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Everybody loves a fairy tale. Children do. Even we grownups, we've never really 

lost our appetite for make-believe. We've merely sublimated it. We pay taxes. 

Here then is an adult fairy tale, the one you and I subsidize the ongoing scripting 

and staging of. It takes place everywhere and nowhere, in a faraway castle, at the center 

of our lives, in the scorched earth America is and the storybook fantasy it pretends to be. 

As dreams go, it's a nightmare, but it's bought nevertheless by a society whose members 

have abdicated the power to dream on their own. It's a kingdom of co-dependents, whose 

despots swear to be servants of the people, a dysfunctional empire administered by 

puppets and mascots and scapegoats and cheerleaders, by those dupes we've invited to 

assume responsibility for what gets decided in our name, by rulers who we as subjects 

have created in our own likeness – collared and on a leash. Who better than domesticated 

pets to write the law of the jungle? 

Step right up, it's the greatest show on earth, this three-piece, three-ring 

(executive, legislative, judicial) circus: see the hawks and doves, bald eagles and golden 

bears, Republicans and Democrats. Paper tigers all, they act with such conviction, yet it's 

an act all the same, their performance intended solely for our entertainment. But 

something's different about the show they put on today. A new ringmaster has taken the 

floor, dressed in powder wig and leather pants, a figure at once public and shadowy, a 

representative of what's most repressed in our political imagination. As a politician, he 

embodies not the voters' decision over who should govern so much as their decision to be 

governed at all. He's a symbol of the people's power to disempower themselves. He's the 

shepherd of a lost flock, a gatherer of strays, a true man of the people, a nobody. He 

speaks for a citizenry of bastard children, a nation abandoned by its founding fathers 

(remember what Thomas Jefferson once wrote, issuing his own pink slip, "That 

government is best which governs least"; or as the proto-anarchist Jean Varlet put it a few 

years later, "What a social monstrosity this revolutionary government is – to any rational 

person, government and revolution are incompatible, unless the people wish to set up 

their delegates in a permanent state of insurrection against themselves, which is too 

absurd to believe."). Yes, we're a constituency of crybabies who refuse to grow up. That 
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is our will, and those we elect only carry it out. Welcome to our democratic way of life, 

our theater of the absurd. 

The man cracking the circus whip, the one encouraging our higher officials to 

jump through hoops, is Mike Kelley; alas, it's his recent Aesop-esque artworks that our 

dark fairy tale paraphrases. For some time now, Kelley has been herding toy animals and 

homemade dolls into his wall reliefs and sculptural tableaux, training them to perform 

intellectual feats, parrot artistic statements, to act out his fantasies about the world and 

how it works. True, the lineage of critters in Kelley's art extends farther back, past 1982's 

Monkey Island to the birdhouses he made as a graduate at CalArts. But never has his 

work been this warm and fuzzy, this wuvable. Nor has it ever seemed so cruel. 

A cheap though no less surefire trick to gain our sympathies, Kelley's 

appropriation of stuffed animals preys on our sentimental weakness for the underdog, our 

knee-jerk identification with the childlike and innocent, our veneration of powerlessness 

and servility as twin aspects of the ultimate Good. Possessing a folkish integrity that's en-

hanced the more orphaned and needy they appear, Kelley's creatures attain model 

citizenship by their being salvaged from thrift stores rather than bought new – stripped of 

marketplace promotions, humbled by use, they are returned to their natural habitat – 

neglect (more than stuffed, these animals are fucked). So much for subtlety; as a 

manipulator, Kelley is hyperactive, toying with our emotions like it was child's play. 

Though directing his actors from offstage, his presence is everywhere apparent, 

aggressively working the crowd, pimping his gold-hearted prostitutes, exploiting not 

only their eternal promise of unconditional love but also all of us who feel the least bit 

moved by it. And from the mouths of these babes, bubbling up through their patient 

silence, Kelley brings forth philosophical conundrums and dumb jokes; he's the Hyde-like 

flipside of Dr. Dolittle, a foul-mouthed ventriloquist, a wolf in sheep's clothing. Or, to be 

more precise, he's a caricature of the typical political populist, a split personality whose 

double-talk mixes equal parts feel-good liberalism ("We, ourselves, want to perpetuate 

democracy – will you be my something else?" purrs one of Kelley's teddy bears) and 

ruthless powerlust (in the words of political scholar P. T. Barnum, "There's a sucker born 

every minute"). With the aid of his furry friends, Kelley makes art that everyone – rich 

and poor, children as well as adults – can feel disturbed by. 

Something like political ambitions have long lurked in Kelley's work. Resembling 

propaganda as much as it does art, his output often adopts the conventions of public ad-

dress – simple black-and-white illustrations and diagrams, declarative banners and 
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slogans. Yet it's just as obvious that, no matter how hard he tries, Kelley's political 

philosophy is unlikely to ever achieve coherence. Like an ardent law student who can't 

seem to graduate, he's as tireless in his quest for answers as he is unproductive. Kelley 

neither denies nor accepts authority – he just keeps puzzling over it. Indeed, he can't keep 

his eyes off the figures by which authority presents itself – Mother Nature, God and 

Country, Mom and Dad are all favorite topics. Yet in each case, Kelley can't tell the ideal 

from the body of writings that produces it; he's too easily seduced by the convolutions of 

thinking to stick to the point. So while his art appears devoted to philosophical pursuits, 

riddled with question marks and exclamations, his conclusions always end up lost in the 

arguments he makes for them. He has a knack for overextending lines of thought, the 

better to tangle and knot them, giving his theories more than enough rope to hang 

themselves. The logic Kelley literally exhibits in his work runs like a maze without an 

exit, a racecourse without a finish line. 

A disoriented cartographer, Kelley maps a world whose stabilizing poles – nature 

and culture, high and low, good and evil – collapse into the brittle groundwork on which 

they've been erected. Hard facts turn out to be no more indelible than shadows; the ends 

that justify the means, the names that crown our acts, the icons and titles and offices that 

organize our relation to others and to society – all represent to Kelley not only our desire 

to plant certainty in the world but the precariousness also planted there by desire itself. 

Indeed, the belief systems charted in Kelley's art offer much to ponder but little in the 

way of security; animated by longings and projections, investments and displacements, 

and bound up in the indeterminacy of language and the promiscuity of cultural forms, 

they produce a sense not of balance and permanence but of ever-shifting symbolic 

deficits and surpluses. As Kelley elaborately demonstrates, in our wanting to embed order 

and completeness in culture we end up instead with a culture characterized by the 

disorder and incompleteness of wanting. There's no such thing as "free" associating, no 

such thing as "equal" representation. 

So it is with representational government. "Democracy," observed Karl Krauss, 

"means the permission to be everybody's slave." Misery loves company – our unwritten 

national credo. After all, isn't "power to the people" just another excuse for taking power 

away from the person? At best, what our official leadership represents is not electoral 

decisiveness so much as popular ambivalence about who, if anybody, we think should 

rule. Out of such conflicted feelings about government a psychic economy is formed, 

inflating and deflating the bodies who end up holding office: they are at once the cream 
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of the crop, the centers of attention, yet at the same time mere ciphers, surrogates through 

whom we speak and whose actions are taken on our behalf. What results is a delicate 

balance of powerlessness – representatives and those they represent mutually beholden to 

one another, each the reflection of the other's lack, like halves and have-nots who 

together always add up to less than a whole, leaving society transfixed by electoral 

politics as the mirror in which its image is idealized yet to which its maintenance is 

surrendered. Civic virtue as virtual reality. Democracy is here based on a mass exorcism 

– not exercising – of power, a recurring ritual whereby the authority to act is transferred 

onto the costumed heads of the body politic, our shamanistic bureaucracy. Is it any sur-

prise that the creation of the teddy-bear, lord of the toy jungle, was inspired by a 

politician, Theodore Roosevelt, during his 1904 run for the country's highest office? Like 

father, like son – both the president and the plaything basing their qualifications to serve 

others on self-denial, employing the less-is-more approach to attaining purity and 

transcendence; the less complicated by self-interest and desire they are, the more 

undivided their attention and commitment to us. "Authoritative voices must be disem-

bodied to work," says the bigger of two teddy bears in Kelley's THEORY, GARBAGE, 

STUFFED ANIMALS, CHRIST (1991). To which the tiny bear replies, "The best way to 

fuck something up is to give it a body." Of course, the body is what Kelley, a connoisseur 

of fuck-ups, seizes on; he has his two cub philosophers suddenly digress into a spree of 

frenzied yet futile kissing, as if torn in their inability to both come to terms with their 

asexuality and to keep their little paws off each other. Their lack of sex – which makes 

the teddy-bears perfect deliberative bodies – Kelley treats as a determining condition, a 

denial that colors their every move; the stuffed animals end up teeter-tottering between 

seeming ideal and pathetic. Kelley here recalls something Guy Debord once wrote about 

the political leaders of our time: "The admirable people in whom the system personifies 

itself are well known for not being what they are; they became great men by stooping 

below the reality of the smallest individual life, and everyone knows it." Sure, our 

nation's figureheads are the butt of a common joke, yet we're left not knowing whether to 

laugh or cry. Hail to the chiefs! Legislative wonderchimps! Buttheads of state! 

As if seeing his work along these very lines, none other than the U. S. government 

itself has gotten in on the act. Federal officials recently responded to the artist with 

punitive action, rescinding a peer-approved grant to the Boston ICA for its planned Mike 

Kelley retrospective. The government made its case in typical fashion: officious-sounding 

equivocations over artistic merit, use of obscenity, improperly filled-out forms. Yet just 
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as equivocal was the outcry that the decision to snuff out yet another creative flame met 

with – which was one of little more than lukewarm indignation. Unlike fellow art-martyrs 

Karen Finley and Robert Mapplethorpe, Kelley was too elusive, too iconoclastic to be 

given official recognition by either the powers that be or the wannabes. To congressmen 

and crusaders alike he was the realization of their worst nightmare : an anarcho-

syndicated editorialist, the Antinomian Candidate, a decapitated body artist who tethered 

ideas for the sheer visceral pleasure of it (indeed, the cover photograph of one of Kelley's 

catalogues shows him manipulating a hand-puppet, cropped at the neck). That's what 

made him appear as such a public nuisance – being incredibly lucid yet giving his work 

no ultimate meaning, drawing out of it contradictions rather than conclusions, fabricating 

daisy chains of broken-down command, running around like a dialectician with his head 

cut off. 

In his most recent show in Los Angeles, which followed close on the heels of the 

NEA decision, it seemed as if Kelley sought to bury the hatchet, so to speak. Among the 

works on display were images of murder victims, body parts, decapitations, as well as 

actual caskets, and something that resembled disemboweled entrails. And yet it was 

perhaps the most sober and solemn show – rendered in simple black and white – that 

Kelley has ever done. In each of the five works entitled CENTER AND PERIPHERIES 

(1990), Kelley mixed images of social and psychic extremities, fetishes, and outlaws – a 

garbage bag, a foreign revolutionary, a stuffed animal, an anonymous murder victim, a 

toe – the marginalia by which the center reaps its identity. Here the center held, although 

on what terms seemed to be Kelley's primary interest: the central panel connecting all 

these smaller images was left blank, as if to signify the dislocation, the mirrorlike 

otherness, on which all identity is predicated. In the series Empathy Displacement: 

Humanoid Morphology (2nd and 3rd Removed) (1990), Kelley lined up black caskets, 

each entombing a handmade doll, with a vertical panel behind featuring a larger-than-

lifesize painting of the concealed toy. Lying in state and, at the same time, immortalized 

in portraiture, the dolls were granted a banal, secular transcendence, their power as icons 

rendered as permanent, public mystery. 

Not one to content himself with subtle ironies, however, Kelley proceeded to 

maniacally twist the logic of projection and absence (or, as the teddy bear phrases it, the 

idea that "authoritative voices must be disembodied to work") that served as the show's 

theme. CARNIVALTIME (1990) shows the five highest-ranking U. S. government 

authorities – Bush, Quayle, Foley, Dole, and Baker – quite literally disembodied, reduced 
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to bloodied heads of state impaled on stakes. It's revolt American-style, although in the 

takeover that Kelley envisioned it's not the people who assume power but rather just more 

symbols – Disneyland's Magic Kingdom, a pig wearing a party hat, and a heavy metal 

band in concert. 

Finally, on the floor at the very center of the show, Kelley spread a white blanket 

over which he unwound a tangle of black yarn, a scene recalling the ancient ritual of 

reading the entrails of animals. A stuffed animal had been sacrificed, a sense of security 

undermined, a belief system unraveled. The result was an erratic black scribbling that 

spread across the white tablet, at once a public statement and a psychic mess, a site of 

projection and disintegration, a mirror reflecting an arbitrary resemblance like a 

Rorschach blot or a signature, the negative ground over which a caption reads (your name 

here). From certain angles it seemed possible to make out the words,"We the people," but 

always the writing got lost. So too the reader the writing represented. Let the blind lead 

themselves. So spoke Citizen Kelley. 


