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At ‘Doomocracy,’ It’s Fright Night in Brooklyn 

By HOLLAND COTTEROCT. 13, 2016 

 
Phillip Greenberg for The New York Times 

 
Halloween started early this year. I’d put the date at July 18, opening night of the 2016 Republican 
National Convention. Trick-or-treating has been nonstop since. The tricks have included a couple 
of Creature Feature debates, email scandals, xenophobic rants and personal attacks, all of which 
have too often been received as sordid but tantalizing treats by audience and news media alike. 
Action in the electoral arena makes any art pale by comparison. But this hasn’t prevented Pedro 
Reyes, an artist-activist from Mexico City, from creating his own bit of fright-night political high 
jinks in “Doomocracy,” an elaborately trenchant performance piece presented by the nonprofit 
Creative Time in the Brooklyn Army Terminal. 
The setting, on the Sunset Park waterfront, is ideally spooky. If you imagine the concept of a 
military-industrial complex translated into power architecture, that’s the terminal. Built in 1919, 
a military supply depot through two World Wars, it’s monstrous: a 97-acre, multi-building 
complex with two eight-story concrete warehouses and enough space to park 20 ships and a train. 
Although much of it is now given over to light industry and boutique businesses (furniture 
designers, chocolatiers), the place still projects a mausoleumlike chill, especially at night. 
And, appropriately, night is when “Doomocracy” happens, on Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays, 
from 6 p.m. to midnight. 



Visitors first gather in a soaring glass-roofed hall dominated by one of Mr. Reyes’s wood 
sculptures. A surreal fusion of the Statue of Liberty and the Apocalyptic Beast, it hints of 
disorientations to come. 
From that starting point, small groups are admitted, one at a time, to the main event under close 
supervision on what feels like a cross between a guided tour and forced march. (Tickets are free 
but must be reserved in advance.) A group is loaded into a van and driven to a distant location on 
the terminal campus. As the group nears its destination, a disruption occurs. 
The van is flagged down by figures who are not, as it first seems, parking attendants, but military 
police in SWAT gear. They yank the van doors open, flash lights in your eyes, order you out and 
herd you into a pitch-black building, barking commands: put your hands on the wall; behind your 
head; line up; move. You know this is theater, but you also discover that being yelled at and light-
blinded makes your pulse jump; disarms your defenses; persuades you to do what you’re told. 
The rest of the show, which is basically a 45-minute mobile drama in a dozen or more short acts, 
alternates staged reality with zany satire, though, as usual, Mr. Reyes tends to resist making clear 
distinctions between modes. For earlier projects, he gathered automatic weapons that were 
turned in or seized by the Mexican Army from drug cartels and melted them down to make garden 
shovels and musical instruments. He has also organized exhibitions that have fused performance 
art, sculpture and psychotherapy. 
Ambiguity of tone and purpose is one of the elements that makes “Doomocracy” dramatically 
effective. 
Another is the rapid-fire pacing established by the performance’s director, Meghan Finn. One 
scene bangs into another. The SWAT team hustles you down a corridor, then disappears. Now 
you’re in a polling station, being registered to vote while watching ballots being shredded before 
your eyes. Next, you take a breather in a comfy suburban living room, only to hear a pair of gun-
toting housewives warn about unwelcome “new additions” to the neighborhood. The trigger-
happy duo have barely warmed to their subject when you’re moved on again, into a doctor’s 
waiting room, where an opioid-addicted soccer mom hits you up for a fix. 
And you go on: to a corporate boardroom to vote on advantageous deals for the privileged 
(meaning yourself); to an elementary school classroom that teaches false history (slavery wasn’t 
all that bad) and supplies you with bright-red bulletproof shields; to an anti-abortion witch hunt 
(this is the show’s big song-and-dance number); to a factory that markets artisanal Himalayan air 
to an environmentally ravaged world. (“Only God breathes air this pure.”) 
And in one amusing moment along the way, you emerge from an elevator into a cocktail party in 
a collector’s penthouse. The scene, like the art world itself, is a pure cliché: Champagne-serving 
waiters, an air-kissing hostess, a Christopher Wool word-painting on the wall, and an antsy, 
importunate artist in residence pitching his latest product. (“It’s about gentrification!”) 
There’s more, quite a bit, concluding with an ostensibly nonpartisan, viewer-participation take on 
the current election battle as a political World Cup match with Earth as the ball in play. Then 
suddenly you’re on your way out of the show, passing a grumbly street prophet wearing a 
sandwich board and handing out “Doomocracy” fliers. 
Given the performance’s speed and the pileup of sensory input, it’s impossible to take everything 
in. Enough to say that, while all parts of the piece are not equally strong — satire has to be right 
on the nose, weirdness-wise, to work, and some of this is too easy — the level of visual invention 
is high, and the cast of more than 30 actors (among them, a Chihuahua named Dreidel) is 
impressive. Paul Hufker’s script, with contributions by Nato Thompson, Creative Time’s artistic 
director, sounded, on a one-time hearing, sharp, up-to-date and wide-ranging in its talking points, 
some of which Mr. Reyes cites in the definition of “doomocracy” he has printed in the flier: 
1. A form of government in which the supreme power is vested in a tyrant by a terrified general 
electorate. 
2. The esoteric arithmetic that makes the electoral process malleable. 
3. A corporate coup d’état in slow motion. 



4. Permanent global war waged in the name of freedom. 
At present, we’re experiencing all of that, not to mention planetary destruction and international 
homelessness. And if the standard for judging the success of “Doomocracy” is whether it’s weighty 
enough for its subjects, it fails. Most political art does. In a global media age of perpetually cycling 
digital drama, it feels dwarfed and static. And the audience that really needs to see it won’t. 
Mr. Reyes knows this, and he knows you have to make the art anyway, and he makes it well, 
shrewdly and with upbeat panache. When you emerge from “Doomocracy” you’ve felt the visceral 
thrill, the thrill that good theater delivers, the sense of having been through something energizing 
and focusing. You may also feel a reassuring sense that, no, it’s not just you; American reality, in 
2016, is every bit as out of control as you think it is. 
Hold onto that reassurance. You’re going to need it. The show wraps up on Nov. 6, two days short 
of the presidential election. And that event, no matter what the results, will not bring Fright Night 
to an end. 
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December 5, 2014 

Artist Pedro Reyes is Staging a Madhouse at 
Art Basel 

Hannah Ghorashi 

 

Currently on view at ICA Miami for Art Basel, Pedro Reyes' on-going performance project and 
utopian installation, the 'Sanatorium', enlists role-playing therapists and receptionists in treating 
victims of depression, loneliness, neurosis, family violence, suicide, and other social pathologies 
that encumber contemporary social life. Therapeutic success depends on a visitor's ability to 
suspend disbelief, encouraging individual agency in the creation of change. "It's similar to 
quackery," Reyes tells us, "but with a fundamental difference: in quackery the patient is led to 
believe a lie, while in the 'Sanatorium' you are told upfront that this is not real, and it is up to you 
to believe." 

The 'Sanatorium' simulates a temporary mental health clinic, offering visitors an environment in 
which they can experience three of the sixteen available therapies that draw as much from theatre 
warm-up exercises, corporate coaching, and anger management exercises as they do from 
shamanism, sorcery, iconography, and even practical jokes. The Sanatorium is dedicated to the 
advancement of sociatry, an obsolete term for the science and art of healing society. "I realise 
that it may be too much to ask for a work of art to have such an impact," Reyes says. "But I see 
art as a warm-up phase that prepares us for change. What is most important to achieve is a 
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mental state where we have the confidence to produce changes." We asked Reyes more about the 
change he'd like to see in the world, and received an education in return. 

How did you come to create the Sanatorium? 

The Sanatorium was conceived as a delivery system of placebos, therapies that put self-
suggestion mechanisms into action. In practice, when you enter the Sanatorium you sign a paper 
acknowledging that this is not a real hospital, and these are not real therapists. Paradoxically, the 
mind loves cognitive dissonance ² that is to say, being aware that you are telling yourself a lie 
won't necessarily prevent you from believing in it. The hypnotic adoption of an idea can be an 
effective way to initiate behavioural change. 

Are the therapists played by actors? 

In the Sanatorium, we play roles, using props such as lab coats to free us from the one-
dimensional labels society assigns to us. While doctors use white coats, these are also used in 
schools when you go to the lab or in other work environments. So the white coats actually have 
more than one connotation, and there is room to play here. [Philosopher] Friedrich Schiller says 
that someone is only fully a person when she plays, and she has to play to fully become a person. 

The visitor must suspend their disbelief when visiting. Because of this, do visitors almost 
become actors, playing the part of themselves? 

Every therapy is like a small ritual that helps you reconcile your desires and change your mind-
set. The problem is that you often access rituals in a religious or esoteric context, so you have to 
subscribe to those systems of beliefs. So what the Sanatorium attempts is to reproduce the same 
psychodynamics by conducting rituals without any ethnic specificity, without their aura of 
authenticity. It is not only about creating an alternative space from the health system; it's also an 
attempt to create alternative spaces to those provided by magic, religion, etc. because these 
places are also industries in which a few gurus concentrate huge followings. 

Why do you describe the Sanatorium as a utopia? 

In the early 90s, [curator and art historian] Harald Szeemann came to Mexico. I attended a week-
long seminar where he presented some of his ground-breaking exhibitions in detail, but what left 
the biggest impression on me was his exhibition about Monte Verità, which was established in 
1900 in Ascona, Switzerland, as a cooperative colony based on the principles of primitive 
socialism. It later became the Monte Verità Sanatorium. The members detested private property 
and practiced a strict standard of conduct based on vegetarianism and nudism. They rejected 
marriage, dress, party politics, and dogmas. One remarkable aspect of Monte Verità is how many 
artists spent time there, such as Isadora Duncan, Paul Klee, Hugo Ball, Mary Wigman, as well as 
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intellectuals such as Carl Jung and Rudolph Steiner, among many others. So it was not only 
noteworthy for its utopian ideals but for the imagination it took to come up with it and what it 
inspired in these people. 

What is your opinion on conventional modern therapy, for societal pathologies like stress, 
loneliness, hyper-stimulation? 

These days therapy is a luxury for a lot of people, and every day there are more people in the 
world who need it but can't afford it. There is also a stigma attached to it that makes many people 
think that those who go to therapy must be crazy. Yet today, especially in cities, there is a vast 
population who could benefit from it. That's why I'm so interested in alternative structures in 
which human connection is paramount. You won't find it in prescription drugs or hospitals, but 
it's crucial to generate healthier communal life. 

Do you believe that people have a greater agency than they realise in the creation of societal 
change? 
[Educator and philosopher] Paulo Freire articulated this in his Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and 
his ideas had enormous penetration in Latin America from the 60s into the 70s and 80s. In his 
own words, the school system "teaches the need to be taught," when true learning has to be 
driven by the curiosity and desire of every person. Today we cannot expect to reach good results 
out of pure spontaneity nor pure planning. The Sanatorium is not conceived as a substitute for 
existing therapies and social services, but as a space for encounter, since so many of our 
everyday pathologies result from this lack of connection. 

pedroreyes.net 
icamiami.org 

 

      
Images courtesy the artist. 

http://www.pedroreyes.net/
http://www.icamiami.org/
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