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JOHANNES WOHNSEIFER AT CASEY KAPLAN, NEW YORK 

Johannes Wohnseifer is a great manipulator of history, bending notions of time 
and reconfiguring cultural iconography to concoct his conceptual-art chronicles. 
The outcome can be lucid or intentionally muddled. His latest show, "Emptiness 
and Violence II" (all works 2007), at Casey Kaplan, embraces both sleekness and 
obfuscation through a mash-up of stripped-down works with complex themes. 

As the title makes explicit, "Emptiness and Violence II" is a sequel, part two of 
"Leere und Gewalt (1978-2003)," which showed at the Sprengel Museum in 
Hanover, Germany, in 2003. In that exhibition, Wohnseifer strung together far-
flung allusions - the gangster film 'Goodfellas,' the famous 1978 robbery of a 
Lufthansa Cargo jet at New York's Kennedy Airport (which 'Goodfellas' is partially 
based on), and stories of the Sprengel Museum and the city of Hanover - to 
create one vast conspiracy. 

The sequel is no less wacky in its parallels. In fact, it's even more expansive, 
starting (or ending) in Ancient Egypt with stops in Nazi Germany, East Germany, 
imperial Ethiopia, and Pasadena, California, along the way. Even MoMA, New 
York, and MOCA, Los Angeles, get mentioned; two freestanding surfboards list 
the names of the juggernaut museums' board members, a cheeky double 
entendre on the word "board." 

 

 
Johannes Wohnseifer, 'Burial Chamber (Exhibition Poster)', 2007 
Acrylic, lacquer on aluminum 
71 x 71 x 1/2"  
Unique 



Upon entering the gallery, the viewer is greeted by 'Burial Chamber (Exhibition 
Poster),' a diagrammatic painting of the Egyptian king Cheops' monumental 
tomb, The Great Pyramid of Giza. On its press release, the gallery declares that 
"the secret burial chamber of the Cheops Pyramid hints at the structure of the 
exhibition, and its deceptive paths," which, if true, is hardly evident but an 
interesting starting point nonetheless. 

Thirteen red Plexiglas vitrines called 'Emptiness and Violence (1933-1945)' form 
a sanguine row of rectangles along two walls of the main gallery. On closer 
inspection of the boxes, we can make out paintings of bucolic landscapes and 
salty seascapes, as well as one earnest portrait of a German shepherd, that 
notorious breed of police dog. Unnamed artists painted each of these benign 
scenes in Germany during the thirteen years of Nazi rule, one painting on display 
per year. The red-fronted Plexiglas is so oppressive, however, that many 
viewers, myself included, would crane around the vitrines to peek at the 
paintings through the clear, narrow sidewalls. 

 

 

 
Johannes Wohnseifer, 'Emptiness & Violence (1933-1945)' (DETAIL), 2007 
Installation of 13 found oil paintings, Plexiglas 
Dimensions variable 
Unique 

 
Still, it is interesting to see an artistic take on Nazi Germany that avoids 
depictions of swastikas, Hitler, the Holocaust, or any Politik at all, and yet 



manages to hold so much insight - especially because Wohnseifer grew up in 
Germany under the long shadow of Nazism, decades after its collapse. 

Echoing the repetitious pattern of the crimson vitrines is 'Kalender,' a set of 
twelve (as in twelve months of the Julian calendar) nearly identical silkscreens 
showing the cover of 'Grundlagen der Psychodiagnostik' (1977), an East German 
psychology book which features a black and white photograph of a preteen with 
a very seventies bowl-cut. The child model would have been about the same age 
as Wohnseifer at the time of publication, conjuring a sense of autobiographical 
nostalgia. Here, we also see a return of the pyramid. This time, the shape is a 
spectral prism blocking the child's face, and painted in alternating reds, oranges, 
yellows, greens, and blues.  

Between the main gallery and the rear gallery, a handless clock signals the time-
warp sensation felt throughout the show and a found Ethiopian rug loosens the 
atmosphere. Which leads us to the rear gallery, where the mood feels more 
relaxed. I like this room. Gone are the formality and repetition of the main 
gallery. An outsized 'Time' magazine cover from 1930, made into a door, 
welcomes the viewer with the friendly, regal face of Ethiopian emperor Haile 
Selassie. (In English, the name translates to "The Power of the Trinity," which 
perhaps marks the reentry of our triangular friend the pyramid.) 

 

 
Johannes Wohnseifer, 'Clock', 2007 
Powder coated aluminum (RAL 9016 - Verkehrsweiß), wall painting 
39-1/3 x 39-1/3 x 1/2" 



 

 
Johannes Wohnseifer, 'The King of Kings (1930)', 2007 
Aluminum, transferred photograph laminated on Plexiglas, metal 
71-3/5 x 98-1/2 x 2-2/5" 
Unique 

 
Go through or around the 'Time' door and you will find a smooth zebrawood bar 
with overhead lamps of red, yellow, and green, the colors of the Ethiopian flag. 
The sculpture also serves as a tribute to fellow German artist Blinky Palermo and 
his seminal painting cycle "To the People of New York City" (1976-1977). Next to 
the bar hangs the most overtly funny piece in the show, 'Pasadena 1963,' a black 
and white text painting that reads, "CHESS ACE CHASE ASS." This almost-
anagram is a jibe at the infamous 1963 portrait of Marcel Duchamp playing chess 
with the very naked beauty Eve Babitz. 

Overall, 'Emptiness and Violence II' may be too clever for its own good, so 
loaded with conceptual devices and eclectic styles that the pieces seem 
disjointed. We learn of the works' interconnections by hearsay rather than 
finding the links by ourselves. It would take a master conspiracy theorist - one 
with many hours of free time to spend at the library and on the Internet - to 
completely crack Wohnseifer's esoteric associations. The rest of us are left 
standing outside the red Plexiglas, squinting in vain. 

Trent Morse 
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