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reviews

Neoliberal Gothic  
on stephen Dillemuth and Nils Norman at reena 
spaulings Fine art, New York

after various collaborative works, performances and 

projects in the past years, artists stephan Dillemuth 

and Nils Norman have now teamed up for a joint appea-

rance at New York’s reena spaulings gallery where 

they interpreted the excrescences of the capitalist 

crisis in an installation. in a conspirative manner, they 

followed media traces and other indications of the 

recent social changes and threats, not least referring to 

the domain of art itself.

apart from displaying severed limbs, they posed 

the question as to which attitudes towards the market 

are still feasible under the given circumstances—and 

where a strategic “yes-and-no” answer might lead.

The prevailing sensibility of “You Have Been 
Misinformed”, the recent exhibition by Stephan 
Dillemuth and Nils Norman at Reena Spaulings 
gallery, might be described as neoliberal gothic. 
A compendium of ruined spaces, severed body-
parts, uncanny nocturnal reveries and grotesque 
figures of vampiric predation, apocalyptic mad-
ness and impoverished decrepitude, the exhibi-
tion mobilized a full range of tropes associated 
with the Gothic as an historical genre. However, 
the gloomy atmosphere conjured by Dillemuth 
and Norman was something quite different than 
the so-called “New Gothic” that became promi-
nent in certain strains of European and American 
art of the early 2000s, exemplified by figures 

including Damien Hirst, Aida Ruilova and Banks 
Violette. Advocated by critics such as Jerry Saltz 
and curators such as Shamin Momin as a vaguely 
millennial-cum-post-9/11 zeitgeist involving an 
exploration of “the negative, the melancholic, 
and the barbaric”, this tendency was best com-
prehended in terms of what Benjamin Buchloh 
long ago diagnosed as “ciphers of regression” 
symptomatizing the attempt by artists to escape 
or sublimate the crisis-laden social conditions in 
which they find themselves through recourse to 
mythic, supernatural or obscurantist themes.1 
Dillemuth and Norman, by contrast, articulated 
their aesthetics of morbidity in terms of a critical, 
though ultimately cynical response to the current 
global financial crisis and its soon-to-come fallout 
in the economic and institutional circuits of the 
artworld. In the words of the press-release, “this 
is a credit-crunch, pre-art-crunch extravaganza 
— don’t miss it!”

Such stakes were belied by the relatively 
sparse, if not impoverished installation of the 
exhibition. Hanging from the ceiling at the back 
of the gallery was a large, horizontally oriented 
panel-canvas bearing a faded, apparently weather-
beaten grid-formation in which each cellular 
unit featured an alternating pattern of triangular 
fill-ins, suggesting a kind of minimalist-cum-
decorative mural from the late-seventies. Lining 
the perimeters of the other walls of the gallery 
were a series of desiccated tree-trunks rendered in 
white plaster and two smaller, vertically-oriented 
panel-canvases marked on one side with the faint 
tracings of a brick wall and on the other with 
unidentifiable stains, splatters of gesso and bits 
of urban detritus, including a crumpled, abject 
one-dollar bill. The severed hand of a mannequin 
had been affixed to the surface of the first of the 
panels, jutting out into the space of the viewer in 
a seemingly incongruous surrealist fashion à la 
Robert Gober. Situated at the center of the gallery 
was a bench-object fashioned from poorly-prim-
ered plywood into a ninety-degree corner. Off of 
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the upper-right-hand corner of the latter element 
was a disintegrating negative cast of the nook of 
the L-beam done in plaster; upon closer inspec-
tion, this corner-casting bore the barely-legible 
impression of a body, evoking the indexical 
procedures of post-minimalist process artists such 
as Bruce Nauman or Anna Mendieta and begging 
the question: who or what had left its evidentiary 
traces in this indeterminate crime-scene? 

Addressing its audience as forensic investiga-
tors in a kind of degraded Gothic mystery, this 
question had to be considered in relation to the 
contemporary references staged in the center-
piece of the exhibition, a pile of three large, 
outmoded television sets across which was looped 
a set of grotesque portraits of variously situ-
ated economic and artistic actors intercut with a 
screen-crawl of electronic text offering technical 
definitions of exotic financial instruments such 
as collateralized debt obligation and credit default swap. 
One portrait was appropriated footage from an 
pseudo-populist apocalyptic on-air outburst by 
the self-styled “maverick” CNBC financial pundit 
Jim Cramer in April 2007 in response to the 
then-emergent mortgage-market meltdown, in 
which he hypocritically adopts a populist rhetoric 
of defending at-risk middle class homeowners 
and investors despite having advocated over the 
preceding decade the very regimes of financial 
deregulation that facilitated the growth of preda-
tory subprime lending industry in the first place; 
another was a low-budget parody of Victor Pin-
chuk, a Ukrainian oligarch and “mega-collector” 
of contemporary artists such as Damien Hirst and 
Jeff Koons, who enriched himself by skillfully 
exploiting the process of neoliberal privatization 
of the state-owned iron and steel sector of the 
former Soviet economy. A third portrait was of 
Bill Ruperecht, chief executive of the Sotheby’s art 
dealership; Ruperecht is portrayed in the video 
as a macabre Paul McCarthyesque figure with a 
poorly applied prosthetic nose and a slight stream 
of blood dripping down his chin speaking about 

the transcendence of the cultural and financial 
value of “excellent works of contemporary art” in 
front of what appears to be the interior window 
of Reena Spaulings itself. Portrayed by the same 
“actor”, the fourth figure featured in the video-
loop is kind of decrepit doppelgänger to the Ruper-
echt character. Supplementing the same prosthetic 
nose with a pair of hipster aviator sunglasses, a 
trucker cap and a mangy mop of dark hair, we 
witness this ambiguousness as he paces obses-
sively back-and-forth in front of the back-window 
of Reena Spaulings gallery, and eventually crawls 
in apparent agony down the length of the gallery 
clutching an unidentified bubble-wrapped (art?) 
object. In another scene he speaks directly to the 
camera, obliquely ventriloquizing a statement by 
Damien Hirst concerning the “consortium” put 
together by the artist to purchase his infamous 
diamond-encrusted skull “For the Love of God”, 
cynically remarking that “its a very democratic 
way to sell art”. These moments are interspersed 
with close-up shots of a poorly costumed zombie-
hand fumbling with a Blackberry device, echoing 
the severed hand affixed to the hanging panel and 
pathetically re-materializing the theological figure 
of the “invisible hand” undergirding the imagi-
nary of the “free market”. Finally, we witness this 
figure in various states of physical decrepitude 
aimlessly wandering the alleys, stairwells and 
plazas of the lower Manhattan financial district in 
the dead of night like so many abandoned crypts; 
the figure hovers between homeless vagabond, 
dejected corporate vampire, urban sasquatch and 
burnt-out bohemian engaged in a farcical derivé 2. 
At one point the figure curls up in the L-shaped 
nook of a vaguely minimalist bench in a desolate 
corporate plaza, thus providing a narrative clue 
as to the (non-)identity of the entropic body-cast 
appearing in the real space of the gallery. 

With this scene it becomes clear that Norman 
and Dillemuth have performed a kind of Smith-
son-inspired displacement of this architectural 
site — 77 Water Street, to be exact — into the non-



143

site of the gallery, immersing viewers in a kind of 
sham ruin akin to the artificially degraded Gothic 
architectural elements populating Sanderson 
Miller’s famous mid-18th century landscape at 
Hagley Park. Rather than fragments of a distant 
civilizational epoch, however, the ruins conjured 
by Norman and Dillemuth pertain to the recently 
outmoded era of corporate-sanctioned works of 
“art in public spaces” which seem laughably naive 
in their relatively sincere concern with measured 
good taste and supposed democratic accessibil-
ity compared to the obscene public spectacles of 
private expenditure surrounding figures such as 
Hirst. 

The ambition of Dillemuth and Norman’s 
exhibition was to present a compelling articula-
tion of the aforementioned art-historical refer-
ences and contemporary politico-economic events 
by staging what Buchloh might call “emblems 
for the melancholic infantilism of the avant-
garde artist who has come to realize his historical 
failure”. For Buchloh, the “failure” in question 
concerned the relation of certain interwar (and by 
analogy) Reagan-era artists to progressive socio-
political transformation. For Dillemuth and Nor-
man, however, the failed historical role assumed 
by the artist is less that of socio-political catalyst 
than a cynical market-operator riding the risky 
waves of capitalist boom-and-bust and providing 
the narcissistic mirror-image of those specula-
tively investing in his or her labor — from mega-
collectors such as Pinchuk to small-time start-up 
connoisseurs artificially inflating the careers of 
flavor-of-the-month art-school painters.

Yet while diagnostic rather than symptomatic 
of such phenomena, Dillemuth and Norman’s 
project arguably falls prey to its own form of 
cynicism that dwells on exposing the hidden 
complicities of this or that institution while 
resigning itself to a morally superior yet ulti-
mately powerless position of “criticality”. This 
point was recently echoed by Jacques Rancière 
in an interview with critic Fulvia Carnevale 

and Reena Spaulings co-founder John Kelsey in 
Artforum: “The critique of the market has become 
a morose reassessment that forestalls emancipated 
minds and practices.”3 Rancière’s point was not 
of course to either embrace the (art) market or 
to simply accept it as given, but rather to con-
sider the multiplicity of markets, institutions and 
fields in which artworks might be produced and 
circulated that are not absolutely determined 
by the logics of speculation, commodification 
and spectacularization operative in the highly 
exclusive and easily denounced realm occupied by 
figures such as Koons and Hirst.4 Here we might 
consider the entire world of not-for-profit, grant-
dependent institutions such as Art In General 
and Creative Time, university-affiliated programs 
such as the Vera List Center for Art and Politics at 
the New School, collaborative artist-run spaces 
such as 16 Beaver and even a tactically ambiguous 
quasi-commercial space such as Reena Spaulings 
itself. To be sure, all of the above are influenced 
in varying degrees by the specific fluctuations 
of the speculative art-market; more importantly, 
however, they are influenced by the longer-term 
investments and commitments of liberal-elite 
institutional and economic actors — both public 
and private — who, while not simply profit-moti-
vated in their dealings with art, are themselves 
nonetheless entangled in complex ways with 
large pools of liquid capital in global markets and 
therefore highly risk-exposed. This is to say that 
while the current financial crisis will undoubtedly 
have damaging effects for the most important 
supporters of and platforms for contemporary art-
ists, the response by the majority of the latter will 
likely be less a matter of Baudelairean existential 
agony concerning their supposedly promiscu-
ous relation to the commercial art-market than a 
question of when and where, at a moment of deep 
budget cuts, they can secure an adjunct teaching 
job, a state-funded research grant or a privately 
sponsored partnership with an NGO or founda-
tion. In other words, most artists approach the 
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commercial art-market as one indirect site relative 
to others in a banal workaday reality concerning 
the sustainability of their professional practice 
rather than a grand modernist dialectic to be 
played out in either the form or content of their 
work.5

As T. J. Demos has argued, while Norman is 
deeply concerned with the potential complicity of 
contemporary art with so-called “spectacle”, the 
artist has often tempered this pessimistic stance 
by putting forth impossible “utopian” visions of 
alternative socio-ecological arrangements for the 
capitalist city that in their very unrealizeability 
make substantial political claims for “reclaim-
ing the commons” from neoliberal privatiza-
tion.6 Described by Demos in terms of an “ironic 
doubling” that exceed the apparent paralysis of 
earlier artistic models of negative criticality, this 
impulse is entirely absent from “You Have Been 
Misinformed”, which relinquishes any utopian 
energy to a form of sardonic, grotesque aggres-
sion against an indifferent sitting-duck of a target 
such as Hirst.

Faced with a crisis that appears sublime in 
its planetary scale, technical complexity and 
catastrophic potential, the temporary autonomous 
zones and self-sufficient urban-agrarian com-
munes polemically conjured by a post-situationist 
artist such as Norman in earlier works such as the 
counter-gentrification proposal-poster “Edible 
Forest Garden Park and Monument to Civil Dis-
obedience Adventure Playground” (2001) indeed 
seem inadequate; but the alternative put forth in 
“You Have Been Misinformed” appears simulta-
neously myopic and melancholic when compared 
to the Center for Urban Pedagogy’s (CUP) recent 
exhibition “Red Lines, Death Vows, Foreclosures, 
Risk Structures” at the MIT Center for Advanced 
Visual Studies. 

Drawing on post-Bauhaus information-display 
techniques and post-modernist counter-exhibi-
tonary practices, the CUP show constructs a visual 
genealogy of the post-war U.S. mortgage-market, 

tracking the entanglement of racial and class 
inequalities of urban environments with the 
gradual deregulation of global financial systems 
over the past twenty years — a relationship exem-
plified by the proliferation of predatory subprime 
real-estate lenders whose uncontrolled short-term 
profiteering catalyzed the recent wave of U.S. bank 
failures. Whereas the public “you” interpellated 
by “You Have Been Misinformed” is addressed 
with a tone of post-mortem told-you-so gloating, 
CUP has used its CAVS exhibition as a platform for 
wide-ranging public debate involving urban-
ists, activists, historians and financial experts 
concerning the origins of the mortgage-market 
meltdown and the impact thereof on the most 
vulnerable groups of U.S. society. CUP appreci-
ates the “gothic” qualities of the current crisis, 
beginning with a consideration of the etymology 
of mortgage — “death vow”. But in forensically 
tracking what Marx called the “vampiric” logic 
of capitalism, CUP insists that we begin with the 
ghostly landscapes of residential foreclosure and 
municipal austerity — and the traces of intoler-
able suffering inscribed therein — rather than the 
perennial danse macabre performed by the avant-
garde with what Clement Greenberg once called 
its “umbilical cord of gold”. 
Yates McKee

“Stephan Dillemuth and Nils Norman. You Have Been 
Misinformed.”, Reena Spaulings Fine Art, New York, Juli 17 

– September 21, 2008.

Notes
1  Benjamin Buchloh, „Figures of Authority, Ciphers of 

Regression“, in: Brian Wallis, ed. Art After Modernism: 
Rethinking Representation, New York, Godine, 1984), S. 
107. For a collection of historical texts pertaining to the 
so-called “New Gothic” of the early-mid 2000s, see Gilda 
Williams, ed. The Gothic, Whitechapel 2007, pp. 36–66. 
Williams usefully situates these texts in relation to classic 
literary and theoretical sources ranging from Walpole to 
Freud to Mike Kelley, but ends up dissolving the meaning 
of Gothic into anything vaguely creepy, disturbing, abject 
or alien — a risk inherent in this notoriously slippery gene-
ric term to begin with.


