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COVERT OPERATIONS 
INVESTIGATING THE KNOWN UNKNOWNS 

On view at SMoCA September 28, 2014 – January 11, 2015 

“[T]here are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know there 
are known unknowns; that is to say we know there are some things we do not know. But 
there are also unknown unknowns—the ones we don’t know we don't know.” 

—Donald Rumsfeld, 2002 

(Scottsdale, Arizona) Donald Rumsfeld’s eerie insight into our post‐9/11 information—
there are known knowns, known unknowns and unknown unknowns—inspired the title 
Covert Operations: Investigating the Known Unknowns, a multidisciplinary exhibition 
debuting at the Scottsdale Museum of Contemporary Art (SMoCA) in late September. 
This ambitious exhibition marks only the second moment in SMoCA’s 15-year history 
(other than the 2001 James Turrell: Infinite Light exhibition) when the museum will be 
dedicated to just one show for the entire season. Director Dr. Tim Rodgers said, “The 
complexity of internationally government-funded covert operations as evidenced by 
daily media coverage and revelations compelled SMoCA to devote its entire space to 
presenting multiple perspectives on this historic moment. The generous support of the 
Tremaine Foundation allowed us to undertake this ambitious exhibition and 
publication.” 
 
Covert Operations presents works by fourteen international artists that directly address 
the vast expansion of federal power in the wake of the 9/11. SMoCA Curator of 
Contemporary Art Claire C. Carter explained, “In researching the artworks, I found many 
respectful, earnest viewpoints rooted in the principles of free speech. The artworks 
strive towards truthfulness by presenting documentation of power structures hidden 
just below the surface of our daily lives—visual proof of Black surveillance satellites and 
CIA activities, as well as copies of government memos and forged passports.” 
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The exhibition’s rich conceptual themes include secrecy and disclosure, violence, power, 
subterfuge, surveillance, territory, geography and the visible versus the hidden. Subjects 
range from surveillance and terrorist profiling, narcotics and human trafficking to illegal 
extradition flights and nuclear weapons to drone strikes. The artists featured in Covert 
Operations use legal, traditional research methods and resources—including the 
Freedom of Information Act, government archives and connections—to collect and 
reveal information. “At the heart of this exhibition is the powerful act of witnessing,” 
Tim Rodgers explained.  
 
Complex artworks are featured in this exhibition by artists such as Ahmed Basiony, 
Thomas Demand, the artist collective Electronic Disturbance Theater 2.0, Jenny Holzer, 
Taryn Simon, David Taylor and Kerry Tribe. Many of the artists examine the complicity of 
both governmental and individual actors in human rights abuses. Others investigate the 
“black world,” or the hidden institutional structures and economy of the United States 
intelligence community. Still other artists testify to personal discrimination in the name 
of national security. 
  
The power of bearing witness is one reason why a visual art exhibition can be a potent 
vehicle for shedding light on the complicated relationship between freedom and 
security, individuals and the state, extremism and democracy. Covert Operations 
underscores the ability of visual art to be an insightful platform for pursuing this 
complex state of our world. Dr. Rodgers summarized, “Seeing with our own eyes the 
daily covert operations undertaken for security, allows all to judge the effectiveness, 
legitimacy and reasonableness of these tactics. Visual art both bears witness and allows 
for individual interpretation; therefore, it is the perfect means to investigate the 
unknown.” 
 
Artists and Collaboratives:   
Ahmed Basiony (Egypt), Thomas Demand (Germany), Electronic Disturbance Theater 
2.0 (United States), Hasan Elahi (Bangladesh/United States), Harun Farocki (German-
annexed Czechoslovakia/Germany), David Gurman (United States), Jenny Holzer 
(United States), Trevor Paglen (United States), Jenny Perlin (United States), Anne-Marie 
Schleiner and Luis Hernandez Galvan (United States; Mexico), Taryn Simon (United 
States), David Taylor (United States) and Kerry Tribe (United States) 
 
Covert Operations is organized by Scottsdale Museum of Contemporary Art (SMoCA). 
Curated by SMoCA Curator of Contemporary Art Claire C. Carter. 
 
PROLOGUE: Covert Operations Sep 2 – 21, 2014 
As the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 have catalyzed geopolitics today, so the 
“Cold War” set America’s course in the last century. Prologue presents films by artists 
Jenny Perlin and Kerry Tribe exploring the fears, secrets and spying that defined this 
treacherous rivalry between the USA and the USSR. 



*The Prologue screenings will be on view at SMoCA September 2 – 21, 2014, in 
advance of Covert Operations: Investigating the Known Unknowns. 
 
 
Publication:  
The exhibition will be accompanied by a full-color, 35,000 word catalogue designed and 
published by award-wining Radius Books. The catalogue will include essays by SMoCA 
Curator of Contemporary Art Claire C. Carter and Sandra S. Phillips, Curator of 
Photography at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, that consider how each 
artwork addresses evidence, surveillance, disclosure, simulation and defiance. Two-time 
Pulitzer Prize-winning investigative journalist Dana Priest contributes an incisive 
appraisal of national security, counterterrorism and the U.S. intelligence industry during 
the first decade of the twenty-first century. Covert Operations: Investigating the Known 
Unknowns will be available internationally courtesy of D.A.P., the world’s largest 
distributor of books on art and visual culture from museum and fine art publishers. 
 

Save the Dates / Related Events of Note: 

 SEPT 27 Free Opening Reception, 7:00 - 9:00p 

 OCT 8 Dinner with a Spy  

 NOV 22 Covert Operations Symposium featuring investigative journalist Dana 
Priest as keynote speaker 

 

Recipient of an Emily Hall Tremaine Exhibition Award: 
Covert Operations is made possible by an Emily Hall Tremaine Exhibition Award. The 
Exhibition Award program was founded in 1998 to honor Emily Hall Tremaine. It 
rewards innovation and experimentation among curators by supporting thematic 
exhibitions that challenge audiences and expand the boundaries of contemporary art. 

 
Additional support for the exhibition catalogue generously provided by Walter and Karla 
Goldschmidt Foundation. 
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