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Visual Subversion
By Patrick Frank

Steve Lambert has been a provocateur for over ten years now, and he continues to shock, inspire, and spur us
to action. Steve’s art works are in reality visual provocations, time bombs for the eye. I’'m an art historian, so when |
approach the work of a creator such as this, | naturally think of antecedents in the past. A few things come to mind,
and they are all at the edge of art, on the boundary line between art and visual activism, or the line between art and
what Zimbabwean graphic designer Chaz Maviyane-Davies called Creative Disobedience.

In this essay | am going to highlight two important characteristics of Steve’s work. One of these is probably obvious:
He disrupts the stream of corporate-driven communication that showers down on us 24/7. More important and maybe
less obvious, Steve’s work empowers regular people. He does not just encourage people to Think Different, in the
manner of those old, vacuous Apple computer ads; he actually forces it, causes it to happen, enacts it in people’s
brains. And you don’t have to be part of the art world’s In Crowd to get it. This is indeed a rare and valuable thing.

For an example of Steve jamming the corporate communication system, we need look no further than his newest
series of prints. He bought a large arrow sign on a stand (You know the kind that I mean: those things that are always
telling us where to park, or what’s on sale, or encouraging us to stop in for a free Whackadoodle). He took this sign
to various locations around LA and put up non-corporate but obvious and even rather personal messages on them:
You Are Still Alive pointing at a cemetery, for example. | drew in my breath: I’'m still alive, yeah, and | could be dead;
think of the possibilities. No company will ever tell me that, but someone who knows me might.

You could call this Culture Jamming, but that term seems tired and overused. Some culture jamming elicits only
a cynical laugh, like Billionaires for Bush; other versions lead to exactly nothing, like Shepard Fairey’s Obey Giant
series. The Wikipedia entry lists 67 examples of jammers, not all of them active or interesting. Culture Jamming is



now part of the curriculum at many universities. The house organ of Culture Jamming, Adbusters magazine, has
itself gone somewhat corporate, selling a Culture Jammer’s Toolbox, calendars, posters, and even a Buy Nothing
Day Promotional Kit.

Steve’s brand of subversion is more empowering. His 2007 project PeopleProducts123 are free PDFs that you
can download (from peopleproducts123.com) and attach to common products in stores. One of these will turn a Coke
can into an information module about the struggle to educate the sugar workers who supply the sweet stuff to that
huge multi-national beverage company. Another empowering project is his free application Add-Art, which allows you
to take control of your web browsing experience by changing all the ads into small jpegs of art works. So far, 65,000
people have downloaded it; now that you know about it, you can download it too from add-art.org.

Taking this type of visual activism into an art gallery is a risky step; by selling things, you enter the cycle of
consumption. But Steve brought it off with panache in April 2009 at Charlie James Gallery. Using the techniques
of commercial signage, he made light-box marquees that take commercial speech to its logical conclusion: Park &
Spend; Ca$h Rewards; Everything You Want, Right Now! Steve’s signs tell baldly, as if it were the truth, the lies that
hide behind commercial signage: endless abundance, endless choice, consumption with joy. The theory being that if
you are going to buy a piece of visual subversion, you might as well get the most outlandish kind.

That type of truth-telling reminded me of another piece of visual provocation, created in Argentina in 1965: In this
case, Ledn Ferrari attached a life-size crucifix atop a six-foot model of an American-made fighter jet and called the
assemblage Western and Christian Civilization. Combining the most visible “sign” or logo of Roman Catholicism with
the West’s latest killing device, the piece was too much for the director of the National Museum where the artist had



been invited to exhibit. The work was forbidden, but perhaps that piece of censorship proved prescient: The work’s
title was the slogan of the right-wing military faction that toppled the elected government the following year. The
Argentine artist created a kind of truth-telling that has its latest manifestation in Steve.

The largest sign that Steve made took a different tack: It pronounced in letters four feet high, festooned with
flashing lights, what we all want to do when we see billboards: LOOK AWAY. Of course, you can’t look away from
anything that garish when it’s bigger than you, hung high on the wall, and flashes away incessantly in the gallery.
Have you ever tried to look away from a billboard? From an LED-screen ad sign? It’s difficult; but after seeing Steve’s
piece | have found it easier. He urged and encouraged me, in the same tone as the ads themselves, to ignore them.

The urging message of that piece reminded me of an art show that the Situationist International staged years
ago: In June 1963, visitors to Gallery Exi in Odense, Denmark came across a room with poster-sized photographs of
world leaders (Khrushchev, Kennedy, de Gaulle, and others) along with several loaded rifles; visitors were invited to
use the guns to shoot holes in the pictures.

Trying to actually shoot world leaders is probably about as futile as trying to look away from billboards; world
leaders and billboards will still be there tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow. The temporary mental reversals
that those pieces promote is helpful, but it’s better to take more concrete action, and Steve has done this too. In
collaboration with the Yes Men, one week after the November 2008 elections, he created his most radical and well-
known provocation: The New York Times Special Edition.

“IRAQ WAR ENDS” said the lead headline; “Troops to return immediately.” Other stories told of the indictment
of George W. Bush on treason charges, the repeal of the Patriot Act, the abolition of all university tuition, and the
creation of a new nationwide network of bike paths. Readers of the Special Edition could well have concluded that
Utopia had arrived overnight, but a closer look showed that the fake issue was dated 6 months in the future. Lambert



and the Yes Men distributed 85,000 copies of the 12-page paper (though they told the media they had made 1.2
million). The papers copied exactly the look and feel of an actual New York Times, and they got thousands of people
imagining a better future. The piece still exists on-line at nytimes-se.com

Daring to visualize a radical change for the better is not just a program of John Lennon’s Imagine. My mind goes
back, again, to that Situationist International show that invited us to shoot our leaders. In an adjoining room, Michele
Bernstein exhibited large collages that included paint, news clippings, and toy soldiers stuck into surfaces thick with
impasto. The works bore titles that suggested dramatic reversals of crucial historical events: The Victory of the Paris
Commune; The Victory of the Spanish Republicans; and The Victory of the Great Jacquerie of 1358. These works,
like New York Times Special Edition, enact the Situationists’ strategy of détournement, or diversion, in which cultural
materials (collages, newspapers) are borrowed and re-purposed for political subversion. Better-known examples
of détournement include Situationist comics, in which superheroes’ speech bubbles were erased and refilled with
revolutionary rhetoric, so that what was once static and anodyne entertainment became provocative and liberating.

Steve’s vision for such re-purposing is very wide, encompassing arrow signs, consumer goods, internet ads, light
boxes, newspapers, web browsers, and many other cultural forms. He has planted his visual time bombs in a wide
variety of information streams, and they bear fruit every time someone encounters one with an open mind.

“Liberating” is not a word that you hear much in connection with art works these days. This is because most art
works function primarily to give intellectual pleasure to the cultural elites. Steve’s work, like that of the earlier creators
| have mentioned, has more important goals in mind. In order to realize them, you have to move to the edge of the
artistic table, where art slides into activism, agitation, and awakening. That’s where some of the most searching and
important works of the moment are born.

Patrick Frank is author of Artforms: An Introduction to the Visual Arts, now in its 9" edition.



WINDOW PAINTINGS

Steve Lambert & Kimberly Edwards
Tempera on glass.

Site installation at Charlie James Gallery
2009






CASH 2 TRASH
Edition of 5, plus 1 AP

Pine, Enamel, Laser Cut Acrylic, Sign Bulbs, Wiring
18 x 62 inches
2009
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MONEY LAUNDERED

Edition of 5, plus 1 AP

Pine, Enamel, Laser Cut Acrylic, Sign Bulbs, Wiring
26 x 42 inches

2009
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OUR MESSAGE HERE
Mixed Media

40 x 96 inches

2009
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LOOK AWAY
Edition of 3, plus 2 APs

Birch Plywood, Casein and Tempera, Sign Bulbs, Wiring, 4-Channel Flasher
84 x 121 x 5 inches
2009












EYES FOR CASH
Edition of 5, plus 1 AP

Pine, Enamel, Laser Cut Acrylic, Sign Bulbs, Wiring
18 x 42 inches

2009






PRIVATE PROPERTY

Edition of 3, plus 1 AP

Birch, Casein, Enamel, Sign Bulbs, Wiring, 4-Channel Flasher
45 x 110 x 12 inches

2009






PARK AND SPEND

Edition of 5, plus 1 AP

Pine, Enamel, Laser Cut Acrylic, Sign Bulbs, Wiring
30 x 41 inches

2009
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CASH REWARDS
Edition of 5, plus 1 AP

Pine, Enamel, Laser Cut Acrylic, Sign Bulbs, Wiring
18 x 66 inches
2009
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A TREE

Edition of 5, plus 1 AP
Laser Cut Acrylic

11 x 21 inches

2009






IT'S ABOUT POWER
Edition of 5

Mixed Media

36 x 36 inches (Double-sided)
2009
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INVISIBLE
Edition of 3

Mixed Media

22 X 77 x 5 inches
2010

UNSTOPPABLE
Edition of 7
Mixed Media

6 x 29 x 6 inches
2010

DO IT

Edition of 10
Mixed Media

6 x 10 x 5 inches
2010
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EVERYTHING YOU WANT, RIGHT NOW!
Edition of 5, plus 1 AP

Pine, Enamel, Laser Cut Acrylic, Sign Bulbs, Wiring
30 x 42 inches

2009
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5050
Edition of 1
Mixed Media

Each 50is 27 x 47 x 6 inches
2011






TRUST ME

Edition of 1

Mixed media

TRUST is 44 x 12 3/4 x 5 inches
ME is 20 x 12 1/2 x 5 inches
2011
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SAND OCEAN SKY
Edition of 25, plus 2 APs
Archival Pigment Print
20 x 30 inches

2009






YOU ARE STILL ALIVE
Edition of 25, plus 2 APs
Archival Pigment Print
20 x 30 inches

2009
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NO TRESPASSING
Edition of 25, plus 2 APs
Archival Pigment Print
20 x 30 inches

2009






OUT OF CARS

Edition of 25, plus 2 APs
Archival Pigment Print
20 x 30 inches

2009
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Market Street Project
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OK Centre, Linz, Austria | Ars Electronica Award Exhibition
Jen Bekman Gallery, NY | Summer Reading
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