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Opposite page: Marc Kokopeli, Times Square Alliance Playset, 2025, digital video (color, sound, 9 minutes 15 seconds), LCD cabinet, LED screen, resin, fabric, mixed media, 36% x 60% x 31%:". Photo: Graysc. Above, from left:
Marc Kokopeli, Yes You Can Say No, 2024, digital video (color, sound, 19 minutes 24 seconds), Hannspree Apple TV, plexiglass, 13% x 13 x 4". Marc Kokopeli, Check It Out, 2022, digital video (color, sound, 29 minutes 40 seconds),

Memorex MSP-TV1300, 15% x 15 x 20".

ROUGHLY SPEAKING, “Peak TV”—the golden era of television, with its prestige
dramas and animated satires—began in 1999 with The Sopranos and ended in 2022
with “The Great Netflix Correction,” neatly overlapping with millennials’ transi-
tion from youth to adulthood. Now that two successive generations of iPad chil-
dren populate this riven digital wasteland, the abandoned adolescent inside each
millennial heart seeks comfort in strange places. You will not find them hosting
House of Cards watch parties, celebrating bygone cultural hallmarks as salves for
contemporary unfulfillment. No, you’ll find them glued to their phones like every-
one else, scrolling long enough to happen upon one of those endless episodes of
Family Guy, with infinite scripts written and animated by Al

Marc Kokopeli—a middle-of-the-pack millennial born in 1987—has so far
devoted his career to tender, darkly comic send-ups of his generation’s techno-
logically wretched attempts to make contact with the consumer and media cultures
of their youth. For his 2025 exhibition “MY TV SHOW I€TV” at Reena Spaulings
Fine Art in New York, he packed the gallery with vintage novelty TV sets, looking
back to the era when televisions took up actual space and families gathered regu-
larly around them, like they would a hearth. Americans of Kokopeli’s vintage are
old enough to remember TV-watching as restricted by the times shows went on-air,
by the channels their parents paid for, and by the public service announcements
they were forced to get through during morning cartoons.

In “MY TV SHOW I¥TV,” Kokopeli presented a range of quirky, outmoded
TV sets screening these vintage PSAs—dealing with abusive relationships, youth-
ful violence, drug addiction—from start to finish. Yes You Can Say No, 2024, for
instance, a monitor in the shape of a plastic apple, displays a twenty-minute PSA
from the early 1990s in which a preteen boy learns techniques for standing up to
sexual assault at home. Check It Out, 2022, consists of an educational program
on anger management that plays on a spherical red television set recalling a space
helmet. These found-object TV sculptures were supplemented by two “LCD cab-
inets,” microwave-like containers with semitransparent LCD screens that allow

for both video projection on the box’s surface (where Kokopeli shows more PSA
videos) and clear viewing of the cavity within. Here, in the empty center of each
device, Kokopeli has placed a physical cobblestone: a literal building block. This
juxtaposition—of the niche TVs, which gesture to the notion of identity formation
through consumption, and the generic educational films—stages a line of inquiry
that echoes throughout his work: Who exactly raised Kokopeli’s generation? Who
exactly is to blame?

Like most mysteries, this one had a twist: The PSAs were directed by Kokopeli’s
mother for the nonprofit Committee for Children. One even contains a cameo from
Marc himself as a toddler extra. This was the second time the artist had drawn on
his mother’s work in his art. His first solo show, 2016’s “Songs of Hammys,” at
Lomex in New York, included a series of prints that recycle photographs Kokopeli’s
mother took in the early 1990s of the artist, his sister, and their friends making
exaggerated facial expressions—the kind used in classrooms to teach children
empathy and conflict-resolution skills. One work, Untitled, 2016, an image of a
scowling child in a backyard walking toward the camera with fists clenched, was
shown again in “MY TV SHOW,” on a Kindle-like faux-paper “E-Ink” display.

Almost a decade later, in other words—the decade of streaming—Kokopeli
returned to the same imagery with a starkly new focus, complicating the cliché
that millennials were “raised by TV.” No longer was the educational content,
didactic and purposeful though it still was, the core of the work on display. Now
the medium overpowered the message: The objects, which took primacy over the
images, operated as reminders of a bygone paradigm, a world in which one could
still receive constructive pedagogical instruction from mass media. These were
not TV sets as you might find them in a home, but artifacts in an anthropological
survey of the near past. They stood almost as proof that youth might be returned
to, even as they insisted otherwise: Attempting to escape the difficult present
through flights of nostalgia can only leave the viewer stunted and frustrated, not
unlike Kokopeli’s scowling child.
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KOKOPELI'S WORK has a deceptively lighthearted quality, its childishness serving
to heighten experiences of discomfort or estrangement. Take the globby alabaster
characters that appeared in “Songs of Hammys” alongside the images of children.
These misshapen and withered figurines—a teddy bear with a candle and a turkey
in pointed shoes—looked over at the photos from low plinths in one corner of the
gallery. Like a latter-day Mike Kelley dragging out plushies from a childhood closet
and looking down at their crumpled, forgotten forms, Kokopeli plays with senti-
mentality in order to push the viewer even more forcefully into adult reality. Their
once pliable playthings are now embalmed, lifeless.

Kokopeli’s confrontational energies had gathered strength by the time of his
2022 breakout show, “Die Pampertaarten,” at Reena Spaulings. Here he drew on
the custom of gifting expectant mothers elaborate diaper sculptures, usually in the
form of wedding cakes and toys. (Pampertaarten means “diaper cakes” in Dutch;
the practice is particularly popular in the Netherlands.) The gallery’s Chinatown
loft was made into a garage of sorts, housing dozens of miniature AT Vs, motorcy-
cles, cars, tractors, and invented vehicles that Kokopeli had constructed largely from
Pampers. The fifty-nine conveyances on view ranged from Braunkobletageabbau,
2020—a scaled-down copy of the largest vehicle in the world, a German-made
brown coal bucket extractor—to a sailor-themed display featuring a penguin figure
in a naval uniform at the bow of a four-wheeled vessel (Penguin, 2020). In Harlequin
1 + Harlequin 2 + Pope, 2020, a representation of the pontiff and his Swiss Guard,
a gilded chain around the pope’s neck is strung with a pacifier and a Mercedes
emblem. Other vehicles reference millennial touchstones more directly: Muji,
2022, drops the disposable Pampers, instead employing the Japanese brand’s
trademark undyed cotton and ballpoint pens; Babe, 2020, conjures the eponymous
movie star pig by wrapping a studded collar around the neck of a leathery pink
ATV; Bowser, 2020, loosely approximates the Nintendo character by suspending
a pointed shell across its axles.
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Children typically only wear diapers during a transitional phase that coincides
with their development of speech and movement, their first forays into social engage-
ment. Yet the particular ephemera that gave shape to Kokopeli’s Pampertaarten
belong to the pre-adolescent phase when children begin to develop “taste”—whether
for Muji, Nintendo, the Catholic Church, or sailor costumes. For Kokopeli’s gen-
eration, this was the moment when the identity-forming operations of consumer
choice swung fully into gear. Just as Barbies come in all shapes and sizes yet remain
recognizable, or Funko Pop dolls fit representations of assorted characters into the
same generic vinyl body, Kokopeli in his presentation of diaper-mobiles riffed on
the Pampertaarten theme in serialized, commoditized form. By putting the some-
thing-for-everyone strategy of product gurus in the service of diaper sculptures,
Kokopeli invited viewers to visit the “infancy” of their lives as consumers. As Pujan
Karambeigi and Pierre Schwarzer noted in a contemporaneous Texte zur Kunst
account of “Die Pampertaarten,” the exhibition’s largest work, Braunkobhleta-
geabbaus, fits neatly into this paradigm, positioning Kokopeli as a “proud miner
of the consciousness industries.”

In a second 2022 show, at Edouard Montassut in Paris, Kokopeli launched
the diapers into virtual space. The exhibition comprised a single installation—Of
Seven, Fitter Happier, and Brigid’s Girdle, 2022—focused around seven leather-
bound books containing Al-generated photos. To produce the images, Kokopeli
prompted the DALL-E engine to generate responses to variations on the follow-
ing request: “A photograph of a baby riding a motorcycle made out of diapers
in SoHo.” In one, a baby lies splayed on the pavement after falling from his ride;
in another, a baby in blue jeans pulls the cover off a comparatively massive white
motorcycle parked on a curb. Several feature babies making cell-phone calls
while speeding along in diaper cars. Made well before consumer Al became
sophisticated enough to produce seamlessly realistic images, these photos bear
all the jarring hallmarks of digital fakeness: the babies’ faces are flat and their



Opposite page, left: Marc
Kokopeli, Untitled (detail), 2016,
framed ink-jet print, 20 x 26".

Opposite page, right: Marc
Kokopeli, With Friends Like You,
2023, digital video (color, sound,

6 minutes 2 seconds), cobble-
stone, fabric, transparent LCD
cabinet, 14% x 227 x 11".

Above: Marc Kokopeli, Harlequin
1 + Harlequin 2 + Pope (detail),
2020, mixed media. Installation

view, Reena Spaulings Fine Art,
New York. Photo: Joerg Lohse.

Below: View of “Marc Kokopeli:
die Pampertaarten,” 2022,
Reena Spaulings Fine Art,
New York. Photo: Joerg Lohse.

eye sockets are hollowed out; the sidewalks and roads are warped like melted wax.
By this time, Kokopeli had for three years been operating the gallery Gandt out
of a basement in Queens as a showcase for friends and collaborators. (He left his
longtime space in 2025 and has since been staging exhibitions itinerantly.) Looking
back at Kokopeli’s images of glitch-mangled babies riding choppers on the streets
of SoHo—the long-since-hypergentrified center of New York’s postwar art scene—
one can’t help but think of the show as a response to concerns raised in the exhibi-
tion’s equally mangled text: “with time budgets fractionating, boundaries must
enclose, not cut, the relevant pathways to any sort of solution.” Was ditching the
real diapers in favor of Al-imaged diapers part of Kokopeli’s “solution”? In addi-
tion to the photobooks, the installation included a pair of headphones playing
Radiohead’s 1997 album OK Computer, along with two replicas of Andy Warhol’s
post-shooting girdle. With these gestures, Kokopeli pointed to technological manip-
ulation, appropriation, and seriality as stock techniques drawn from the repertoire
of contemporary art in the interest of efficient production. Instead of the fantasti-
cal, even beautiful diaper sculptures, we were served the waste products of listless
consumption. Then again: What are diapers, if not receptacles for the same?

FOLLOWING TRUMP’S 2024 reelection, the TV show South Park, then in its twenty-
seventh season, experienced something of a resurgence. For millennials who in
their teenage years watched the animated series for its crass skewering of the Bush
administration, the show carried halcyon associations of antiauthoritarianism and
youthful rebellion. Kokopeli, inspired by a group of present-day teenagers who
were producing online South Park fan-fiction episodes, decided to appropriate the
characters for his own work.

Last October, in the exhibition “Now We Are on Easy Street” at Berlin’s Galerie
Isabella Bortolozzi, Kokopeli showed a group of what he calls “playsets”—in
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Now that two successive generations of iPad children populate this riven digital wasteland, the abandoned
adolescent inside each millennial heart seeks comfort in strange places.

which paper-white South Park dolls wearing bespoke outfits populate the inside
of his television-looking boxes. The figurines, built by hand from fabric and resin,
have no facial features; they rely on the transparent screens in front of them to
overlay animated digital eyes and mouths, which move in the characteristic janky
animation of the show. Cartman, Kyle, Stan, and Kenny—South Park’s quartet of
grade-schoolers, whose small-town shenanigans regularly see them don various
costumes and adopt new personas—became tech-assisted puppets. Here Kokopeli
references a recent social media trend in which users employ Al to narrate videos
through the voices of cherished cartoon characters, holding viewers’ attention
better than any generic voice-over might (think Homer Simpson imploring viewers
to click an AliExpress link, or Peter and Stewie Griffin of Family Guy debating the
validity of the “manosphere”). Kokopeli’s South Park characters operate similarly,
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these widely recognizable models becoming a flexible tool for cultivating and
capturing the nostalgic interest of the artist’s viewers.

In Literature and Painting Playset, 2025, a Cartman-like figure wearing a beret
splashes daubs of paint on the screen while a female figure in pilgrim dress delivers
a long, disjointed monologue patched together by Kokopeli from Quora posts, art
history texts, and other online detritus. In terms of subject matter, South Park
tends to alternate between glib political satire (the latest season includes an arc
in which Trump impregnates Satan with the Antichrist) and coarse juvenility
(one 2010 episode, centered around the legalization of medical marijuana, sees
Stan’s father microwave his genitals to give himself testicular cancer and thus
qualify for access to the drug). In contrast to this ribald directness, Kokopeli’s
playsets feature characters who appear detached and disconnected. They ramble



or complete idle loops of action, as though unsure of their scripts or roles.

The exhibition’s centerpiece was Times Square Alliance Playset, 2025, a more
spacious LCD cabinet in which three South Park-style characters invented by the
artist—two parents and a daughter—spend New Year’s Eve in Times Square. As
they wait for the ball to drop, the daughter voices a fourth-wall-breaking aside in
which she laments being trapped in Kokopeli’s “low rate” television, longing to
return to her “old set.” When her speech ends, the family sings “Auld Lang Syne”;
the opening lines of Robert Burns’s poem (“Should auld acquaintance be forgot /
And never brought to mind?”), and the young girl’s lament, are answered with a
scoff: In fact, these characters still have a foothold in mass culture. They represent
the final stand of cable TV, the consumer paradigm of Kokopeli’s youth, against
social media disjuncture. Times Square Alliance Playset posits that the charac-
ters won’t go away because Kokopeli’s generation won’t let them. Like the
Pampertaarten vehicles, the South Park boxes challenge the viewer at exactly the
point of their interest. “Why are you drawn to me?” they seem to ask. And then
they add a jab, a judgment: “Are you still that much of a child?”

If South Park came to prominence partly due to its narrative permeability—
pop-cultural or current political events are regularly worked into the show within
weeks of transpiring—Kokopeli has adopted this formula with banal precision for

his contribution to MoMA Ps1’s Greater New York survey. In a small room devoted
to his work, the artist presents a triptych of South Park playsets centered around
the theme of Tax Day, a motif reflecting the exhibition’s April 15 opening date.
Various dolls populate the boxes, which occupy a trio of plinths arranged in a
straight line. On the left, a female South Park figure in Renaissance Dutch dress
delivers a monologue on artistic patronage pulled from pulp-fiction reviews, art
history texts, and books of poetry. In the middle, a Cartman in the role of a Mid-
town tax adviser dispenses accounting tips and tricks, culled from a YouTube
account run by a real-life New York CPA. On the right, the characters’ accounting
exertions seem to have landed them in a distinctly morbid situation: Another
Cartman, now dressed as a robot, stands beside a transparent body (his own
crushed spirit?) on the box’s floor, with occasional static in the cabinet’s display
suffusing the vignette in a stormy darkness. Here, as ever, Kokopeli suggests that
clinging to youthful talismans offers no protection against uncertainty, and reas-
serts the odd mix of disaffection and morbid glee produced by such reactionary
impulses. Past, present, and future versions of the South Park figures—childhood’s
tokens, mined and mined again—are made to converge around adulthood’s most
representative, most depressing reality. Finally, the bill has come due. (]

THEO BELCI IS A NEW YORK-BASED WRITER AND AN ASSISTANT EDITOR AT ARTFORUM.

Opposite page: Marc Kokopeli, Of Seven, Fitter Happier, and Brigid’s Girdle (six details), 2022, C-prints on card, leatherbound album, polyethylene pedestal, cotton, steel hardware, headphones, audio (53 minutes 21 seconds),
each print 14 x 14". Below: Mark Kokopeli, Problem_01, 2026, digital videos (color, sound, 13 minutes 5 seconds), resin, fabric, mixed media, transparent LCD cabinets, 19% x 31% x 14". Photo: John Kim.
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