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AES+F’s work has been compared to that of 
nineteenth century French painter Eugene 
Delacroix, indeed a number of scenes in their  
video Last Riot may seem unnervingly familiar to 
us; they appear to draw on imagery from a wide 
spectrum of sources. The participants have the 
sublimely detached expressions of allegorical 
figures in seventeenth century works by Nicolas 
Poussin or Guido Reni, while indulging in ruthless 
acts recalling torrid scenes from the Romantic 
movement. They have flawless bodies, akin to 
those in air-brushed advertising commercials, 
behave like soldiers in the popular computer game 

‘America’s Army’, and share a similar computer 
generated aesthetic. Whatever clouds of glory these 
infants trail, it has little to do with innocence –  
cultural, historical, or political. Last Riot, which 
has been called ‘mad and mythic’, draws heavily 
on both art history and contemporary culture, its 
power to shock us perhaps very close to its ability to 
lull us with familiarity.   
Last Riot’s location is a virtual world, generated 
from ‘real’ elements of history, the present, and 
a projected future. Art historical references 
abound, the imagery appropriated with popular 
culture’s characteristic irreverence. Despite 
shouldering a familiar pictorial legacy of the 
narrative epic, its conventions are shrugged off 
with the disconcerting substitution of children and 
adolescents in the scenes. The bare-chested boys 
join a long-established tradition of the idealised, 
youthful male nude, epitomised by Michelangelo’s 
well-known statue David (1501-4). In one tableau 
we see reference to a pietà1 scene, the body of a 
child draped seemingly unconscious across the 
others. There are resonances with Michelangelo’s 
Dying Slave (1513-14), and the Laocoön group, a 
connection which brings us to consider the work’s 
erotic potential. The inclusion of girl children 
(from pre-pubescent through to teen) intensifies its 
incongruity; eerily Amazonian in their behaviour, 
they too wield weapons with the ease of habit and 
conviction.
We recognise numerous references spanning the 
cool neoclassical detachment of Poussin’s work 
to Reni’s The Archangel Michael (1635); the drama in 
Delacroix’s Death of Sardanapalus (1827-28) to Théodore 
Gericault’s Raft of the Medusa (c1818). A common 
feature is identifiable in the impassive faces of 
these brutal youngsters, in their aloofness from 
the savagery they enact. Violence is performed 
in an almost perfunctory manner, with the 
seeming inevitability of a repeated ritual. In 
the choreography of the scenes – the balletic 
contorted bodies and decorative treatment of the 
gory skirmish – there is a stillness, a staged aspect 
hailing seventeenth century history painting. 
Compositions and figures we associate with their 
art historical context are forcefully contemporised 
in the video medium, reading like a chilling 
documentary set in the future. 
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“Delacroix was passionately  
in love with passion, but 
coldly determined to paint  
it as clearly as possible” 
Charles Baudelaire,  
‘l’oeuvre et la vie d’eugene delacroix’ (1863)
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and emoting, but at the same time flatness 
and emptiness and popularity…We want 
advertisingism.’3 Arguably, at the centre of these 
desires is the marketing of difference—as a 
consumable commodity. In a post-communist era, 
where buying and selling informs every cultural 
exchange, AES+F create a conceptual location 
where the prohibited is played out for visual 
consumption. By setting aside the conventions 
governing the display of childhood, Last Riot offers 
the opportunity to contemplate our own definition 
of what should be forbidden. The difference of the 
child, as ‘repressed “other”, symbolic of that which 
the adult world represses from one generation 
to the next,’4 is a key subject in the work. These 
child-men/women enact what their elders do not, 
exposing the vulnerability of our codes of civil 
conduct. 

Last Riot’s imagery could operate as promotional 
material for a cult of anarchic youth, where 
sadistic behaviour is the order of the day. 
Supposedly outside of sexuality, these ‘children’ 
exercise a dual propensity for innocence and 
violence. They join children of a cinematic 
tradition including popular films such as Lolita, 
Poltergeist, Heavenly Creatures, The Exorcist, The Virgin 
Suicides and Rosemary’s Baby. A dilemma always 
emerges: ‘Innocence invites corruption—the 
more pure and irreproachable, the greater will 
be the child’s fall from grace.’5 Like small deities 
of consumerism, the youth in Last Riot present a 
sumptuous campaign for corruption’s limitless 
potential, while looking faultless. Angelic yet 
malevolent, they resemble valkyrias (‘choosers of 
the slain’, whose purpose was to select the valiant 
dead) from ancient Norse mythology. At once 
infants and ageless, they are the native citizens of 
this dystopia, a world at the end of the world. 
                                                                       – Abby Cunnane

AES was formed in 1987, and comprises Tatiana Arzamasova, 
Lev Evzovich and Evgeny Svyatsky. With the addition of 
fashion photographer Vladimir Fridkes in 1995 the name 
changed to AES+F. AES+F work across media including 
photography, computer-based still and moving image, drawing 
and sculpture. The Russian collective have been displayed in 
galleries in across Europe, and included in numerous biennials 
and exhibitions worldwide, most recently the 2007 52nd 
Biennale in Venice.

1 lamentation or mourning scene, where the dead christ is shown
supported by the virgin mary.

2 in 1999 calvin klein launched a controversial ad campaign involving
a billboard image of children playing on a sofa, clad only in white 
underwear. the ads were pulled after 24hrs of hot public debate. 

3 matthew collings, art news nz, spring 2007.

4 see barbara creed, ‘baby bitches from hell’, mixed-up childhood
(exhibition catalogue), auckland art gallery (2005), p.35. aes+f’s works, 
from ‘king of the forest’ were included in the exhibition.

5 creed, p.34.

Another key reference cited by AES+F is ‘America’s 
Army’, a computer simulation game-come-
recruitment tool employed by the US military. 
Conceived, designed and distributed free to reach 
the 13-22 demographic, this game helps market 
an army career to potential recruits (some 80,000 
of which are required annually by the US Army). 
Participants ambush and ‘kill’ terrorists with 
weapons that look and sound like the real thing. 
War scenes in Last Riot recall the seamless animated 
aesthetic of ‘America’s Army’, where almost doll-
like militia-men enter combat. Bloodless and 
brazenly violent, it’s not clear where the selling of 
ideas ends and the game, or the battle, begins. Last 
Riot mimics this provocative conflation of real and 
surreal/virtual. The computer game aesthetic has 
a disarming aspect; Last Riot brings us to the very 
edge of an a-moral animated universe, compelling 
us to consider its proximity to our own world.  

Many elements of the landscape strike a familiar 
chord, however the juxtaposition of diverse plant 
and animal species with fragments of natural and 

‘man-made’ environments offers a more unsettling 
vista. This is a fantastic and improbable realm, 
at once tropical and icy, where a windmill sits 
in the lee of a ‘nodding donkey’ oil well, turrets 
and towers of a city cluster in the background, 
and a volcano spews lava and rocks off to one 
side. Domestic and military projectiles stream 
across the sky – passenger planes swoop, a space 
shuttle is launched as are a raft of pink missiles. 
Trains and tanks dot the landscape, while wind 
turbines thrum a regular beat. All of these objects 
are commonplace, yet montaged here in such 
close proximity they become manic, competing 
strategies for development and defence, out of 
whack and out of control. 

Parallels with commercial advertising are also hard 
to overlook. Earlier AES+F projects such as King of the 
Forest (2001-3) presented children from modelling 
agencies in a style reminiscent of luxury brand 
advertising. A connection with Last Riot can be seen 
in the flawless ‘types’ of the children, as if each 
represents a young hero of a particular nationality, 
and universally, of consumerism. The trappings of 
a culture of affluence are evident in their branded 
shoes, golf clubs, and the stark white singlets of 
Calvin Klein underwear adverts2; capitalism is 
seen to galvanise dog-eat-dog aggression. Literally 
dressed to kill, their blue jeans, baseball bats and 
the camouflaged fabric of military-inspired fashion 
all suggest a contemporary generic Americanism, 
while other weapons – such as the medieval 
European silver swords – invoke another age 
entirely. 

Contemporary art commentators have noted 
‘[S]ociety gets the art it wants. We want staging 
and fictions and irony. We want sentimentality 
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1 – 6 Selected stills from AES+F, Last Riot, (2005-2007), 
from the ‘Last Riot’ series
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