lten . A u f e in e n  S trom ausfall zu h o ffen  
w äre e in  eb en so  e rb ä rm lic h e r  u n d  h o h le r  Sieg wie 
d ie  A b e n d n a c h ric h te n  ab zu sch alten .

S elbst w enn  d e r  M echan ism us d ie E in b e z ie h u n g  
des B e trach te rs  o ffen leg t, k an n  e r  sich  d e r  M aschine 
n ic h t e n tz ie h en . Es ist e in e  n ie d e rsc h m e tte rn d e  
D em o n s tra tio n  u n se r  a lle r  V erstrickung , u n g e a c h te t 
all u n se re r  B e m ü h u n g e n , au sserh a lb  des F ad e n k re u ­
zes zu b le ib en . W ir sin d  d a r in  g e fa n g en  u n d  k ö n n e n  
von G lück re d e n , dass es sich  u m  das F ad en k reu z  
e in e r  V id eo k am era  u n d  n ic h t e ines M asch inenge­
w ehrs h an d e lt.

(Übersetzung: Bram Opstelten)
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