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Darren Bader
The Vagrant (still, 2015) 

Courtesy of the Artist; Andrew Kreps 
Gallery, New York; Galleria Franco Noero, 

Turin; and Sadie Coles HQ, London
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In Y2K.

and the world dedicates a year to
Mathematics,

the Millenium Bug makes the
whole world wait with bated 
breath.

While the first Millenium World
Peace Summit takes place in New 
York,
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GLOBAL TONE
A planetary skin of air traffic and ocean routes. Pipelines of trade 
and the transport of human flesh. A system powered by petroleum. 
Seeking the redistribution of resources, infusions of blood. Under 
the floodlights of the container terminal and airport fluorescents, 
the endless day dreams of dusk, of equilibrium. Out of the ashes of 
empire: a new Nefertiti.

MICHAEL WANG creates a monochrome in the form of a fashion 
shoot. Casting director Preston Chaunsumlit has selected only 
models whose complexion matches a current “global average” skin 
tone—a specific color calculated with the assistance of biological 
anthropologists and a computer-imaging specialist. Photographed 
by Danielle Levitt.
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Since Art Basel appointed Noah Horowitz 
as its new Director of the Americas last sum-
mer, the art fair maven has been commuting 
between New York and Miami in preparation 
for Art Basel Miami Beach. Horowitz shares 
with Flash Art a few insights on the upcoming 
edition of the most anticipated contemporary 
art fair in the United States.

 The first time I met you was before you began 
working for the VIP Art Fair in 2010 — an online 
fair for which you invited the likes of Gagosian, 
Zwirner, Pace and White Cube. After that experi-

ence, what would you say are the advantages of 
an online art fair today? Are there any?

In the fair context, most collectors 
still want to see artworks first-hand with a 
physical encounter at a gallery booth. While 
the internet can’t replicate this experience, it 
can introduce new audiences to a gallery and 
help widen their network. It can also help a 
gallery build anticipation for its presence at 
an existing art fair, and encourage repeat visits 
after the fact to the gallery itself.

Are many art fair sales finalized by only 
looking at a picture?

Collectors come to art fairs to talk to 
the gallerists, make new relationships, learn 
new things, see new work and experience an 
overview of the current market. This is all part 
of the buying and selling process. Of course 
email is important for gallerists in engaging 
with collectors both before and after the fair, 
but most selling is done onsite.

 Art Basel Miami Beach has continued to 
grow in terms of sales, visitors and even the 

amount of media coverage. Were you prepared 
for this when you stepped into your new role?

Art Basel in Miami Beach is the premier 
art show in the Americas, so it was always 
going to be a bigger challenge than running 
the Armory. However, I’m very familiar with 
the fair, there is a great team in place, and I’ve 
enjoyed working with Marc [Spiegler] and the 
other directors on such a global enterprise.

One of your roles will be to select and possibly 
discover new galleries. What is your process for 
this?

My main role is delivering the best possible 
experience for gallerists and collectors, and 
providing them with the best platform in the 
Americas to see and buy art. Galleries have 
to apply to join the fair every year, and we 
have a rigorous selection process in place 
for selecting galleries and projects across all 
sectors of the show. In my travels, of course, 
I’m always attentive to who curators, artists 
and other gallerists are speaking about, and 
I make a concerted effort to visit exhibitions 
and meet gallerists that I don’t already know. 

View of Art | Basel | Miami Beach

Miami

NOAH HOROWITZ on 
ART | BASEL | MIAMI 

BEACH
by Gea Politi
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Mexico City

FRANCISCO CORDERO - 
OCEGUERA on LODOS

by Claudio Iglesias

Oa4s, “Special Features” installation view at Lodos, Mexico City (2014)

of what the work could be minus the cult of 
person behind it was most important.

Before studying fashion in London you stud-
ied art at Vassar College, and you have credited 
your teachers there as having a large influence 
on you. Who did you study with, and how did 
they inform what you do?

I have a lot of gratitude for my profes-
sors, not just in studio art but also in the 
art history department. Harry Roseman was 
my advisor. Judy Linn and Richard Bosman 
were also my professors. Joyce Robins, who’s 
also included in “Greater New York,” was my 
sculpture professor for a few semesters while 
Harry was on sabbatical. Sometimes there 
are classes you really struggle through — the 
ones you don’t get the A in, where it’s like 
you’re not speaking the same language as the 
person you’re interfacing with — but I’m a 
strong believer that those are the moments 
when you really grow. Joyce definitely chal-
lenged me, and I had to explain the meaning 
and the reasons behind the work that I did, 
or what angle I was coming from, and why I 
was using that approach. That’s when every-
thing expands. 

It feels like a weird time warp for sure, 
being in this show with Joyce. It has taken 
me all these years to mature and understand 
exactly what she was getting at. I just hope 
maybe she’s proud. Harry taught me to al-
ways ask questions that are smarter than you, 
and then find the answers to them. I’m always 
more curious about questions I don’t know 
the answers to.

we do a little bit more interesting outside of 
just fashion.

I first saw your bags when Ooga Booga 
opened in Los Angeles, and I was struck with 
how a useable object could embody a critique 
but also a celebration of sorts. Your first garment 
collection, Seams, was like that too. It made me 
think of material and labor, but the pieces were 
also stunning.

The Seams collection was about how gar-
ments are constructed. When you make cloth-
ing, you begin with a toile in this unbleached 
cotton, and that becomes your maquette. It 
just made sense. The first collection should be 
a foundation. Now it has become signature. 
While Margiela has blank white, we have the 
unbleached natural.

Also noticeable was the price. I’ll be some-
where and notice more than one person wearing 
SSWTR. I think that’s partly because it’s rela-
tively affordable. At one point you had a flat 
price of $100. 

Yes, that was a self-imposed limitation/
test. When I started the line, I was also look-
ing at the key characteristics of fashion as a 
business: price point, distribution, availabil-
ity, accessibility; therefore, a single marker, 
a single price? It could become a symbol of 
exchange. I give you $100, I get this. Simple. 
That alone was a commentary on how com-
merce works. 

I love the idea that good design can be 
universal. The whole goal is to make some-
thing affordable, but still aesthetically inter-
esting. Romantically speaking, it just makes 
the world better. 

Those were a lot of touchstones in how 
we design as a studio. I try to impart to ev-
eryone that good design can elicit a response 
that’s universal, but can still feel very per-
sonal and unique. How many people own 
Converse sneakers, and why? My dad had 
Converse in 1940s China. That design is 
brilliant. For SSWTR, I’d rather spend more 
time on one thing and know that it’s going 
to last versus just spitting out three hundred 
different options.

This interview couldn’t have happened in 
2003, because you used to be anonymous. How 
have you rectified that, or what has the shift been 
for you over the past decade or so?

For me, anonymity was just a way to 
make sure the audience focused on the work. 
For example, with one of my heroes, Martin 
Margiela, you didn’t know what he looked 
like, and there was a lot of control involved in 
keeping it that way. Having a representation 

As a foreign art student in the United States, 
Francisco Cordero-Oceguera was trained in a 
nomadic style of exhibition making and a gal-
lery practice based on distant but strong affini-
ties. He started Lodos in Chicago in 2012, then 
moved back to Mexico City in 2014, where he 
transplanted the gallery and its program, fea-
turing young artists from abroad like Temra 
Pavlovic and Dave Miko. Now he’s heading 
for a presentation with poets and artists Oa4s 
at NADA in Miami and a couple of projects 
which will keep him and his friends busy and 
very visible during the whole of 2016.

You just out of school when you founded Lo-
dos. What was the beginning like? 

Lodos began in Chicago, where I attended 
SAIC [School of the Art Institute of Chicago] 
from 2007 until 2011. Around 2012 I’d al-
ready organized a couple of activities under 
the name with some artist friends. The initia-
tive was nomadic and the activities took place 
in borrowed apartments. But, by the end of 
2012, I was approached by artist Kirk Faber to 
organize an exhibition of his paintings. Kirk 
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In the end, it’s exciting when new galleries 
are accepted by the committee, as I want 
our visitors to have new and unexpected 
encounters.

Many Latin American galleries are now 
participating, meaning you will have to travel 
much more to Mexico, Columbia, Brazil. But 
will you also consider galleries from the Midwest 
or Texas? Will you amplify both aspects? In other 
words, will you slightly redirect Art Basel Miami 
Beach or will it keep its roots?

My new role covers all of the Americas 
working with galleries, artists, collectors and 
arts institutions across the two continents — 
from Canada to Argentina, and across the 
entirety of the United States. There are no 
plans to redirect the fair away from its roots, 
only to bring the fair in Miami Beach to ever-
greater heights, and provide the very best 
platform for its galleries and artists.

Do you think the fair needs a “country focus” 
like the Armory?

I don’t think Art Basel in Miami needs a 
country focus. We’re already present across 
three continents, and there’s an unparalleled 
international composition of galleries and 
programming as a result. In Miami, 50% 
of the galleries in the show are based in 
the Americas, which gives it a distinct feel, 
and our sectors also have their own unique 
characteristics.

What is the most repetitive aspect of an art 
fair? 

The queue to get in on the first morning!
 
How has it been to spend more time in 

Florida?
Miami has a real buzz and its own unique 

cultural mix. Art Basel has been a catalyst for 
cultural regeneration, and Miami now has 
major arts institutions and some fantastic 
private museums. I’m still based in NYC, but I 
travel extensively, and I’m looking forward to 
spending significant time in Florida this fall.

I read you have a real passion for music. You 
recommend Tame Impala in The Observer. Have 
you ever considered a music column?

I’ve loved music for as long as I can 
remember. No immediate plans for a music 
column, but maybe one day…

You are quite into psychedelic music from the 
’60s and ’70s. Do you know the Vanilla Fudge? 

I suppose I am. I know the Vanilla Fudge 
a little bit but not super well. Perhaps worth 
adding to my Miami Beach playlist for 
December.

New York

SLOW AND STEADY
WINS THE RACE
by Becca Albee

Slow and Steady Wins The Race, Installation view at “Greater New York”, MoMA PS1, New York (2015) 
Courtesy of MoMA PS1, New York. Photography by Pablo Enriquez.

Slow and Steady Wins the Race, the concep-
tual clothing and accessory line that reex-
amines “classics,” was created by designer 
Mary Ping in 2002. The label’s catalogue now 
includes over 350 items and continues to 
grow outside of fashion’s traditional seasonal 
structure. Ping frequently collaborates with 
artists, graphic designers and architects, while 
contributing to and curating significant ex-
hibitions. Artist Becca Albee met up with 
Ping shortly after she completed SSWTR’s 
installation for “Greater New York 2015” at 
MoMA PS1.

Can you describe your installation for 
“Greater New York”?

It’s called Living Archive, and it’s one rep-
resentation of each of the fifteen signature 
collections from SSWTR. The word “living” 
is important, because everything we’ve de-
signed is still active and in rotation. There’s 
the clear trench coat from the clear collec-
tion, the double-heel pump from the original 
shoe collection, the four-sided rectangular 
bag, the pearl T-shirt, the marble pajamas. 
We included jeans from Denim, which are 

new. It’s a good representation of everything 
we’ve designed since 2002.

Those pieces are presented on a structure that 
was created with Bureau V, with whom you’ve 
collaborated before. How did you determine the 
ascending form?

Working with Bureau V made sense be-
cause they’ve done all the past collaborative 
architectural designs for SSWTR. For this 
show, I always thought about a vertical orien-
tation spiraling out from a central point. The 
closest inspiration were these Achille Casti-
glioni shelving units that nest and fan out. 
They resemble an ascending spiral staircase 
that widens at the top. 

You mentioned how you didn’t want the 
installation to look like retail, and that at the 
same time this was being installed you were do-
ing sales in a showroom at Paris Fashion Week. 
I’m curious about how you distinguish those two 
things, especially at this moment.

For pragmatic reasons, it becomes com-
partmentalized, but it’s also the way my brain 
works. 

SSWTR has always operated in a Venn 
diagram of various industries. As a business, 
it has to exist within the fashion world. With 
our buyers, I have to remember, “Oh, how 
does this look in a retail space? How would 
this be merchandise?” The words are all dif-
ferent.

At the same time, it’s our signature and 
core, our identity. We are known for refor-
matting the existing fashion space and sys-
tem, and that has started making everything 
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Shanghai

YONGWOO LEE on the 
SHANGHAI PROJECT
by Helena Kontova

View of Shanghai Himalayas Museum. Courtesy of Shanghai Himalayas Museum

A historical nexus of China’s cultural avant-
garde, Shanghai is now a burgeoning hub for 
the contemporary art industry. 

In the fall of 2016, the city will host 
the first edition of the Shanghai Project, a 
multifaceted cultural event that intends to 
rethink the format of the biennial in order 
to adapt it to the fluid nature of megacities. 
Flash Art talks with Yongwoo Lee, Shanghai 
Project’s initiator.

The Gwangju Biennale, one of the most 
important cultural events in the world, was 
your creation. What are your expectations for 
the Shanghai Project?

My work with the Gwangju Biennale was 
dedicated to advancing both contemporary 
art and the biennial as a form of social 
practice. I wanted to make Gwangju a type 
of forum where people can come together, 
communicate and participate in creating new 
forms of aesthetic and cultural expression 
as well as cross-cultural engagement and 
dialogue. The Shanghai Project departs from 
the biennale form in a number of ways — 
from the structure of the institution to the 
geographical and cultural context in which 
it is situated. 

Shanghai is one of the largest and 
fastest-growing cities in the world, and it 
is constituted by a majority of migratory 
populations. Hence the engagement with 

the social matrix of Shanghai will require 
different practices, conceptual tools and 
frames of reference to understand and 
harness its creative force.

Our upcoming conference, “Ní ha˘o, 
Shanghai!” (December 12–13), planned as 
our initial in-depth conversation with visual 
artists, filmmakers, architects, scholars, critics 
and curators about the city as space, myth, 
image and state, will set the ground for our 
year-long investigation. 

Despite these important differences, 
my expectations for the Shanghai Project 
remain focused on further developing the 
art exhibition platform as a social practice 
that is both dynamic and stable. I hope that 
the Shanghai Project will be able to reach out 
to the constituents of Shanghai and provide 
a space to look out on and participate in the 
wider world of global art and culture that has 
been increasingly looking in.
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Dave Miko, “On some future” installation view at Lodos, Mexico City (2015) 

is one of the most generous, enthusiastic and 
supportive artists in Chicago. I said yes and 
began working with him. This was the first 
time I took on a curatorial approach — until 
then everything had been much more loose. 
Working on Kirk’s show helped me build a 
keen interest in exhibition making.

And how was it you moved to Mexico City 
in 2014?

After organizing another painting show 
for artists Annie Bielski and Molly Welsh, 
I gave up the studio space that I had in the 
basement of my apartment, located in Logan 
Square, and went for a small, separated exhi-
bition space. I then approached a group of 
artists with whom I shared similar concerns 
and explorations and asked them to be part 
of the first series of exhibitions, which saw 
as a platform for thinking publicly about 
our concerns. They agreed but, shortly af-
ter, I realized that my visa status in the US 
wouldn’t be renewed and that I should leave 
the country. From the time it was inaugu-
rated and until I left due to my expired visa, 
Lodos hosted four exhibitions and a good-
bye music performance night over the span 
of two months. I returned to Mexico City, 
where I’m originally from, in the summer 
of 2013. Not wanting to lose what had been 
developed in Chicago, I started looking for a 

space in the city to continue the exhibition 
program. I was particularly interested in the 
San Rafael neighborhood due to my working 
relationship with two spaces there: Preteen 
Gallery and Yautepec, which also happened 
to be two of my only contacts upon returning 
to the city.

Preteen and its founder Gerardo Mosquera 
are credited with having supported then not-so-
well-known artists, such as Petra Cortright, and 
for radically renewing the scene in Mexico City 
at the same time. In some sense you seem to fol-
low his steps, by working with a roster of only the 
youngest international artists. How did the city 
receive you back?

Quite well. In December 2013, Lodos had 
its inaugural exhibition in Mexico City, with a 
group show of work by Darja Bajagić, Annie 
Bielski, Kevin Gallagher and Aaron Graham. 
This show was seen by many as a way to in-
troduce the program and the type of work to 
be shown in the future to a still unknown, at 
this point, audience in the city.

What plans do you have in mind going 
forward?

Currently at the space, until November 15, 
we have a solo exhibition of paintings by Dave 
Miko titled “On Some Future.” Upcoming 
activities for Lodos include a group show with 

work by Darja Bajagić, Jake Cruzen, DeSe, 
and Joseph Geagan. This show opens on No-
vember 27th. I will be heading to NADA with 
Oa4s in December and then in 2016 there 
will be lot of things happening, including a 
project by Korakrit Arunanondchai organized 
by curator Franklin Melendez in February, 
as well as participation in Material Art Fair 
2016. Later on in the year I will be working 
with Michael Thibault on a project he will 
organize with work by Olga Balema, Emanuel 
Rossetti and Maxfield Hegedus. And in the 
second half of 2016 there is going to be a big 
change. I don’t know precisely how to explain 
it yet, but I’m really looking forward to it.

Finally, can you give a preview of Oa4s’ pres-
entation at NADA?

Oa4s [an acronym for “On all Fours”] is a 
poetry group, whose members are Clay Gib-
son, Temra Pavlovic and Michael Ray-Von. 
They have been making a body of work that 
is assembled as a sort of theater play. It’s called 
Left in the Dark: there is a script, objects and 
characters in scene. Things are written and ex-
perienced while being written, or better said, 
things write themselves into an experience. 
The experience is hosted in the studio, and 
at NADA we will present the resulting script 
and objects, with the possibility of enacting 
other experiences while being there.
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Oneohtrix Point Never. Courtesy of the Artist and Warp Records

messiness,” or whatever, you can really start 
modulating those things.

With that in mind, and having been so inter-
ested in making film early on, it sounds like your 
interests lie in the art of emotional manipula-
tion. Do you find that hopeful or depressing — the 
thought of being able to evoke certain feelings from 
people, or from yourself?

I’m a self-admitted hedonist on some lev-
els, so when you’re that combination you tend 
to be kind of open to the manipulation, or you 
get some joy from it. I never would call it a 
“guilty pleasure” or anything like that. I think 
it’s much deeper than that. I am generally agi-
tated a lot by the repetition, or the tedium, of 
the predictability of things. I hate clichés. I 
don’t find them interesting or worthwhile or 
funny. I find them to be irritating and find 
them to be generally negative and uninspiring. 
They just assume everybody is a bag of bones 
just sitting there and accepting whatever they 
get, so that’s not good. But I’m also not on 
some kind of crusade of like, “Oh, I’m going to 
take that and flip that it into something special 
and idiosyncratic,” because I don’t really think 
that that’s a unique thing to do. I think it’s a 
human responsibility to have some agency 
over the things that happen in front of you, 
that you may or may not want to happen to 

of Delete seems to suffocate under the force of 
its own glitches, channel-changes and digital 
detritus. It is an album that’s overwhelming in 
its depth and complexity, and one that’s not 
far off from life.

How do human emotions come into your 
practice?

I watch a lot of soaps. I watch things like 
Nashville and Empire and stuff like that because 
the affective scenarios that are deployed in 
those shows are really acute, they’re really spe-
cific, you can almost make an index of them. 
It’s like, ok, there was this mental breakdown 
and it’s branching off into something else. 
Like, how did they get from mental break-
down to overjoyed? That to me is like a node. 
It’s almost like synthesis to me, in the way 
that you can kind of modulate things that 
are feeling unconnected to each other and 
create new relationships. That’s what comes 
into play, and how that comes into play on a 
practical level.

I think I rely on allegory a lot, and I try 
to demarcate certain things that happen in 
the music. It’s like, this is going to be this be-
cause I said so. This is going to be a traumatic 
landscape because I said so. Once you define 
it for yourself and you say, “this area is de-
marcated trauma,” or “this area is demarcated 

you. I don’t think that’s art. That’s just some-
thing delegated to us by being part of a society. 

It’s like, “Ok, you’re going to be con-
fronted by things that you don’t like and you 
should come to terms with it or find a way 
to deal with that, or do whatever you need 
to do with that,” but that’s not art-making 
for me. I think that’s just a small part of just 
being alive at this point. Because there’s just 
so much shit everywhere. If I closed my eyes 
and put my hand down on the pavement right 
now, I’m on Manhattan Avenue, I’d probably 
pick something up that I could Instagram and 
ten people would for whatever reason like it. 
That doesn’t make the world a better place 
at all. It’s just a place with tons of stuff, tons 
of volume. I feel like we have a responsibility 
to live our lives with some kind of a delega-
tion process. Where we make good decisions, 
healthy decisions for ourselves about how to 
deal with that stuff.

I guess, along with your ideas about the ma-
teriality of sound, it’s kind of like taking a bunch 
of stuff with loads of information embedded in 
it already and sculpting it into something that’s 
meaningful to you, because otherwise there’s just 
no way of dealing with it.

Yeah, unfortunately it seems like that’s 
what we’re faced with. 
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View of Century Park, Shanghai. Courtesy of Shanghai Project

New York

ONEOHTRIX POINT 
NEVER

by Steph Kretowicz

“I don’t really believe that there’s a limit,” says 
Daniel Lopatin on his cell phone, between 
moving studios in New York. Lopatin is a 
Brooklyn-based producer working under the 
moniker Oneohtrix Point Never, and he’s talk-
ing about carrying his sound well beyond the 
aural to a broad-reaching, multidisciplinary 
and collaborative practice that spans plat-
forms, countries and artists.

Lopatin has already worked with the likes 
of Tim Hecker and Takeshi Murata, and he 
continues to perform live with Nate Boyce. A 
budding filmmaker that would never be, he 
grew up idolizing directors Robert Rodriguez 
and Quentin Tarantino and got as far as con-
tributing to the soundtrack of Sofia Coppola’s 
Bling Ring in 2013.

Right now, he’s about to release his eighth 
album, Garden of Delete, on Warp Records on 
November 13. He’s just finished a residency, 
has already started touring and is well into an 
intensive album press cycle. Lopatin’s music 
is featured in a film for the solo exhibition of 
Canadian artist Jon Rafman in London, and 
the two are currently working on a five-minute 
video for a track on Garden of Delete called 
“Sticky Drama.” There’s a website, some teaser 
videos and a self-initiated interview between 
Lopatin and an alien named Ezra on a mysteri-
ous blog. Needless to say, his CV is continually 
evolving beyond his job description, and it 
reveals the same sense of urgent overstimula-
tion as the new album. Each track in Garden 

How will the Shanghai Project differ from 
other biennials and festivals?

The biennale form has been continually 
evolving since its eruption onto the world 
stage in the 1990s. The Shanghai Project will 
be an important step in this evolution of bien-
nales and other international art events into 
new hybrid, interdisciplinary and reflexive 
modes of exhibition making. In so far as bien-
nales have become a leading type of art institu-
tion, and one of the most globally constituted, 
it is imperative that this inherently ephemeral 
and chameleonic institution continuously re-
constitutes itself to not only capture and re-
flect back on the changing images of people 
and places such as the megacity of Shanghai 
but also to interact with such transient social 
and cultural matrices in a way that leads to 
meaningful transformations for the diverse 
groups and individuals involved. 

The Shanghai Project will experiment with 
the actual structure of the biennale, develop-
ing not only a new “platform” or “laboratory” 
but also the rules, guidelines and methodol-
ogy of this laboratory. In addition, all partici-
pants, from both Shanghai and abroad, will 
be designated as researchers, and convened 
in small groups to develop an expansive con-
versation. The ideas and methods generated 
from these teams of researchers, composed 
of practitioners from various fields, will form 
the basis for exhibitions, shows, performances 
and publications. However, these innovations 
are not intended to be fixed. Rather, they can 
change with every edition, with each artistic 
director and his or her team of collaborators. 
In particular, this first edition of the Shanghai 
Project will be launched in part as a platform 
to develop the Shanghai network of institu-

tions, independent spaces and “free agents” 
(which can also include artists, architects, de-
signers, scientists, historians, critics, etc.). The 
Shanghai Project can foster increased levels of 
professionalism for this network by provid-
ing administrative support and resources to 
fledgling cultural projects. Functioning as an 
inclusive platform for all the museums and 
art spaces in Shanghai, the Shanghai Project 
will be able to further expand the “Shanghai 
network” by making connections and devel-
oping projects that were not possible before. 

In terms of energy and dynamism, many con-
sider Shanghai to be the Asian equivalent of New 
York. How would you characterize it? Is Shanghai 
becoming a hub for contemporary art akin to New 
York? 

Although the common comparison be-
tween Shanghai and New York is a predomi-
nant one, it is one among many possible 
comparisons. Interestingly, as the historian 
Jeffrey Wasserstrom has pointed out, it is Bu-
dapest that presents the most similarities with 
Shanghai in so far as both are “re-globalizing 
post-socialist cities.” The comparison of cit-
ies is all to often a dangerous and reductive 
undertaking.

More importantly, I think any question 
that touches on Shanghai or any city’s capac-
ity to function as a hub for contemporary art 
needs to address the importance of the his-
torical-geographical specificity of its publics. 
The people and institutions that comprised 
New York in the postwar period are not com-
parable to those of contemporary Shanghai. 
The knowledge regimes of today are also quite 
different from 1950s New York. A large part 
of our project will be dedicated to examining 

these very questions, with as much intellectual 
rigor as human sensitivity.

How will the Shanghai Project affect the cul-
tural fabric of the city?

One of the principle goals of the Shanghai 
Project is to help make new and old Shanghai 
residents aware of the artistic and cultural re-
sources that are available and rapidly expand-
ing in their city. We would like to extend the 
reach (as well as translate the mediums) of cur-
rent cross-disciplinary dialogues to embrace 
the multiple publics of Shanghai in ways that 
are not only accessible to them but can also 
be taken up to articulate different outlooks 
and needs.
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Francesco Vezzoli, SP Apollo. Courtesy of the Artist. Photography by Alessandro Ciampi

Museion, Bolzano’s museum of contempo-
rary art, has named Italian artist Francesco 
Vezzoli as guest curator for 2016. In January, 
Vezzoli will inaugurate a two-show project: 
an exhibition of works from the museum’s 
collection and another dedicated exclusively 
to his sculptural production. Flash Art talks 
with Vezzoli about this new challenge. 

What are your criteria for selecting works 
from the collection? Also, are you planning to 
make connections between the two exhibitions?

The name of the project is “Museo/Mu-
seion,” and the connection between the two 
exhibitions is actually the keystone of the 
operation. We will create a gallery of classic 
plaster casts on the top floor of the museum 
to form the most canonical setting for my 
ironically classical sculptures. On the two 
lower levels we will display works from the 
museum’s collection, however re-framed in an 
antique style. For example, experts of trompe-
l’œil will re-paint the frame of a famous paint-
ing by Caravaggio around a photograph by 
Nan Goldin. The frame will be depicted in 
the finest detail, so the final effect will be 
quite surreal.

There really are no critical guidelines for 
the selection, but rather the intention to turn 
the expectations (cool but tedious) of an aca-
demic spectator upside-down.

There’s a long tradition of artists as exhibi-
tion curators, starting from the original surrealist 
shows installed by Marcel Duchamp, down to the 
recent series of Carte Blanche exhibitions orga-
nized by Ugo Rondinone, Jeremy Deller, Adam 
McEwen and John Armleder in the Palais De 
Tokyo spaces. Have these precedents influenced 
your approach to the role of guest curator at Mu-
seion in any way?

I feel no close affinity with these artists, 
even though I love their work in some cases. 
Clearly, my approach to curatorship has not 
been inspired in any way by theirs. I have, in-
stead, entertained myself by taking advantage 
of the complicity of the Museion director, 
Letizia Ragaglia, and her staff in overturning 
the editorial rules of the museum itself.

Does that mean that you are implicitly criti-
cal of how Italian institutions operate, with the 
Museion being a representative sample?

As I said, I feel my approach is dialecti-
cal rather than critical. If you will grant me a 
little space, I’ll gladly explain why: beginning 
with the Prada Foundation, continuing with 
the Hangar Bicocca, the splendid “La Grande 
Madre” by Massimiliano Gioni at Palazzo Reale 
in Milan, the rigorous direction by Gianfranco 
Maraniello at MART, the provocative program 
by Andrea Viliani at MADRE — and these are 
just the first that come to mind, I swear without 
any strategy or hidden intent — the super so-
phisticated Museion, the renewed Triennale of 
Milan; plus, Flash Art, Mousse, Kaleidoscope, the 
Uffizi, Galleria Borghese, excavations in Oplon-
tis, the temples of Agrigento… Now I know I 
sound ridiculous, but I’m doing it on purpose. 
All of this is to say that Italy is a glorious nation 
with epic, academic and creative history.

I am not criticizing any museum. I just say, 
to everyone: get a move on, be proud of what 
you have and what you are! Get out of this in-
tellectual closet! Go to Palazzo Abatellis in Pal-
ermo and take in Antonello da Messina framed 
by Carlo Scarpa in a museum that is standing 
on one leg alone. And stop thinking that New 
York’s Metropolitan is more beautiful.

The show of the previous guest curator, “So-
leil Politique” by Pierre Bal-Blanc, examined the 
social and political role of Museion in the city of 
Bolzano. Bolzano is a border city occupied by dif-
ferent national identities that do not always get 
along well. Your work has often emanated über-
Italic overtones, but thanks to your virtuosity in 

playing with certain cultural clichés, it has always 
indulged debates beyond the national. How has 
the reality of Bolzano influenced your proposal 
for the Museion? And how do you want the local 
public to perceive it?

For me, border cities are another thing… 
Bolzano is a marvelous provincial city and it 
was inspiring, first of all, to structure the ex-
hibition as never before at Museion, in fairly 
traditional thematic fields: abstract painting, 
portraiture, landscape, etc. That meant playing 
with the museum identity of Museion itself. 

The role of Museion, in fact, is precisely 
to bring the most sophisticated and exclusive 
international avant-garde to Bolzano: Cerith 
Wyn Evans, Carol Bove and Tatiana Trouvé, 
just to mention a few of the most recent shows. 
Instead, what I wanted to do, metaphorically 
speaking, was to rummage about in local pan-
tries to stir things up.

Do you, from a practical point of view, tend to 
separate the creative phase dedicated to producing 
a work from the phase dedicated to the exposition 
of the work itself? Your exhibitions are always very 
complex: they are complete installations. Is there 
an explicitly curatorial approach in your work?

Yes, I do think so. Unconsciously, whenever 
I show something new or less new I try to con-
dition or to disrupt the surrounding environ-
ment — whether at a stand in a fair or in an 
institutional space. When and if I realize that 
I have not succeeded, then I come to the inau-
guration completely sprinkled and drenched 
with costly, inebriating and almost nauseating 
perfumes. That’s one of the ways D’Annunzio 
marked his territory.

Bolzano

FRANCESCO VEZZOLI on 
“MUSEO/MUSEION”
by Michele D’Aurizio
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GALERIE
SUZANNE 
TARASIEVE
Eva Jospin
Until 21 November 2015

Oren Eliav
28 November – 9 January 2016

7, rue Pastourelle 
75003 Paris, France
T: + 33 (0)1 42717654 
info@suzanne-tarasieve.com 
www.suzanne-tarasieve.com

SUZANNE 
TARASIEVE
PARIS/LOFT19
Juergen Teller
12 - 28 November 2015

Matthieu Messagier
3 - 23 December 2015

Passage de l’Atlas 5, 
Villa Marcel Lods 
F 75019 Paris
7, rue Pastourelle 75003 Paris, France
T: + 33 (0)1 42717654
info@suzanne-tarasieve.com 
www.suzanne-tarasieve.com

P.P.O:W
Martha Wilson
Mona/Marcel/Marge

October 22 – December 22

535 West 22nd Street, 3rd Floor
New York, NY 10011

T: 212-647-1044
F: 212-941-8643
info@ppowgallery.com
www.ppowgallery.com

GALERIE
DANIEL
TEMPLON
Belgique (Michaël Borremans, Peter 
Buggenhout, Berlinde de Bruyckere, 
Thierry de Cordier, Wim Delvoye, Jan 
Fabre, Hans Op de Beeck, 
Luc Tuymans, Jan Van Imschoot)
November 5 – December 31

30 rue Beaubourg and 
Impasse Beaubourg 75003 Paris
T: +33 142721410  
F: + 33 142774536
info@danieltemplon.com 
www.danieltemplon.com

GALERIE JOCELYN 
WOLFF
CONTINUUM
William Anastasi
October 23 – January 9, 2016

78, rue Julien-Lacroix
F-75020 Paris
T: +33 1 42 03 05 65
F: +33 1 42 03 05 46
www.galeriewolff.com

PEARL LAM 
HONG KONG 
PEDDER
Form, Gesture,
Feeling: Robert Motherwell
1915 – 1991: A Centennial Exhibition
until November 6

Add: 601-605 Pedder Building, 12
Pedder St., Central, Hong Kong
T: +852 2522 1428
www.pearllam.com

GALERIE 
DANIEL 
TEMPLON
Norbert Bisky, Hérésie
October 29 – December 23

13a rue Veydt - Veydtstraat
1060 Brussels
T: +32 25371317
brussels@danieltemplon.com
www.danieltemplon.com

TEMNIKOVA & 
KASELA GALLERY
Jaan Toomik - 
“Smells like old men’s spirit” 
November 6 – January 9, 2016

Lastekodu 1, 10115 Tallinn
www.temnikova.ee

PEARL LAM
HONG KONG
SOHO
Pittura: Pino Pinelli solo exhibition
November 19 – December 31

Add: Shop No.1, G/F & 1/F, Soho 189
Queen’s Road West, Sheung Wan, 
Hong Kong
T: +852 6341 1222
www.pearllam.com

VAN DOREN 
WAXTER
GALLERY
Color(less): drawings show
until December 23

23 E 73rd St, New York, NY 10021,USA
info@vandorenwaxter.com
www.vandorenwaxter.com

PATRICK SEGUIN
Jean Prouvé
Petites machines d’architecture
until December 19

201545-47 Brook St - Mayfair 
London W1K 4HN 
T: +44 (0) 207 499 7766
info@patrickseguin.com

PLATFORM CHINA
check website

Platform China Contemporary Art 
Institute (Hong Kong)
www.platformchina.org
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MAZZOLENI ART
Alberto Burri
October 1 – November 30

27, Albemarle Street
London, UK - W1S4HZ
london@mazzoleniart.com
www.mazzoleniart.com

GALERIE MARTIN 
JANDA
Maja Vukoje
November 11 – December 19

Eschenbachgasse 11
1010 Wien Austria
galerie@martinjanda.at
www.martinjanda.at

AMMANN GALLERY
Hélène Binet - landscape
October 30 – January 29 2016

Teutoburger Straße 27
D-50678 Cologne
T: +49 (0) 221 932 88 03 
US M: +1 646 5934 270
contact@ammann-gallery.com
www.ammann-gallery.com

GALERIE
JEANNE BUCHER
JAEGER
Group show
Quinte Essence 
Air, Water, Earth, Fire, Ether
until December 19

St Germain Space
53 rue de Seine 75006 Paris 
T: +33 (0)1 44 41 69 65
info@jeannebucherjaeger.com

AYE GALLERY
Wang Yabin - Guest from Afar
until December 15

Room 601, Unit 3
Yong He Garden, Yard 3 
Dong Bin He Road, An Ding Men 
Dongcheng District, Beijing, China 
100013
T: +86 10 84221726 
aye@ayegallery.com 
www.ayegallery.com

LIVINGSTONE 
GALLERY
November 11 – December 19
Adriaan Rees, ‘East West Wanderer’ 
ceramic sculptures 
Daniele Galliano, ‘Berlin Constellations’ 
paintings & works on paper
Project-room: ‘In the shadow of 
Schoonhoven’,  Preview PAN 
Amsterdam

November 22 – 29
PAN Amsterdam
With Jan Schoonhoven, Louise 
Bourgeois, Klaas Gubbels, Kcho, 
Adriaan Rees, Anselm Kiefer, Raquel 
Maulwurf, Daniele Galliano, Jan Dibbets 
and Ryan Mendoza

Anna Paulownastraat 70 A/B 2518 BH 
The Hague, The Netherlands 
T: +31 (0)70 3609428
livingstone@livingstonegallery.nl
www.livingstonegallery.nl

LAURA BARTLETT
GALLERY
Nina Canell, N. Dash, Simon Fujiwara, 
Lydia Gifford, Hayley Tompkins and 
Phillip Zach
Drawn by its own memory
November 21 – January 17 2016

4 Herald Street
London E2 6JT
www.laurabartlettgallery.com

GALERIE 
JEANNE BUCHER 
JAEGER
 
Group show
Quinte Essence 
Air, Water, Earth, Fire, Ether
until December 19

Marais Space
5 & 7 rue de Saintonge 75003 Paris 
T: +33 (0)1 42 72 60 42
info@jeannebucherjaeger.com

CCA ANDRATX 
Xim Llompart - The China Venus: 
Transmission 
until December 20

C/Estanyera 2  07150 Andratx 
Mallorca, Illes Balears, Spain
www.ccandratx.com

ANNA SCHWARTZ
Mike Parr - Dark Cave
20 November – 19 December

245 Wilson Street
Darlington NSW 2008 Sidney 
PO Box 1926 Strawberry Hills
NSW 2012
mail@annaschwartzgallery.com

PILAR CORRIAS
Sabine Moritz: Harvest
November 20 – January 14 2016

54 Eastcastle street
London W1W8EF
www.pilarcorrias.com

CCA ANDRATX
KUNSTHALLE

Gavin Turk - Yard 
until December 15

Johannes Schramm - Still Water 
until February 1, 2016

C/Estanyera 2  07150 Andratx 
Mallorca, Illes Balears, Spain
T: +34 971137770
F: +34 971137691
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ME COLLECTORS 
ROOM BERLIN / 
OLBRICHT 
FOUNDATION
Cindy Sherman
Works from the Olbricht Collection
until April 10, 2016

Auguststrasse 68
10117 Berlin, Germany
T: +49 30 86 00 85-10
F: +49 30 86 00 85-120
info@me-berlin.com
www.me-berlin.com

PERA MUSEUM
Sea / See / Saw
Commissioned installation by 
Caitlind R.C. Brown & Wayne Garrett
until January 16, 2016

Mesrutiyet Caddesi No.65
34443 Tepebası - Beyoglu - Istanbul
www.peramuseum.org

SECESSION
Vija Celmins
Julia Haller
November 20 – January 31, 2016

Gustav Klimt
Beethovenfries
Permanent

Friedrichstraße 12
1010 Wien, Austria
T. +43-1-587 53 07-28
F. +43-1-587 53 07-34
www.secession.at

MUSEION
Cerith Wyn Evans
until January 1, 2016

Piazza Piero Siena, 18
39100 Bolzano, Italia
www.museion.it

TATE MODERN 

The EY Exhibition: The World Goes Pop
until January 24, 2016

Bankside, London SE1 9TG, UK
Www.tate.org.uk

TAIPEI FINE ARTS 
MUSEUM
Effusive Vitality: Chuang Che 
Retrospective Exhibition
until January 3, 2016

No.181, Sec. 3, Zhongshan N. Rd. 
Zhongshan Dist., Taipei City 10461
Taiwan,R.O.C. 
T: +886 2 25957656
www.tfam.museum
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DIA ART FOUNDATION
Dia:Chelsea
Robert Ryman: Real Light
December 9 – June 8 2016

535–545 West 22nd Street
New York City, NY
www.diaart.org

KUNSTHALLE WIEN
 
Political Populism
November 7 2015 – February 7, 2016

Kunsthalle Wien Prize 2015
November 27 – January 17, 2016
 
Charlemagne Palestine
GesammttkkunnsttMeshuggahhLaandtttt
until November 8
 
Museumsplatz 1, 1070 Vienna, Austria
Treitlstraße 2, 1040 Vienna, Austria
www.kunsthallewien.at

INTERNATIONAL 
CENTER 
OF PHOTOGRAPHY
 
Hunt’s Three Ring Circus 
American Groups Before 1950
until January 08, 2016

1285 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY
www.icp.org

CENTRE D’ART 
CONTEMPORAIN 
GENÈVE
Bourses de la Ville de Genève, Fonds 
Berthoud, Lissignol-Chevalier et Galland 
pour la jeune création
December 11 — January 10, 2016

Inauguration and announcement of the 
prize winners: thursday 10 December 
2015, at 6 p.m.

Centre d’Art Contemporain Genève 
Rue des Vieux-Grenadiers 10 
1205 Genève 
P.O. Box 121, 1211 Genève 8
info@centre.ch
www.centre.ch

BERGEN KUNSTHALL 
Jean-Michel Wicker
futurbella
until December 13

Squeezing Sorrow from an Ashtray
until December 13

Rasmus Meyers alle 5
5015 Bergen, Norway
T: +47 55 55 93 10 
F: +47 55 55 93 19
bergen@kunsthall.no  
www.kunsthall.no

MAGASIN III
Like A Prayer
until June 5, 2016

Magasin III Museum & Foundation 
for Contemporary Art
Frihamnsgatan 28 
(in building Magasin 3, floor 1, elevator 4)
Stockholm, Sweden
info@magasin3.com
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editor’s  let ter

Thomas Cole, View on the Catskill – Early Autumn (1837). Courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

This issue explores spatial and geographic 
destinations upon which terms like “frontier” and 
“terrae incognita” are posited in creative production. 
Considered as both fictional and real, these departures 
from anthropic and urbanized environments mostly 
confirm to three corresponding macroscopic scenarios: 
inlands, oceans and outer space. While pastoralism has 
traditionally considered nature as the sole alternative 
for escaping urban strife, we aim to question how 
the pastoral genre might account for nature’s lack of 
promise and to revisit its conception of escape when 
such a scenario is no longer a desire but a necessity.

Good reading,

The Editors

This issue of Flash Art considers the revitalization of 
pastoral narratives in contemporary art and recent artist 
contributions to radical theories regarding the so-called 
“end of nature.” As architect and theorist Martti Kalliala 
suggests in his contribution to this issue, “If 2011, with 
its uprisings, protests and riots was the year of #voice, 
2015 might be remembered as the year of #exit.” 
Confronted with political secessionist movements, 
mass exoduses from the global south, the continued 
proliferation of extra-state zones, and sci-fi-inspired 
dreams about outer space as a potential destination 
for humanity, artists and cultural producers seem to 
be responsible for channeling these collective escape 
attempts into an ultimate exit. However, given that the 
earth is the only habitable space from which we might 
escape, the fundamental question remains: Where to?
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Circle
the Wagons
Laura McLean-Ferris in conversation 
with Dena Yago

Laura Mclean-Ferris: To begin this discussion about 
pastoralism, I’d like to ask about your most recent body of 
work, which draws on the idea of the “pioneer woman,” 
specifically in certain depictions from 1990s television. Can 
you describe these recent works and your interest in this 
kind of feminine archetype from the media?

Dena Yago: There was a show on the Outdoor 
Channel that aired around 1999, The Huntress. In one 
episode, the host — Heidi Wilson — goes hunting for 
squirrel with her son. The show quickly segues into a 
cooking show where she prepares her son’s kill into 
“squirrel melts.” With The Huntress, homemaking is 
expressed in its traditional forms, through hunting, 
killing, cooking. I’m interested in Wilson’s proximity 
to violence and the subsumption of that very direct 
violence into an expression of care, love and home 
making. Or in how direct aggression, through one step 
of removal, quickly becomes an act of maintenance, 
of sustainability. 

Recently I’ve become aware of people evaluating 
their art practices and lifestyles in terms of whether 
it “functions as a sustainable model.” In the way I see 
it being used, it’s less about sustainability in terms of 
avoiding the depletion of natural resources, and more 
about depleting just the right amount and setting up 
a very complex system of equivalences (i.e., the cost of 
therapy equals a gym membership or the framing of a 
photograph; my internet use equals a case of wine). A 
“sustainable model” hints at a sense of responsibility 
for something larger than oneself, though it’s rarely 
used to refer to anything beyond the individual. 

LMF: That’s true of these complex equivalences. I 
wonder if these strategies are also about buying time in 
an abstract sense. I used to have a part-time job at the En-
vironment Agency in the UK, and sustainability was one 
of the main development concepts used at that time. It also 
seems that the “sustainable model” is used to discuss certain 
art practices that are at risk of burning up in a speculative 
economic climate — sustainability as a counterpoint to 
market-driven speed, something like the ethos of the slow 
food movement. 

Food carries a complex value system in relation to the 
land. In preparing for this conversation you sent me an 
article on Alice Waters, known for founding the restaurant 
Chez Panisse in Berkeley, in 1971, and largely spearheading 
the organic food movement on the American West Coast. 

DY: George Packer’s article on Waters, “Radish 
Queen,” was included in his book The Unwinding: An 
Inner History of New America (2013), which charts a his-
tory of deindustrialization in the U.S. through profiles 
of individuals like Waters. Chez Panisse opened at a 
time when affluent and middle-class Americans were 
eating either frozen dinners or French cuisine. That’s 
no longer the case, but produce and fresh foods are 
still pretty unaffordable to the general public — there 
aren’t many affordable options for unprocessed foods 
to those that are strapped for time and cash. When 

you do see some solutions to these issues, they’re often 
framed as clickbait, such as “Ten Easy Ways to Pack a 
Healthy Lunch” or “life hacks.” Alice Waters and the 
chefs at Chez Panisse would famously forage alongside 
railroad tracks to source greens. But you need more 
than just resourcefulness; you have to have time. Writ-
ing about a relationship to food and time can become 
a stand-in for talking about class and social relations. 

LMF: It’s clear that certain aspects of health and well-
being fall under the heading of “luxury,” because they 
require time and money, but healthiness has an even more 
distinctly stratified marker of class than ever before, because 
the signs of its display are more subtle. Growing one’s own 
vegetables or going to the farmer’s market can be read to 
signify a higher class status than going to Whole Foods does 
because, perversely, it’s more difficult and requires more 
time and effort. Thornsten Veblen in The Theory of the 
Leisure Class (1899) describes the idea of the pastoral as 
“rural” literature and art that develops in the midst of a 
crisis about urban values. The artifice of a pastoral past 
(back to the land) and the fictions that it draws upon and 
perpetuates are undergoing something of a resurgence — 
moving to Upstate New York, or even moving to somewhere 
like Greece (rich in soil, produce, history; poor in economics 
in terms of a modern global economy). 

DY: When affluent people move to Hudson or 
Greece, a lot of these lifestyle decisions are framed 
as “retreats”  — whereas you might refer to places 
that are ripe for foreign real-estate investment as “es-
capes.” There is something to go back to, and it’s im-
plied that these retreats are temporary. Motivations 
for moving to these places are different from those of 
groups like the Greenhorns in the Champlain Valley 
of New York, who work as farmers and advocate for 
young farmers across America. The former falls un-
der what Sean Monahan and I recently talked about 
for a K-HOLE talk at the ICA Miami, the concept of 
“Survivalist Cos Play,” which is an act of performing 
one’s ability to survive. Or performing self-sufficiency 
and demonstrating that one could live outside of the 

Previous page:
Across Lots (2015)
Courtesy of the Artist
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systems of capital that they’ve wholly bought into, or 
in a post-apocalyptic world. We used Naked and Afraid 
and Barry’s Bootcamp as examples, but many urban 
farming projects (within cities, not outside of them) 
fall under this category. 

LMF: How do you think that that pastoralism is used 
to affirm or deny certain realities today? 

DY: The pastoral tradition in art and literature 
often deals with social order, and clearly delineates 
the borders of an urban and cultured experience. The 
position of many of the artists working in this tradi-
tion has frequently been distanced — romanticizing 
the farmer, the shepherd, the huntress, without get-
ting one’s hands dirty. In some ways the pastoral as it 
existed at the birth of the industrial revolution served 
as a reminder that the spaces outside of industrialized 
cities still existed. It also functioned as a way for the 
leisure class to distance themselves from industrial 
workers; they instead identified with agrarian laborers, 
whom they deemed pure and natural.

But pastoralism becomes something else when the 
only remaining frontier is ourselves, which we then in 
turn cannibalize — all while still using the totems and 
iconography of the period of expansionism, when the 
rural and the frontier were vast expanses of land to 
homestead. The most direct example of this would be 
restaurants that source ingredients from their rooftop 
gardens while decorating their sustainably designed in-
teriors with reclaimed wood and small wood-burning 
stoves, all the while mood-boarding their menus and 
websites with images from “The Source” era of com-
munalism in the late 60s.

LMF: Can you expand on what you mean by this 
“human frontier” you reference?

DY: I mean more that an expansionist view has 
turned inward; the space we’re left with is more about 
making space within already populated landscapes. As 
in, figuring out how to make space for a community 
in an untenable environment that one has willingly 
chosen to inhabit. On the individual level, an example 
might be how our vision of a modified futuristic hu-
man body was more based on external prosthetics, 
whereas now it’s less visible, more about performance-
enhancing brain and body hacks. 

LMF: I’m interested in the way that several of your 
works tend to problematize constructions of the rural or 
natural as artificial, and vice versa. In Venkatesh Rao’s 
essay “The American Cloud” (Aeon, July 2013) he outlines 
the way that the contrasting economic visions of Thomas 
Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton have come to overlap 
in contemporary America. He describes certain artificial 
constructions — such as the farmer’s market design-feel 
of Whole Foods — as giving the consumer an “emotional 
satisfaction” for which they are prepared to pay. How do 
you conceive of this emotional power and its application?

This page:
Excerpt from K-HOLE 
#5 (2015) 
Courtesy of the Artist 
and K-HOLE

Next page, above:
Peer Evaluation (2014)
Courtesy of the Artist 
and Gasconade, Milan

Next page, below:
Distaff (2014)
Courtesy of the Artist 
and Eli Ping Frances 
Perkins, New York

DY: Rao speaks of how we skin the back ends of 
American commerce and infrastructure (which he re-
fers to as “Hamiltonian cathedrals”) with a thin film of 
craft-oriented and “emotionally satisfying” visual cues 
(which he terms “Jeffersonian bazaars”). As an example, 
he brings up the design of Whole Foods, which tries to 
feel more like a farmers market, less like a Costco. Con-
structions like this are by no means new, and the ico-
nography of expansionism, rural life and the American 
West have long become an established design aesthetic. 
It’s this aesthetic of homesteading that interests me, 
whether it’s looking to craft or the use of mechanical 
tools or rusted domestic objects. This aesthetic is often 
used to imply intimacy and the presence of a commu-
nity, which is pretty suspect. I’m interested in what the 
habitats of occupied communal space look like — not 
in a broader ethnographic way, but in my immediate 
surroundings. I continually photograph and work with 
materials from my domestic life, while simultaneously 
photographing sites like Pioneertown in Yucca Valley, 
which was built in the 1940s as a live-in film set. 

LMF: Your work has also focused on cohabitation with 
animals. There’s often a suggestion of a gray zone between 
intimacy and dependency — or violence and care. For the 
exhibition “You and You’re People” at BFA in São Paulo in 
2014, you showed photographs of dogs taken at a dog park 
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of some of these kinds of communities are based on 
exclusivity, and by making space within an already oc-
cupied landscape it’s rare that you’re not edging other 
communities out in the process.

LMF: The exhibition “Heat Island,” held in 2014 at 
Gasconade, Milan, was attentive to the climactic condi-
tions of a hot, busy metropolis such as Manhattan, where 
plants such as figs, usually requiring warmer conditions, 
can grow due to the heat of buildings and people and all 
their energy and labor. I suppose that this is why your work 
has occasionally been positioned within a discourse about 
the Anthropocene. How do you think about that discussion, 
which has gained a lot of traction in the past five years or so? 

DY: The heat island effect is a rising in ground tem-
perature due to population density, but that is just one 
of many environmental aberrations that exist in a city 
like New York. Other aberrations can be seen in people’s 
behavior, how communities are formed, what relations 
exist within those communities, and how they emerge 
out of hostility. For a certain type of artist, living in 
these environments can breed complicity. Survivalism 
largely precludes critique. They are both affecting their 
environments on a geological scale while being products 
of their environment that they’ve created as a collective 
whole or bought into as individuals.

Dena Yago (b. 1988, USA) 
lives in Los Angeles.

Laura McLean-Ferris is Flash Art US Editor.
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strung with aluminum text pieces taken from the chapter 
titles of Rainer Werner Fassbinder’s series Berlin Alexan-
derplatz (1980), such as “The Sun Warms the Skin, but 
Burns it Sometimes Too.” 

There is a sense of a strictly boundaried existence of sub-
mission that amounts to a lack of freedom for both animals 
and their owners, which is nonetheless a form of love and 
care. Have you developed such slippages formally in the 
work?

DY: I’ve photographed domesticated animals, such 
as dogs and their owners in dog parks, and then I’ve pho-
tographed the animals of cities like New York City and 
Los Angeles. I think of animals like squirrels, pigeons 
and ducks as cohabitants in a city. You have certain 
similarities between groups; talking about pigeons can 
quickly turn into a conversation about artist communi-
ties. For instance, both groups are used as icons of the 
city (pigeons signifying urbanity and artists signifying 
New York City as the creative capital of the world), 
though the city creates “proper” representations of both 
and renders all others invisible. Both groups thrive on 
hostility. 

Photographing dogs in a clearly delineated and en-
closed space of leisure, the dog park, you quickly see 
social relations played out. These photographs are of 
relationships — between dogs, between dogs and their 
owners. There was a photo of a chow who had a col-
lar tag that read “Have Your People Call My People.” 
I didn’t notice this until afterwards, but it sums up a 
lot of things I’m discussing in that work: subservience, 

deferral, care and control. The tag led to the title of the 
exhibition. The distinction between violence and care 
can be read in subtleties — shifts in body language, 
changes in the conjugation of words and pronoun usage.

LMF: And how does that relate to your ideas about care 
in the work? In your writing, your poetry, your work with 
K-HOLE and your art practice, you explore cohabitation 
and collaboration. How has your own understanding of the 
way intimacy evolves among friends and peers changed, and 
how do you see this relating to something like gentrification 
or a sense of place? Can you describe your sense of a practice 
that is dispersed among a community? 

DY: One way that I see this cannibalized pastoralism 
existing within art is with the romanticization of artistic 
communities. Artists are known for living in totally 
collapsed social spheres and having messy relationships 
in which people play every role in one another’s lives 
— friends, lovers, collaborators, gallerists, therapists, 
art dealers, drug dealers, interns, family. In a loosely 
tied, disembodied network of 1099’ers and artists with 
day-jobs, I think that different kinship models provide 
some sort of alternative to the atomized, isolated “cook-
ing for one” life that is encouraged. I’m interested in 
relationships of kinship and care, and bonds between 
people that choose to cohabitate spaces, and in how in 
these kinships you slip into and out of shared spaces of 
intimacy. In many ways you make these chosen families 
out of a survivalist urge; it’s a circling of the wagons. In 
terms of how this relates to gentrification, the nature 

This page:
Aequians, Saines, 
Volscians (2014)
Courtesy of the Artist

Next page, above:
The Ruler (2013)
Courtesy of the Artist

Next page, below:
A handful of people in the 
depth of silence (2014) 
Courtesy of the Artist and 
Boatos Fine Art, São Paulo
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He is a huge, seven-hundred-pound pig with 
large hooves and tusks, but he remains in his 
area enclosed by a single wire fence. If he want-
ed to, he could break out at any time. But he 
chooses not to. The reason he chooses not to is 
because he is happy where he is.

I feed him every day. I give him apples and 
acorns in the fall and regularly bring sows into 
his area for him to mate with. I change his bed-
ding, give him a lot of water, and make sure he 
is healthy and happy. If I miss a feed, he lets me 
know his displeasure with a distinctive set of 
grunts and snorts.

That is my contribution to him. His con-
tribution to us is that he sires young pigs, from 
eight to twelve per litter. We will keep one or 
two, but the rest of his offspring are grown and 
slaughtered. [Taxonomy Transplanted, p. 31.]

Back to the land

Nadin can be called himself a pioneer among the many 
New York-based artists who have chosen to relocate up-
state. Indeed, the city of Hudson is today the home of 
many artists — the Marina Abramovic Institute is located 
here, for example — and, as in the case of many areas that 
witness springs of creative communities, it is subject to 
exponential gentrification. However, when Nadin first 
touched this ground, the sole precedent connected to 

New York’s inland in terms of art production was the 
so-called Hudson River School, a company of landscape 
painters that explored and ultimately settled around the 
Hudson Valley and the Catskills in the mid-nineteenth 
century. Recalling the reverence for natural beauty her-
alded by Transcendentalist writers Henry David Thoreau 
and Ralph Waldo Emerson, artists such as Thomas Cole 
and Frederic Edwin Church represented the surrounding 
landscape, imbuing their scenes with pastoral narratives. 
But while, for Nadin, Church’s interest lay in the sublime 
and the theatre of nature, “Cole painted an ocular reality 
… to give form to his experience of the landscape” [Philip 
Larratt-Smith in conversation with Peter Nadin, in The 
First Mark, Charta, Milan, 2007, p. 200].

Nadin understands Cole’s particular form of ocu-
larism according to the artist’s attempt to capture an 
immanent quality of the landscape and thus his ability 
to convey a multi-sensorial image through the painting. 
Nadin inscribes himself in this tradition, in which, he 
says, “Art stems from the experience of the individual in 
relation to the landscape” [The First Mark, p. 201]. In this 
sense, his paintings eschew representation at the same 
time that they reproduce an intimate relationship with 
his surroundings: they depict the visual reality of the 
farm, and also deliver haptic and olfactory data. Made 
with a variety of materials all existing in the farmstead 
— honey, wax, cashmere, eggs, black walnut, charcoal, 
etc. — Nadin’s paintings are themselves “effects” of the 
quotidian experience of the Catskill landscape. Even 
literally, the paintings result from an actual exchange 

This page:
Aimée Toledano, Natsuko 
Uchino, and Peter Nadin
First Mark (film still, 2007)
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The Gesture that 
Makes the Mark
Michele D’Aurizio on Peter Nadin’s art and farming

Contributive Farming

The Old Field Farm rises on the northern slopes of the 
Catskills, in Greene County, New York, approximately 
thirty miles away from the Hudson River and the city 
of Hudson. The farm was established by British-born 
naturalized New Yorker Peter Nadin (b. 1954), who 
in 1987 purchased a farmhouse built at the end of the 
eighteenth century by a Connecticut migrant, whose 
descendants would continue farming the property 
until the 1950s. This early pioneer — a figure that the 
local records stated as psychologically “consumed” by 
the cultivating of hostile territory, inclined to alcohol-
ism, and ultimately excommunicated from the church 
after attempting suicide — cleared acres of wilderness, 
which Nadin was only able to repossess in its entirety 
in 2007, thus restoring the boundaries of the original 
farm. Today the Old Field Farm consists of 172 acres, 
of which 62 are fields and 110 woodlands.

In addition to vegetable gardens and orchards, Na-
din farms pigs and chickens and maintains beehives. 
The list of farm goods and products includes: tisane, 
raw honey, maple syrup, dried mushrooms, jellies, 
jams, chicken and duck eggs, hens, pork products, 
legumes, roots, herbs, salad greens, braising greens, 
berries, dried herbs, luffa sponges and soap. In addi-
tion to these yields, there are two other categories of 
produce from the farming process that Nadin brings 

to the market: poetry and art. “The creation of art and 
the activity of farming both facilitate and enhance 
each other,” explains Nadin. Indeed, the contempla-
tion of the mutual benefits of art and agriculture led 
Nadin to develop a production model that, along with 
environmental concerns and a business paradigm de-
liberately alien from the commodity market system, 
makes the Old Field Farm ecologically, financially and 
philosophically sustainable.

Nadin calls the conceptual foundation of his vision 
of entangling art, poetry and agriculture “contributive 
farming.” “The success of the farm comes not from 
the amount produced, but through the contribution 
that each species makes toward the equilibrium of 
all,” he writes. “In this method, the farmer becomes 
another animal of the farm” [“An Essay on Art and 
Agriculture,” Taxonomy Transplanted, Edgewise, New 
York, 2013, p. 30]. His “contributive farming” model 
suggests a holistic interpretation of the farmstead as 
a complex organism in which a sheer productivist 
approach is eschewed in favor of a symbiotic “evolu-
tion” of the farmers together with their animals and 
vegetables. For instance, Nadin’s care for his male 
boar, Abe, necessarily originates in concrete thoughts 
at the same time that it echoes pantheistic beliefs. On 
Abe, Nadin writes:
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Feedlot

Nadin farms about sixty pigs per year. Pigs are slaugh-
tered when they reach a hanging weight of approxi-
mately 220 pounds and are sold for $5 per pound. The 
commercial value of the meat is undoubtedly subject 
to the quality/quantity ratio; however, the immanence 
of the farm’s landscape within the pig is for Nadin in-
calculable: to eat the pig equals eating the landscape. 
This component of pricelessness prevents Old Field 
Farm’s pork to partake in the commodity market sys-
tem. Correspondingly, Nadin’s artistic research into 
mark-making transcends the value criteria assigned to 
abstraction by today’s art industry: by highlighting a 
technique that, springing from “nature,” is freed from 
medium-specific concerns, he creates paintings that es-
cape the art market’s parameters of value by avoiding 
“culture” altogether. New York’s Chelsea neighborhood 
is the largest feedlot for artists, observes Nadin. Feedlots 
are where pigs are grown for slaughtering within the 
commodity market system. Galleries in Chelsea keep 
artists in unnaturally close proximity, like pigs in feed-
lots. “Hogs are forced into this factory farming system 
of intensive production,” wrote Nadin, “whereas artists 
seem to volunteer for the feedlot and eagerly for their 
own slaughter” [Taxonomy Transplanted, p. 45].

Nonfigurative paintings bearing marks that are un-
intentional yet understandable as the traces of a con-
tinuous gesture: such paintings, fossils of an expanded, 
holistic experience, will necessarily cause friction in 

the common codification of the specimens of gestural 
and process-based abstraction. Indeed, Nadin’s unin-
tentional marks cannot be called romantic gestures, 
nor hints of biographical incidents as those that seem to 
constitute the vocabulary of much of today’s abstraction-
ism. “So many recent abstract paintings look the same,” 
critic David Geers recently wrote; “their distinction lies 
in the narrative of their making. But are such narra-
tives, trafficked like financial instruments in our new 
economy, sufficient?” [“Formal Affairs,” in Frieze, 169, 
March 2015, pp. 110–117] In Nadin’s case, the narrative 
of the making of the painting equals the narrative of 
the unfolding of the farm’s ecosystem. The correlation 
of labor, art creation and natural evolution allows not 
just for the insinuation of epic tones in this story, but 
also a statement concerning the originality of Nadin’s 
abstract art — an exploration that can’t but lead one to 
reconsider the very reasons for art making. Once the 
mark on the painting has been acknowledged, one is 
left with the same question that Nadin asks in the film 
that accompanies “The First Mark” series: “And what 
about the gesture that makes the mark?” 

Michele D’Aurizio is Flash Art 
Managing Editor.
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with nature such that, while being exposed to the out-
side of the artist’s studio, nature takes back elements 
from them — bees, for example, tend to retrieve their 
honey — and contributes new ones. All Nadin’s materials 
are stable; however, because the paintings are “natural” 
events above all, their persistence, like their making, is 
subject to climate, environmental placement, and the 
care of their holders. As actual living beings, “they absorb 
elements from their surroundings. What is absorbed is 
then released” [The First Mark, p. 195].

To highlight the continuity of the art and farming 
processes within Nadin’s daily existence means to discuss 
the “conformity” between the artist and farmer’s life 
and his work. Theorists of Franciscanism have coined 
the syntagma vita vel regula [the life and/or the rule] to 
suggest an entangled correlation between monastic rule 
and the monk’s way of life. For Francis, this rule was a 
code dissimilar to ethical-juridical precepts or societal 
dictates: it was shaped by life as life was shaped by the 
rule. In this regard, philosopher Giorgio Agamben has 
discussed “the incessant tension toward the realization 
of a threshold of indifference,” for which “the rule is 
made life to the same extent that life is made rule” [The 
Highest Poverty, Stanford University Press, Redwood City, 
2013, p. 69]. The conceptualization of this duality recalls 
the condition of the artist, for whom the conformity of 
life and art’s discourse is actualized in the genesis of the 
artwork. This relationship is complexified further in the 
case of Nadin, for whom farming and art making them-
selves engender a reflexive discourse around creation. 
For Nadin, the farm’s produce and the art are both the 
result of the same process. But this process consists in 
giving form to experience, that is to say life, in bridging 
the distance between the gesture and its output, between 
creation and discursive production. Far from affirming 
the communion of art and life, or proposing scenarios 
of aestheticization of labor, Nadin suggests that his life 
is a constant practice, of which the farm goods, just like 
the artworks, are mere indexes.

The First Mark

“The First Mark” is Nadin’s first extensive body of works 
created in the context of the farm. The series comprises 
eighteen paintings, four sculptures, a film and a novella, 
all produced between 2000 and 2006. The experience 
of farming, the collection of manifold multi-sensorial 
stimuli, forced Nadin to question his optical perception 
of the world. “The honeybees fly over the same fields I 
walk in,” wrote Nadin, “yet because of their genes they 
create a profoundly different sense of reality from the 
same environment. One is no more truthful than the 
other” [Taxonomy Transplanted, p. 26]. In order to nul-
lify the incongruity between human-ness and bee-ness 
(and pig-ness and plant-ness, etc.), and thereby develop a 
deeper symbiosis with the landscape, Nadin understood 
that he had to address the representation of a feeling of 
pure consciousness. This achievement inevitably required 
him to abandon codified representational languages — 

to unlearn what he knew about making art. Hence the 
“unintentional marks” left by the process of the farm 
appeared to him charged with the same indexical quality 
that denotes a primary understanding of the sign, i.e. the 
basic output of a primordial gesture of the human body.

“During the process of smoking, marks are left up 
and down the side of the hive: black carbon residue and 
honey mixed with wax. These are unintentional marks, 
but extremely beautiful and evocative… I found the vi-
sual information left as the byproduct of activity to be as 
evocative as the visual information produced within the 
conventions of representation” [Taxonomy Transplanted, 
p. 42]. Poetic yet absolutely concrete, the above account 
recalls William Carlos Williams’s “The Red Wheelbar-
row” (1923): “so much depends / upon / a red wheel 
/ barrow / glazed with rain / water / beside the white 
/ chickens.” Nadin’s unintentional marks constitute a 
vocabulary of signs that, on the one hand enables the 
artist to speak a universal language of art — abstraction 
— and on the other entitles him to present the work 
as the manifestation of pure consciousness, beyond the 
consciousness of his own self. 

Page 56:
First Mark: House and 
Dream II (2006)

Page 57:
First Mark: Forming 
Words Before 
Speech (2002)

This page:
“First Mark,” installation 
view at Gavin 
Brown’s Enterprise, 
New York (2011)

Next page:
Aimée Toledano, Natsuko 
Uchino, and Peter Nadin
First Mark (film still, 2007)

All images courtesy 
of the Artist
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Why show the land? The question came to me as I exited 
“The Idea of North,” the Hammer Museum’s exhibi-
tion of landscapes by Canadian painter Lawren Harris 
(1885–1970). In the glare of Los Angeles it was hard 
to reconcile the vibrant and lonely images of icebergs 
and northern mountains struggling toward some kind 
of spiritual transcendence, not only with the actual 
weather in Southern California (this September was 
the hottest on record), but also with the habits of pictur-
ing LA (think of the blank irony of Ed Ruscha’s Every 
Building on the Sunset Strip for example). While Har-
ris’s paintings might be icy, they are definitely not cool. 
The cult of nature and cosmic yearning of his canvases 
could not, it seems, be more at odds with a city that 
likes to depict itself as a long drive between strip malls, 
and where the stars are visible only as decorations sunk 
into the sidewalk. Sure, the resurrection of hitherto 
overlooked artists has become a favorite curatorial and 
scholarly gambit, and yes, of course, museum-goers are 
capable of appreciating things radically different from 
their own experience. Yet the question remained: not 
just how would these works translate, but why show this 
specific — and fantastically different — landscape? Why 
offer up odd, arctic psychedelia to an American audience 
that, as the Hammer’s press release makes very clear, is 
totally unfamiliar with Harris? 

The latter, Harris’s American invisibility, comes 
across as something of a point of emphasis for the or-
ganizers of the exhibition. They return to it again and 
again, almost as if the paintings had been hidden in cave 
somewhere, as if their sudden appearance was the most 
exciting thing about them. Hammering home the lack 
of American discourse on the artist speaks to a desire 
to reset the contentious conversation and dense context 
that surrounds Harris and his epic landscape paintings 
of the 1920s and ’30s in Canada.

To the initiated, these paintings represent Harris’s 
best work. Bold modernist depictions of icebergs, moun-
tains and northern lakes, rendered with smooth brush-
work and vibrating colors, they recall, as Steve Martin 

writes in his astute preface to the catalogue, a range 
of contemporaneous painting, oscillating between the 
fantasias of Burchfield and the more reserved efforts of 
O’Keeffe and Hopper. The viewers at the Hammer are 
getting a direct blast of almost all the most powerful 
and intense of Harris’s paintings, works that document 
a watershed in the artist’s development. His exposure to 
the northern landscape transformed him from a painter 
of urban scenes into a spiritual seeker high on Theo-
sophical fumes. Of course there really are mountains 
and icebergs in the far north of Canada, but Harris was 
clearly working on the icebergs and mountains in his 
mind. Martin’s essay opens up a discussion between 
Hopper and Harris. Where Hopper worked on a version 
of isolation rooted in alienation and social malaise, a 
critique of the effects of America’s rapid industrializa-
tion, Harris dealt with actual physical isolation, a more 
positive, spiritual, transcendental, almost Thoreauvian 
solitude. 

Harris had studied in Germany and was apparently 
aware of at least some developments in European paint-
ing. Certain works in the show suggest more than a hint 
of Scandinavian and Northern European influences. The 
wan light of Hammershøj, for example, is transposed 
from its domestic setting to the surface of a vast lake in 
Lake Superior (c. 1924). However, the rowdy colors in 
his paintings of Pic Island would have known few prec-
edents in 1920s Toronto. Harris must have come across 
like a visitor not from Europe, but from outer space.

Nevertheless, Harris’s paintings became thoroughly 
assimilated into the Canadian national imagination. 
Growing up in Toronto, your correspondent ate food off 
of placemats and drank tea out of mugs bearing images 
of Mt. Lefroy (1930). Likewise, prints of Mt. Lefroy and 
Above Lake Superior (1922) hung in my school library. 
Canadian rock bands have recorded albums inspired 
by his paintings, and politicians talk about them in 
speeches. As a small child, I went to art camp at many 
of the institutions that loaned works to the Hammer 
exhibition, where we sat in semicircles on the floor in 

North by Southwest

Previous page:
Pic Island (ca. 1924)
Courtesy of McMichael 
Canadian Art Collection

Next page:
Mt. Lefroy (detail, 1930)
Courtesy of McMichael 
Canadian Art Collection

Steve Kado on the landscape paintings of Lawren Harris
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the Canadian government’s program of compulsory 
residential schools for indigenous children (1840–1996), 
recently dubbed “cultural genocide” by an independent 
truth and reconciliation commission, kicked into high 
gear. Official policies of forced sterilization in Alberta 
(1928) and British Columbia (1933) were introduced to 
effectively cleanse and whiten the northern landscape in 
earnest, destroying most of the indigenous communities 
whose lives might have impeded industry’s progress. 
Of course, Harris’s goals were always cosmic in nature; 
he was not a painter of social realities. Yet in his desire 
to mold a national consciousness, he acted in striking 
concord with the rhythms of his milieu. 

For someone growing up in multicultural, “mega-
city” Toronto of the 1980s, very different from the 
WASPy city that Harris inhabited in the ’20s and ’30s, 
a huge cognitive gap separated the image of Canada 
being peddled at school — the icebergs and mountains 
that ostensibly defined our national experience — and 
the world around us. By the 1990s, approximately half 
the population of Toronto had been born outside of 
Canada, and very few of those people had ever seen 
an iceberg. My family, and many other families like 
ours, moved to Canada so that my generation wouldn’t 
have to sleep outside at all: Why on earth would we go 
camping? For many Canadians who immigrated into 
the country in the twentieth century, the term “camp” 
denotes a painfully complicated concept. The drizzle of 
grim news about the brutal experiences in many north-
ern communities further drove home the discordance 
between life in prosperous Toronto and the bare life 
being eked out by many in the north. How to square 
the reports on the news with the images on the mugs 
and placemats? Today, with some northern communi-
ties still under boil-water advisories after upwards of 
twenty years, it seems like Canada’s horrific treatment 
of indigenous people will now be finished off by govern-
ment neglect and the poisoning of the land and water 
by extractive industries.

The conscious effort, both evident in the catalogue 
and at the press event in Los Angeles, to reset the conver-
sation on Harris’s iconic, nation-building paintings ap-
pears aimed at more than just simplifying a dense Cana-
dian story for an international audience. It almost seems 
like Canada is using the United States to launder the 
domestic conversation on Harris. Is this a good way of 
addressing the fact that, whatever the contradictions and 
problems of the nation Harris helped define, the domes-
tic audience has now changed beyond recognition? With 
its population having far more in common with Drake 
than with any of the protestant swells of Upper Canada 
that made up the initially enthusiastic audience for Har-
ris’s work, which Canada are we even talking about? 
Why this rush to define and then redefine a national 
mythology in positive terms, when a picture can just as 
easily be drawn using negative space? What does it say 
that — despite the opportunity offered by a new mono-
graphic exhibition on Harris — the catalogue features 
no contributors from any farther north than Toronto? 
Is that the best idea of north that we can come up with?

Harris himself eventually fell victim to the com-
munity whose voice he carried into and back out of 
the north. His unconventional romantic life and in-
born high social status imploded in a scandal that saw 
him nearly charged with bigamy. To escape the wag-
ging tongues and provincial attitudes he moved first 
to New England, then to New Mexico and then finally 
to Vancouver. Harris also worked for forty years after 
executing these paintings, but again he was a victim 
of Toronto and of the success of his northern land-
scapes — almost all of his later work was in an ex-
tremely psychedelic abstract style that simply failed to 
enchant the Canadian audience he had created. All the 
while the mythology he built with the Group of Seven 
helped speed the prosperity of the Toronto industrial-
ists among whom he’d grown up. He died living the 
life of a wealthy exile, still grappling with the spiritual 
and artistic questions he had sought answers to in the 
north, but away from the trumpets of national success, 
however narrowly “national” was at the time defined. 
In aiming for the cosmos he never quite reached exit 
velocity and had to settle for landing in Canada, over 
and over again.

So isn’t this attempt to simplify and reset the con-
versation on Harris a bit patronizing to the paintings 
themselves? Aren’t they good enough? Aren’t they large 
and powerful enough statements that they can take 
their place with other, similar works of the time, with 
the Hoppers and the O’Keeffes, while still carrying the 
complexity that Canada’s needy identity has forced on 
them? Surely. Does the success of the work in Canada 
and its unfortunate role in assisting the Canadian co-
lonial project harm the paintings? Not at all. Harris’s 
work, in addition to its merits, provides an amazing 
opportunity to see how art can be used when a society 
takes it up, and in the ways that works of art slyly col-
laborate with the social forces of their times. Few artists 
can offer the complex lessons in how art and national 
mythology interact, and certainly not with such conci-
sion, since the Harris phenomenon happened in the 
petri dish that is Canada. How many paintings can truly 
be said to bend the social history of a country? Harris’s 
paintings are incredible, and his eye to the dynamics 
of color should be celebrated within a framework that 
incorporates the complexity of their reception. He can’t 
be blamed fully for how they were taken up, but now 
that story is part of the work. That such unabashedly 
phantasmagoric, nearly science-fiction landscape paint-
ings can even form the body of a politico-industrial na-
tional mythology is itself such a weird and unrepeatable 
story that for that reason alone it is surely worth telling.

“The Idea of North: The Paintings of Lawren 
Harris” in on view at the Hammer Museum 

until January 24, 2016.

Steve Kado is an artist living between 
Toronto and Los Angeles.  
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front of these works by Harris. These paintings were 
held up not only as the pinnacle of what it is to make 
a painting in Canada, but also as the foundation of the 
nation itself.

The situation becomes complicated by the fact that 
Harris, the son of a wealthy Toronto industrial fam-
ily, set out, along with a circle of like-minded painters 
called the Group of Seven, to create a distinctive national 
school of art for a country that was telling itself it was 
very young (never mind how long the various First Na-
tions had been there). The problem: Canada was, already 
at the turn of last century, extremely diverse, with even 
the two largest groups descended from European im-
migrants — the Catholic Francophones in Quebec and 
the Protestant Anglophones of Ontario — agreeing on 
very little. The idea of nationhood forged by the prosper-
ous Anglophone Protestants of Toronto and Montreal 
met the ideological needs of — you guessed it — the 
Protestant Anglophone business elites of Toronto and 
Montreal. The authors of the new national narrative 
didn’t care much what people in the west, or those who 
spoke French, or whose families had migrated to the 
country across a land bridge instead of by boat from 
Europe, thought about any of it. But to skirt any con-
troversy that relying on more blatantly Protestant or 
English symbolism might incur, the swells in Toronto 
settled on Harris’s distant mountains and icebergs, ap-
parently devoid of any human inhabitants, to direct 

their compasses. So a wealthy man from as far south as 
the country goes laid claim to the north as the spiritual 
and emotional national center. This would become a 
pattern repeated throughout Canadian cultural his-
tory, as in Glenn Gould’s radio series The Idea of North, 
in which the Toronto pianist manipulated recordings 
made in the north (“a place to dream about… but ulti-
mately avoid”) into a kind of fugue. 

From his photographs taken on his voyages to the 
arctic, it is clear that Harris did see people living in 
the north. But among all the works in the Hammer 
exhibition, only one betrays any sign of human life at 
all, Ice House, Coldwell, Lake Superior (c. 1923), where 
scattered buildings dot the distant shore of a lonely lake. 
Otherwise the paintings depict a primeval, untouched 
world. Harris helped forge a vision of the north as a 
place of spiritual reflection for southerners, and sub-
sequently, whether he intended so or not, a place to 
which southerners were entitled. Unlike the disquieting, 
violent settler mythologies of the American West, the 
picture sold to southern Canadians of the north was 
that it was simply empty, an image of emptiness that 
would, in the coming decades, facilitate a bonanza of 
resource extraction—mining, drilling and logging. Har-
ris himself wrote, “We [Canadians] are on the fringe of 
the great North and its living whiteness, its loneliness 
and its replenishment, its resignations and release, its 
call and answer, its cleansing rhythms.” Meanwhile, 

Page 63:
Ice House, Coldwell, 
Lake Superior (1923)
Courtesy of Art Gallery 
of Hamilton

This page:
Untitled (Mountains 
Near Jasper) (1934-40)
Courtesy of Mendel 
Art Gallery
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This pages:
Hayley A. Silverman 
A Sly Birth (2015)

Pages 68-69:
SUN STAND THOU 
STILL (2015)

Pages 70-71:
An Old Friend (2015)

All images courtesy of the 
Artist and Bodega, New York
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For the 2012 Havana Biennial, Roberto Fabelo Hung 
erected a translucent screen alongside Havana’s Malecón 
seawall, superimposing ghostly, digital reproductions 
of icebergs in a polar ocean onto the gauzy view of the 
sea behind it (Aire Fresco [Fresh Air], 2011). Through 
the semitransparent screen the real Caribbean ocean 
could be seen: contemporary Cuba as merged with the 
globe’s polar regions, or perhaps better, the former polar 
regions being eaten away by tropical waters in a period 
of frighteningly rapid climate change.

A half year later, Rafael Villares exhibited a “sound 
photograph” entitled La imagen que descansa (The Image 
at Rest, 2013). The viewer stares at a large photograph of 
a calm sea, while sounds of a storm recorded in the same 
spot play through headphones. The sense of a tempest 
lurking behind apparently tranquil waters opens up in 
the disjuncture between the visual and the aural. The 
dissonance is accentuated by the singular nature of the 
viewing experience, rather than the collective unease 
and action necessary to combat climate change. This ten-
sion between the singular and collective encounter with 
a changing nature is indicated by the work’s original 
title, since scrapped: Your Serenity Bothers Me. Shortly 
thereafter, in a series of watercolors exhibited in Novem-
ber 2013, painter Luis Enrique Camejo rendered images 
of Havana as if after an extreme flood, with cars and 
buildings half-submerged in surprisingly still waters. 

The sea has long been a defining feature, indeed an 
inevitability, in Cuban art, literature, and life. Now it 
turns ominous. The placating distance of the Kantian 
sublime has telescoped. The ocean, that most given of 
givens on an island, has become an unknown entity at 
the heart of climate change. As environmental scientist 
James Hansen has underscored, “the most important 
climate feedbacks all involve water, in either its solid, 
liquid, or gas form.” [Storms of My Grandchildren: The 
Truth About the Coming Climate Catastrophe and Our 

Last Chance to Save Humanity, Bloomsbury, New York, 
2009, p. 42] Only two decades after Chile transported 
an iceberg to the Universal Exposition in Seville (1992), 
a gesture that art critic Nelly Richard critiqued for its 
patent aspirations towards whiteness (versus indigene-
ity), purity (versus the recent, dirty past of the Pinochet 
dictatorship), and a neoliberal sheen that seemed to 
recapitulate the globalism of the year 1492 celebrated at 
the Exposition, Fabelo Hung’s icebergs in 2012 suggest 
quite other referents. [“The Graphic Model of an Adver-
tising Identity,” in Cultural Residues: Chile in Transition, 
University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, 2004, pp. 
116–17]

Aire Fresco exceeds the simple pleasures afforded 
by art’s ability to summon the impossible (icebergs in 
the Caribbean) since the floating chunks of ice seem 
increasingly implausible anywhere, reminding us of the 
rapid disintegration of polar caps in warming oceans. 
Whiteness is here less a symbol of naturalized hierar-
chies than a secretly essential color for the survival of 
the planet. For, as it happens, one of the most basic 
elements of art — color, or its absence — turns out also 
to be a basic element determining the science of our 
endangered future. A warming earth melts ice and snow, 
both of which possess reflectivity, or “albedo” (white-
ness), allowing them to reflect “back to space most of 
the sunlight that hits them. Land and ocean, on the 
other hand, are dark, absorbing most of the sunlight that 
strikes them. If ice and snow melt, Earth absorbs more 
sunlight, which is a ‘positive’ (amplifying) feedback.” 
[Storms of My Grandchildren, p. 42.] Vanishing white-
ness from the polar caps means warmer waters, which, 
as they melt ice shelves, release currents of water that 
sunder still more ice. Scientists have predicted “ice-free” 
summers in the Arctic by 2018, or even as early as 2016.

These changes, catastrophic as they will surely be 
for nonhuman “nature,” will reconfigure human life 

Havana
Under Water
Rachel Price on the sea in Cuban art 

Liudmila y Nelson
Absolute Revolución: 
La isla (2003–8)
Courtesy of the Artists
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Roberto Fabelo Hung
Aire Fresco (2012)
Courtesy of the Artist

rippled and uneven tiles also suggest the debris of roofs 
carried away by a tsunami, like the devastating wave that 
hit Indonesia in 2008, or anticipating the disaster of Fu-
kushima in 2012. Díaz has said that he sought to render 
in art the “cause-effect” relation between humans and 
the environment, in order to suggest an “apocalyptic” 
vision of the world resulting from industry’s effects on 
the environment. 

Tsunami’s variegated and undulating surface is 
created by the structures supporting the waves: card-
board boxes and shapes of varying heights, designed 
to reproduce the miniature gullies and rises within the 
larger wave. The imperfect composition of terracotta 
roof tiles suggests an artisanal craftiness, rather than 
a computer-generated simulation. It also suggests that 
the tiles are like the epiphenomenon of the underlying 
structures, invisible to the human eye except in their 
effects: rising temperatures, rising sea levels. The over-
lapping or disjunctive tiles figure overwhelming, im-
minent or arrived change like a wave crashing unevenly 
over us. Human-wrought “sea change” takes on local, 
specific versions: the piece was assembled differently 
in Havana and Saint Petersburg, for instance. In a nice, 
although probably accidental symmetry, scholars be-
lieve that the wave Hokusai rendered was not actually 
a tsunami but an “extreme wave” built of many small 
crests of waves, like Díaz’s own piece.

This apocalyptic vision has been echoed in the 
work of the more blithely commercial painter Camejo, 

whose series of watercolors “La isla del día después” 
(The Island the Day After) was exhibited in December 
2013. While Cuban kitsch, done right, once signaled 
an embrace of popular culture and rejection of grand 
narratives, a tourist-oriented version has become one 
option available for artists forced to turn to markets, 
minor and elite. (Other options include the kind of 
“global contemporary” aesthetic of which Díaz is per-
haps an example, overtly “political” art, and a recent 
boom in painting.) 

Camejo’s work, with its images of old cars and 
vistas of the city’s waterfront, flirts unironically with 
the aesthetic of the kind of paintings sold in tourist sou-
venir shops or outdoor fairs. But it also appeals to many 
Cubans interested in a legible and cinematic painting. 
Camejo is best known for dichromatic oil paintings of 
cosmopolitan cities (Havana, Panama City, Amster-
dam), where he lingers on surfaces and reflections: 
bus windows, shop vitrines, revolving doors, railroad 
tracks, rainy sidewalks. In La isla del día después #4 he 
widens these reflective surfaces into an ever-present 
watery medium swallowing up the city.

La isla del día después #4 offers a view into the heart 
of the city, looking upwards from Havana’s majestic 
Prado pedestrian walk. The foreground is flooded by 
what must be a swollen sea and torrential rain. Yet 
the scene is serene, not particularly disaster-stricken: 
reflections on the water’s surface from the buildings 
and streetlight poles are smooth and unbroken by 
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too. Hansen speculates that “global chaos” will be dif-
ficult to avoid as ice melt continues, and wonders where 
people from low-lying areas such as Bangladesh will 
move on to, as their lands disappear. But Bangladesh at 
least enjoys the relative advantage of contiguous land. 
Cuba, on the other hand, is part of the Association of 
Small Island States (AOSIS), a group of some fifty small 
islands rapidly imperiled by climate change. As a re-
cent study suggests, “climate departure” — the moment 
when temperatures in a given region will always be 
warmer, the coldest years hotter than the hottest years 
during the mid-to-late twentieth century — is likely to 
hit the Caribbean as early as 2023 (and the rest of the 
planet by 2047). Some reports are predicting a global 
climate that will be several degrees warmer as soon as 
the next two years.

In light of such news, another work exhibited in the 
2012 biennial, Liudmila & Nelson’s Absolute Revolución: 
La isla (Absolute Revolution: The Island, 2003–09), takes 
on a different cast. Absolute Revolution is a video that 
transposes the Martí monument from Havana’s Plaza 
de la Revolución onto a background of waves, as if the 
obelisk were an Atlantis emerging from, or descend-
ing into, the open sea. Complementing the two artists’ 
vision of islands disappearing into the ocean is author 
Nuria Ordas’s science-fiction novella Entremundos (Be-
tweenworlds, 2010), which imagines a Caribbean future 
under ozoneless skies:

Many cities had been lost forever. Of the small is-
lands, once dispersed throughout the oceans, not half 
remained, and in those that did it became almost impos-
sible to live, because the tsunamis, floods and storms 
made them uninhabitable. The sun had grown lethal; 
it caused serious and painful burns. The long-frozen 
icecaps had, moreover, melted in only a few years. Many 
territories took precautions. Building the Frontón [a 
stronger version of Havana’s seaside Malecón wall] was 
one of them. [Entremundos, Editorial Gente Nueva, Ha-
vana, 2010, p. 15.]

Of course, the omnipresence of water in Cuba’s 
cultural imagination is nothing new. The best-known 
Cuban poem of the twentieth century, Virgilio Piñera’s 
1943 La isla en peso (The Whole Island), famously begins: 
“The curse of being completely surrounded by water / 
condemns me to this café table.” The obsession with the 
sea and with insularity persists in Cuban art.

Contemporary art has been less concerned with 
local challenges and more preoccupied with urgent 
and spectacular problems, both far-flung and regional. 
Humberto Díaz, for instance, who works in multiple 
media, made the striking piece Tsunami (2009), a giant 
sculpture built of terracotta roof tiles that appear at once 
Japanese and Mediterranean. The tiles heave and dip, 
emulating giant waves, after Katsushika Hokusai’s fa-
mous print The Great Wave Off Kanugawa (c. 1830). The 

Harold Vázquez Ley
Avistamiento #7 (2010)
Courtesy of the Artist
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nect it to entropy’s principle of equilibrium. Here, 
however, the equilibrium he wishes to invoke is not 
that of some organic process of elements balancing 
each other out. Rather, he is interested in the balance 
between information and disinformation, reality and 
irreality, that is created by the “relative death” enabled 
by the persistence of aging images on the internet.

“Entropomorfía” is important because it suggests 
one of the ways that aesthetics can — quite uniquely 
— help us comprehend a changing relation to both 
the material world and its digital renderings. Ecologi-
cal aesthetics need not merely provide content about 
environmental crisis. Form and aesthetics themselves 
have something to teach us about our relation to “the 
outside world,” to the “ecology without nature” that 
Timothy Morton has called for. Vázquez Ley suggests 
that how we think about history and the present, mate-
rial reality and images, and information and disinfor-
mation, informs how we interact with “ecology” and 
how we construe nature as one element of another 
antagonistic pair, against culture. 

Before examining “Entropomorfía” more closely, 
I want to turn to some recent theories from literary 
studies that help us grasp the import of Vazquez Ley’s 
series. Recently, the critic Jacques Khalip has attempted 
to grapple with how poetry can help us think about 
environmental crisis. His work in part responds to the 
implicit question of why one should even worry about 
poetics or art when faced with species-wide extinc-
tions, including our own. Khalip proposes that the 
very concepts that seem most concrete and irrefut-
able, most beyond language and aesthetics — concepts 
such as extinction — can be productively opened up 
through art. He finds, for instance, that the seemingly 
catastrophic charge of extinction still harbors within 
it a secret hope for redemption. The idea of extinction 
thus exists in part, Khalip argues, to warn us about how 
we may yet avert it. 

But what would happen if extinction were a 
concept that resisted being marshaled for interven-
tion into crisis? Can we consider ideas about time, 
nature and change that would be beyond humanism 
altogether? In an era of radical breaks such as climate 
“departure” — which, according to contemporary sci-
ence at least, is irreversible — we need, Khalip writes 
somewhat perversely, to “stop thinking of extinction 
itself as answerable to a before/after logic — to ques-
tion how we distribute, apportion and designate what 
counts as brimming with ‘life.’” [“Now No More,” 
n.p.] Our most basic notions of life themselves are 
tied to a romantic humanism. Aesthetics that reflect 
on the anthropocene ought not reinstall humans at 
their center, Khalip argues, even if we have created 
the current geological epoch. Hard as it is to conceive 
of, our concepts of change and time must address the 
nonhuman environment. 

Vázquez Ley’s saline images of the eroded glaciers 
Quilka, Cook and Del Ruiz assume a related stance 
about what extinction might mean today. They offer a 
commentary on how representation and “ecology” (or 

“nature”) today both increasingly refer to missing refer-
ents. The series is concerned with vanishing or death, 
both informational and material. It makes human and 
nonhuman death in some ways equivalent. This is a 
singular insight: while photography has perhaps more 
than with any other medium been associated with 
subjectivity and human death, its affinity with other 
kinds of disappearances has typically received less at-
tention. Vázquez Ley translates natural extinction of 
both species and their habitats into the vocabulary of 
photography. He uses aesthetics to process climato-
logical events. 

Subhankar Banerjee, one of the preeminent pho-
tographers of climate change today, has pointed out 
that while we have vast archives of human portrait 
photography, there have been virtually no exhibitions 
of portraits of animals. [“Ought We Not to Establish 
‘Access to Food’ as a Species Right?,” Third Text 27, no. 
1 (2013), pp. 33–43.] Vanishing landscapes have fared 
better, but even they have not pressed photography’s 
urgent relation to death to the degree that human por-
traiture has.

Vázquez Ley uses photography’s intimate relation 
to death to tie referential loss in the natural world to 
replication in the digital. In his work, photography 
not only registers something that is no longer with 
us, but registers the fact that absence itself produces 
immaterial excess. The loss of the real glacier spurs the 
circulation of digital records of its former state.

In the nineteenth century the deathbed photograph 
was meant to counteract a person’s slipping away. To-
day the loss of species, places and ways of life pro-
duces a retrospective archive of the recently departed. 
For Vázquez Ley, the temporality according to which 
things and beings are used up and pass into extinction 
extends from the rapid, artificially cycling of industrial 
fashion into glacial time. The production of the former 
may even occasion the demise of the latter.

Manuel Castells borrowed the term “glacial time” 
from Scott Lash and John Urry to describe an enduring 
time that links humans and nature, and stretches sev-
eral generations into the future (the relation between 
a person and her great-grandchildren, for instance). 
Castells placed glacial time in distinction to clock time 
(that of the state, industrialism) and “atemporal time” 
(that of the information society, of “instant wars” and 
financial transactions). [“El reverdecimiento,” p. 23] 
Now the term seems poignantly dated to a recent past 
of less spectacular global warming, in which “glacial” 
connoted permanence beyond observable change.

Rachel Price is a professor in the department of 
Spanish and Portuguese at Princeton University.

This text is an excerpt from Price’s book 
Planet / Cuba: Art, Culture, and the Future 

of the Island, forthcoming from Verso, 
London /New York, on November 3, 2015.

305_ND 15_Features.indd   77 14/11/15   13:29

feature

76 — november / december 2015

Harold Vázquez Ley focuses on the changes suffered 
by photography, a medium whose documentary quality 
supplants any need for a real referent. Digital images 
are consumed and multiplied on a scale not previously 
possible. In the series “Límites de salinación” (Salina-
tion’s Limits, 2010) he has thus staged geographies that 
do not exist, in photographs that are not photographs: 
Nordic landscapes of snowy pine trees; textured, aging 
colonial stones; hand-pixilated, newspaper-like images 
of baseball plays, all made of salt crystals on a black 
background. The collection of salt “photographs” en-
titled “Entropomorfía” (Entropomorphy, 2010) further 
explores the resonance between photography’s ques-
tionable indexicality and its newly dubious fidelity to 
a world in which familiar landscape scenes no longer 
exist. 

Photography has always captured temporal “nows” 
that have passed. It has often staged worlds that do not 
exist. Vázquez Ley’s salt “photographs,” however, do 
something different. They present a real world that no 
longer exists. 

“Entropomorfía” is based on older photographs 
that still circulate on the internet, of glaciers that have 
melted away. Again Vázquez Ley creates the images 
by arranging salt crystals. He works with salt because 
it approximates pixels, and because its properties con-

any current or wind. Indeed, the scaffolding around a 
building in ruins — a faithful rendering of a currently 
existing structure — suggests the precariousness of 
current infrastructure before any natural disaster has 
struck. Rather than constituting evidence of a churning 
force of nature, the pooled water seems only one more 
stultifying element in a rather uneventful Caribbean 
capital. Still, no people are visible: only an empty car 
suggests human traffic. The image suggests the sinking 
of the city into a watery future.

The most interesting detail of La isla del día después 
#4 is the spectator’s implied position, either in the 
ocean or just beside it at the Malecón (which would 
presumably be submerged as well). Yet even this curi-
ous positioning seems less the painting’s point than 
a casualty of the need to render the cinematic image 
that Camejo wants to push: the city’s most beautiful 
promenade; the distant, august Capitol in the back-
ground; a colonial building opening onto the ornate 
warren of streets of Centro Habana; the requisite old 
car. The vantage is thus less about an uncanny posi-
tioning or even a sublime contemplation of nature’s 
power than it is a filmic gaze upon post-crisis cities as 
we have seen them before, in countless movies (which 
the painting series’ title also invokes), reminding us 
that “apocalypse” originally meant a visual revelation.

Luis Enrique Camejo
La isla del día después 
acuarela #4 (2013)
Courtesy of the Artist
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Exit > Voice

If 2011 with its uprisings, protests and riots was the year of #voice, 
2015 might be remembered as the year of #exit. Anti-EU sentiments 
across Europe; secessionist movements in Scotland, Catalonia, Vene-
to and across the US; mass exoduses from the global South to the 
global North; Silicon Valley’s feverish cult of disruption; the reintro-
duction of Mars as a conceivable destination/destiny for humanity; 
the continued proliferation of extra-state zones and capital’s flight 
to the imaginary geographies of offshore banking; the exit of any 
kind of trust-based institutional relationship via cryptocurrencies and 
smart contracts: seemingly wherever one looked this year one saw 
individual and collective escapes — or escape attempts — from sys-
tems and situations interpreted as broken, obsolete and/or hopeless.

Exit, insofar as it requires an inhabitable space to escape to, poses 
a fundamental question: Where to? If none of the existing alterna-
tive destinations are satisfying or possible — if one is vying for an 
ultimate exit — where can one find terrae incognitae? The earth is 
saturated; by the late nineteenth century the earth’s last frontiers 
were closed and the last remaining pieces of land were captured 
within the territory of the state. 

While it is possible for capital and the state itself to rig the system 
of sovereign state-space and create spaces outside of it, both physically 
and in terms of jurisdiction, it is for all practical purposes impos-
sible to relative have-nots. Two options remain for the 99%: either 
to venture out into the half of the earth’s surface covered by water 
that remains outside the territorial claims of any state, or to find an 
exploitable glitch in the system of state-space itself.

The L Word

As it happens, both strategies have been given an architectural expres-
sion this year by two groups identifying to a greater or lesser degree 
as libertarian: the Seasteading Institute and the newly founded mi-
crostate of Liberland. 

Liquid States
Martti Kalliala on the architecture of seasteading

Libertarianism is a strange disposition: natural to some while 
almost universally loathed by the rest. Placing itself “above” the 
left-right axis, it appears to correlate with a relatively rare neurotype 
that has the function “exit > voice” hard-coded as a basic ethico-
political impulse. This fundamental difference in wiring makes the 
libertarian notion and emphasis on “freedom” equally as alien to 
the permanent non-libertarian majority as its opposite — collective 
coordination understood as submission to collectivism and state 
coercion — does to the libertarian-inclined minority.

Seasteading

The Seasteading Institute was founded in 2008 by Patri Friedman 
(grandson of Milton) and tech titan Peter Thiel with the mission 
to make seasteading — i.e. building permanent settlements on the 
ocean, ideally with a significant degree of political autonomy — a 
reality. In Friedman’s words, the institute’s ultimate goal is to “…
open a startup sector for governance. This would allow us to try 
many new political systems on a small scale, and find those that 
work better than what we use today.” [Liquid Governance: Martti 
Kalliala talks with Patri Friedman about settlements, startups and suc-
cess, Harvard Design Magazine A/W 2014] Personally, I subscribe 
to a few theses about the fundamental nature of architecture: it 
produces space by making it legible, giving it scale, form and a 
limit; it is produced through projects: by projecting a design — an 
idea of how a part of the world ought to be — onto the world 
itself; and often the results of this process amount to “platforms”: 
structures that enable, limit, codify and embody a set of behaviors 
and interactions.

From these premises it is quite obvious why seasteading is 
an entertaining experiment in architectural thought: it ascribes 
a legible, if dynamic, order onto a formless, liquid substrate; it 
projects an idea of social organization embodied in a spatial form; 
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and it engenders platforms both literally (as physical structures) and 
figuratively (as “operating systems of governance”). Any exercise in 
designing a seastead necessarily involves a response to all of these 
three layers and — for the most part unconsciously — embeds it into 
a rich history of both architectural and urbanistic inquiry and the 
fantasy of discovering ideal models of living together.

Last spring, the Seasteading Institute launched an architectural 
ideas competition, the Floating City Project. Whereas an earlier 
design competition held by the institute was based on a structure 
familiar from oil rigs, a suspended platform held up either by four 
or one central column, this year’s competition used as its point of 
departure a supposedly more feasible, modular system of smaller 
floating platforms — each having the capacity to carry a building-
sized structure — that could be flexibly joined into a variety of 
formations; a system in which secession is possible at the level of an 
individual platform, just as one would wish in a fluid marketplace 
of governance.

Yet the submitted designs, all available online, mostly reproduce 
what one could call the least progressive — and in a relative sense, 
least free — forms of land-based cohabitation: centrally organized 
resort towns, cul-de-sac suburbia with what seem to be paved roads 
for cars, rigidly organized eco-resorts covered in standard visual 
shibboleths of green architecture; all filled with endless arrays of 
run-of-the-mill developer-built generic condos and villas, the indi-
vidual floating platforms themselves fixed into seemingly permanent 
formations; essentially suggesting suburban gated communities on 
the high seas.

(Perhaps the most interesting, or “conceptually pregnant,” entry 
was Liberstead, submitted by Liberstead Publishing LLC: a hilariously 

precarious swarm archipelago of housing rafts encircling what seems 
to be the Statue of Liberty sans her tabula ansata — as I understand 
it, alluding to the absence of any law.)

Liberland

On April 13, 2015, the Czech native Vít Jedlička planted a flag on 
the soil of a loosely heart-shaped seven-square-kilometer piece of 
disputed territory between Croatia and Serbia — effectively the 
last remaining glitch of an inhabitable size in European state-space 
— and proclaimed it the sovereign state of Liberland. A week after 
Liberland’s founding (as much a function of managing a number of 
social media accounts as occupying its actual territory) a comment 
by Patrik Schumacher, director of Zaha Hadid Architects, vocal 
libertarian and incessant theorist and advocate of “parametricism” 
in architecture, appeared under a Facebook post by the newborn 
country. This was quite surprising, not in terms of affinities shared 
by the two parties but the rather amateurish and, frankly, fedorable 
image of the Liberland project. That is, ZHA is not a company who 
would be known for shying away from being in the service of power, 
regardless of who possesses it, as the realization of its architecture 
requires the mobilization of vast resources — something conspicu-
ously missing from Liberland.

Nevertheless, this contact proved to be productive: five months 
later, in October, a “global design competition for a twentieth-cen-
tury micronation” was launched with Schumacher as juror (and 
ZHA as sponsor) and clearly as the main author of the competition 
program. As Schumacher waxes lyrically:
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The notion of a fluid totality can be understood as both the char-
acterization of an existing societal condition and as an architectural 
concept/ambition to make this condition perceptually palpable with-
in the global built environment and to further intensify and facilitate 
its complex flourishing […] How can a light touch urban main-frame 
stimulate entrepreneurial free-market urban order in a society whose 
functional values include maximum individual liberty, minimum 
government, voluntary taxation and charity, unencumbered free 
markets utilizing cryptocurrency, private property, prosperity flour-
ishing from personal responsibility and risk, individual moral free-
dom, privatized infrastructure and services, voluntary contractual 
institutions, voluntary cooperation, non-violence, non-coercion — in 
other words — freedom? [http://designliberland.splashthat.com/]

As of now, Liberland has no permanent residents, registered 
businesses or infrastructure. It is empty, or, to put it differently, in 
a state of “pure potential” in which it will remain for quite some 
time — in fact this might be a prerequisite for its very existence. It 
has few friends, even fewer powerful ones. In fact, considering the 
micronation’s pariah status, Schumacher might be one of its more 
influential patrons — armed with the theory and resources to ex-
ercise significant power over Liberland as a project. Indeed, we are 
witnessing the feverish manufacturing of a hypothetical Liberland 
— a strange story whose author might be, alongside Vít Jedlička, 
Patrik Schumacher and his particular strand of architectural intel-
ligence as a form of statecraft.

Theory

Before writing his landmark book Delirious New York, Rem Koolhaas 
set out to write a hypothesis of a theory of Manhattan in the form 
of a short essay and illustration (there are several versions, of which 
the most famous is attributed to Madelon Vriesendorp) titled The 
City of the Captive Globe (1972), which was published in the book’s 
appendix some six years later. In the essay, which could be considered 
the most positive vision ever written of the liberal city, Koolhaas 
abstracts Manhattan into its essential parts: a gridded archipelago in 

which each “science and mania” has its own plot. Every plot hosts a 
base (or platform), on top of which one can project its own edifice, 
define its own laws and facilitate a specific idea and form of life. Here 
Manhattan works as both an ideological laboratory and an incubator 
of the world itself — a hypothesis that the actual sanitized, office 
and condo-filled Manhattan failed to live up to.

Seasteading as it is promoted today is an escapist fantasy of pre-
dominantly white, Californian men working in the STEM industries 
— a demographic and cultural bias directly reflected in the spectrum 
of architectural imagination deployed in the design competition. In 
general, it is extremely unlikely that a forced marriage between a 
number of existing and speculative aquatic and maritime technolo-
gies with political innovation would yield experimental results appli-
cable to humanity at large; or that the hostile, corrosive environment 
of the high seas would allow for any experiment of a meaningful 
scale in the first place.

However, as long as the dream of a blue ocean exit keeps on 
haunting our collective imagination, we are to a degree wasting the 
seasteading imaginary on those actually trying to make it happen; 
those trying to argue for it rationally.

What seasteading needs — what Manhattan had and Liberland 
is about to get — is an architectural theory.

It requires a minimal conceptual leap to employ The City of the 
Captive Globe as a template; the grid becoming the ocean, the bases 
floating platforms, the incubator aqua-combinator. For seasteading 
to be a true platform for desire, a true outside, it ought to be ex-
plicitly charged with libido, excess, insanity, etc. — essentially the 
unfulfilled promise of “Manhattanism” in the form of a turbulent 
aquaculture. Instead of the lock-in of the grid, a liquid substrate on 
which islands can copulate and produce mutant offspring, collapse, 
burn and rise again. And — why not? — resurrect seapunk as a 
practice of everyday life.

Martti Kalliala is an architect whose work focuses on the 
intersection of technology, social innovation and built form.
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Towards a Cambrian Explosion of Government

Seasteading is devoted to the artificial, ocean-born conception and 
accelerated birth of theories, interpretations, mental constructions, 
proposals and their infliction on the world. It is a “literal” archipelago 
where science, art, aquaculture and neurotypes compete under 
suboptimal conditions to invent, destroy and restore the world of 
conventional truth. 

Each science or meme has its own seastead: a platform built of steel, 
recycled plastic, synthetic coral. To facilitate and provoke speculative 
activity, these bases — ideological laboratories — are equipped to 
suspend unwelcome laws, undeniable truths, to create the fittest models 
of governance. From these algae-covered platforms, each philosophy 
has the right to promulgate its experiment, expand indefinitely toward 
heaven or the seafloor or extend its physical base.

The changes in this ideological archipelago will be rapid and 
continuous: a rich spectacle of ethical joy, moral fever, intellectual 
masturbation or copulation: the mating of two or more seasteads 
produces a novel, hybrid offspring. The collapse of one of the platforms 
can mean two things: failure, giving up, or a visual Eureka, a speculative 
ejaculation:

A theory that works.  (Dynamic  Geography)
A meme that sticks.   (Seapunk)
A lie that has become a truth.     (Freedom)
A dream from which there is no waking up. (Blue Pill)
At these moments, the purpose of the Cambrian Explosion of 

Government, embodied by the archipelago, becomes apparent: all 
these artificial islands together form an enormous incubator of the 
world itself.

Through our feverish thinking in the seasteads, the world gains 
weight. Its temperature and sea level rises slowly. In spite of the most 
humiliating setbacks, its ageless pregnancy survives.

[As appropriated from Rem Koolhaas’s
The City of the Captive Globe, 1972]
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if you resurrect all humans who ever lived 
on earth, then you need more space. Space 
exploration, then, is just one consequence 
of this moral duty to the dead. This is at the 
core of Fyodorov’s philosophy of the “com-
mon task,” as he called it.

It is also interesting that the main place 
for all these transformations according to Fy-
odorov was to be a museum (in the broader 
sense of the word.) He thought that muse-
ums could be a platform for resurrection, 
including space exploration work, scientific 
laboratories, art galleries, educational facili-
ties and a church (because church has an in-
tuitional vision of immortality without the 
tools for realizing it). This institution was 
meant to connect different communities of 
people, and what is interesting is that this is 
really close to a contemporary understand-
ing of a progressive art institution. Today, 
this work exists elsewhere. For example, we 
already have a strong scientific movement 
fighting against death and aging in general. 
Or we have security services and corpora-
tions that collect personal information, in-
cluding DNA. But rather than a “common 
task,” the contemporary goal in collecting 
information is for financial gain and control.

BV: Julia, some of your recent writing has 
considered a new kind of space race imbued with 
a relation to capital and luxury.

JT: I recently wrote an article about the 
inaugural space flight of the first space tour-
ist, Dennis Tito, who flew with the Russian 
space program to visit the International 
Space Station for ten days in 2001. I was 
interested in the images taken by this first 
space tourist — a new kind of artifact within 
space travel history, the first space holiday 
photo. From these images we can view the 
Earth not as a Cold War battlefield or a deli-
cate, finite holistic organism, but as a luxury 
attraction. The view that unfolds in front 
of the first space tourist takes shape from 
a vantage point of privilege and business 
achievement. In a sense, I argue that “the 
overview” transforms based on the one who 
is doing the looking. At the same time that 
Dennis Tito looks out on the earth from the 
ISS in 2001, the luxury Palm Island resort in 
Dubai, which advertises its visibility from 
space, begins construction, and even though 
these two events are a mere coincidence, the 
viewer and the view from the cosmos is en-
tangled in the physical and political reality 

on the ground, in this case the transforma-
tion of the new Russian Federation’s space 
program with a new era of capitalist ideals. 

BV: This may be a digression, but it’s inter-
esting to think about the “whole earth effect” 
— when Stewart Brand demanded that NASA 
release the image of the “blue marble” so that 
he could put it on the cover of the Whole Earth 
Catalog — which, broadly speaking, is now 
credited as an early articulation of many of the 
ideas that gave rise to the internet.

JT: We think that we can achieve space 
travel and leave earth, going to unknown 
alien worlds, and look back and see the earth 
at a distance as this thing we left behind. 
But actually what the Russian scientists 
and space travel teach us is that you can’t 
really escape the Earth or its environment 
because we are biologically tied to it. We 
can’t be a body outside the Earth, and 
therefore the space suit and the spacecraft 
act as little closed systems that allow us to 
bring our environment and our Earth with 
us in the form of temporary supplies. So 
even though we think we are looking back 
at the environment, we are actually quite 
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A Fresh Start in Space
Ben Vickers in conversation with Julia Tcharfas and Arseny Zhilyaev

Ben Vickers: In addition to your art practice, 
Julia, you were part of the curatorial team for 
the exhibition “Cosmonauts: Birth of the Space 
Age,” currently on view at the Science Museum 
in London. Perhaps we could begin with a brief 
overview of Russian cosmism as it relates to your 
recent work. 

Julia Tcharfas: Cosmism began as a kind 
of social, philosophical, artistic and cultural 
movement that proposed total societal trans-
formation through space travel. It was initi-
ated in Russia by one particular philosopher, 
Nikolai Fyodorov, in the late nineteenth 
century and was immortalized in his post-

humous text “Philosophy of the Common 
Task.” Cosmist ideas first penetrated writing 
and art, but then these ideas were picked up 
by groups of enthusiasts: amateur scientists 
and engineers who believed that these ideas 
could be turned into a reality. At the turn 
of the twentieth century, Fyodorov’s protégé, 
Konstantin Tsiolkovsky, made the first prac-
tical step to transcending the earth’s atmo-
sphere. In what was widely considered a sci-
ence-fiction text, he wrote and published the 
first accurate calculation for rocket flight. 
What made the cosmists absolutely fascinat-
ing was that they not only had these fantasti-
cal beliefs about transforming human life, 

trying to change their diets and create their 
own languages, and trying to achieve im-
mortality through space travel, but they were 
experimenting with biology and rocketry as 
a practical scientific problem to be solved.

BV: I am wondering if Arseny can expand 
on some of the theory and the philosophy here.

Arseny Zhilyaev: It’s important to note 
that one of the key aspects of Fyodorov’s 
conception of mankind’s place in the cos-
mos was the resurrection of the dead and 
the subsequent resettlement of newly resur-
rected generations on other planets. And so, 
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literally still a part of it. My entry point into 
Russian space science was this idea that a 
human has to be linked, almost through an 
umbilical cord, to their environment, and 
the experiments these Soviet researchers 
staged using closed systems, mimicking the 
regenerative life cycles of the earth in sealed 
environments with volunteer ‘crews’. 

AZ: Actually I cannot fully agree. There 
is an aspect to Russian cosmism that sug-
gests that if you want to live in outer space, 
yes, you should make efforts to transform 
the environment to make it more friendly 
to us, but at the same time we should trans-
form ourselves into something else, maybe 
into machines or, I don’t know, new humans 
more suitable for interstellar flights. 

BV: In an essay by Benjamin Bratton, called 
“Notes on Extinction: Emergence of Biochemical 
Design,” Bratton states that the only thing we 
can know now about the post-Anthropocene is 
that it is an era in which humans are no longer 
the dominant geological actor. A new earthling 
species may prove to be more fit for an altered 
environment, or better at making the next evo-
lutionary steps than humans are, but for us to 

survive we may have to become more like them 
and less like what we are now. In the longer 
view, the human’s role may be that of an en-
abling intermediary between early primates and 
a yet-to-emerge phyla: a blend of organic and 
inorganic flesh and thinking. This is not some-
thing that I was entirely aware of in Russian 
space philosophy or ideology. 

AZ: It is a core part of this theory be-
cause it appeared to be a reinterpretation 
of evolution. They proposed that humans 
are not the last step in evolution, and that 
continuing with evolution means transform-
ing ourselves and transforming our realities. 

BV: I think it is particularly interesting to 
consider it in terms of the activities of compa-
nies such as Google’s parent company, Alphabet. 
They don’t actually say that they have a space 
program, but they probably do. They openly 
have Calico, which is a life extension company. 
In fact, Mark Zuckerberg of Facebook recently 
came out and said that the future of Facebook is 
telepathy. It’s interesting that for the most part 
those technologies, startups and businesses are 
devoid of any philosophy; they are positioned 
as agnostic. But if you look at it in terms of the 

things that are guiding them, there is a strong 
parallel with ideas about evolution, immortal-
ity, resurrection and so on. Listening to this con-
versation and learning from you both, I’m terri-
fied by the idea that these kinds of philosophies 
link up in this moment when those companies 
are rising to increasing power. 

AZ: Well, I agree with your reasoning, 
but Russian cosmists and dreamers didn’t 
have a business vision. It was based on the 
idea of a pure effort of humankind, pure ar-
tistic efforts and a pure impulse to transform 
the nature of our planet and universe. We 
have more or less the same processes, starting 
with the space program and with collecting 
personal data, but with a financial goal. For 
me, this is the most interesting problem, and 
there is a space for artistic interpretation, 
working with this intriguing overlap. 

JT: I think that the two must have com-
mon roots somewhere. I’d be curious to 
know more about these corporations and get 
a sense of their ideas of the “common task.”

BV: I just wanted to link that to something 
that you produced once, Julia, which was a 

305_ND 15_Features.indd   94 14/11/15   13:30



feature

97 — november / december 2015

reference to Biosphere 2 — a research facility 
in Arizona originally built to be an artificial, 
materially closed ecological system — because 
these experiments and the attempts at living in 
common with one another have been going on 
for at least seventy or eighty years. 

JT: The Institute of Ecotechnics — the 
group responsible for creating Biosphere 
2 — had to operate as a space agency in 
order to access research done by Russian 
space scientists. They were specifically 
looking at Russian biology experiments 
from the Institute of Biomedical Problems 
conducted in the late 1950s, in one of the 
first biological facilities to test and rehearse 
what life in space would be like for a living 
organism. The Biosphere 2 team went to 
the Institute of Biomedical Problems in 
Moscow in the 1980s and visited those sites 
where they ran closed-system experiments to 
see what it would be like to create bubble 
worlds where you could regenerate food, 
air and water. 

So they got this simulated environment 
idea out of space travel history, specifically 
Russian space travel history, but they took 
it a step further in an attempt to redefine 
the entire life and culture inside these new 
environments, very much like the cosmists. 
They created new diet practices and even in 
some cases created new languages or new 
cultures, new art. So it became a whole life 
in a bubble, not just a scientific experiment. 
And that is why it sits so nicely alongside 
Fyodorov’s philosophy, because this group 
basically created a simulated test that acted 
both as a potential architecture for a space 
colony on Mars, but also created very real 
cultural experiments inside it. 

BV: A lot of the critique of the pastoral 
ideal is linked to naivety or a childlike way 
of seeing the world — or equally a kind of 
nostalgia wherein these kinds of communities 
migrate from countryside to urban sprawl and 
look back at nature as a kind of ideal. I wonder 
how you respond to naivety as a kind of attack 
on these ideas?

AZ: One of the main mass cultural 
examples of dreaming about outer space 
today is Christopher Nolan’s film Interstellar 
(2014), in which you begin with the loss 
of the illusion of naivety and happiness 
and pastoral natural life, and see a further 
attempt to find it again somewhere else. 
But naivety itself, for me, is a good thing, 
because we need it for experiments and 
for opening radical alternative visions of 

our reality. Without naivety we cannot do 
anything, so we should be naive persons I 
think. 

JT: It is curious that the pastoral sits so 
very comfortably within the technology of 
space history. Life in space is most often 
envisioned as a fresh start in a kind of idyllic 
nature encapsulated in the high-tech shell of 
the space base. But this “starting over” is a 
way of going back. To create and populate 
a space station is to start from scratch, and 
what you populate it with is very often a 
form of an idyllic, pastoral environment. 
Life in space has allowed us to imagine 
starting over, and these thoughts resonate 
with both the counterculture and the high-
tech culture.
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Arseny Zhilyaev (b. 1984, Russia) is an 
artist. He is an editor of the anthology 

Avant-Garde Museology (e-flux Classic 
and VAC Press, 2015). He lives in Moscow.

Zhilyaev will be part of the 
2016 Liverpool Biennial.

Ben Vickers is Curator of Digital at the 
Serpentine Galleries, London, Co-Director 

of LIMAZULU Project Space, London, 
and an initiator of the unMonastery.

Page 92:
Prostev Alexander 
And Earth Again… (1979)
Courtesy of Memorial 
Museum of Cosmonautics, 
Moscow

Page 93:
Julia Tcharfas & Tim Ivison
Systems Thinking from 
the Inside (2013)
Courtesy of the Artists and 
Chisenhale Gallery, London
Photography by Maria Eisl

Page 94:
Arseny Zhilyaev 
“The Cradle of 
Humankind,” installation 
view, Casa dei Tre 
Oci, Venice (2015)
Courtesy of the Artist and 
V-A-C Foundation, Moscow
Photography by 
Alex Maguire

Page 95:
Arseny Zhilyaev 
The Cradle of 
Humankind (2015)
Courtesy of the Artist and 
V-A-C Foundation, Moscow

Previous page:
“The First World Exhibition 
of Interplanetary Machines 
and Mechanisms”, 
Moscow (1927)
Courtesy of Memorial 
Museum of Cosmonautics, 
Moscow

305_ND 15_Features.indd   97 14/11/15   13:30

feature

96 — november / december 2015

305_ND 15_Features.indd   96 14/11/15   13:30



305_ND 15_Features.indd   99 14/11/15   13:30

These and next pages:
Darren Bader
The Vagrant (stills, 2015)
Courtesy of the Artist; 
Andrew Kreps Gallery, 
New York; Galleria Franco 
Noero, Turin; and Sadie Coles 
HQ, London

305_ND 15_Features.indd   98 14/11/15   13:30



feature

101 — november / december 2015

305_ND 15_Features.indd   101 14/11/15   13:30

feature

100 — november / december 2015

305_ND 15_Features.indd   100 14/11/15   13:30



feature

103 — november / december 2015

305_ND 15_Features.indd   103 14/11/15   13:30

feature

102 — november / december 2015

305_ND 15_Features.indd   102 14/11/15   13:30



feature

105 — november / december 2015

305_ND 15_Features.indd   105 14/11/15   13:30

feature

104 — november / december 2015

305_ND 15_Features.indd   104 14/11/15   13:30



feature

107 — november / december 2015

“I don’t have any time machine, but I have an archive.” 
The words are spoken by Lydia van Vogt in one of the 
opening scenes in Amboy, the 2015 film by writer Mark 
von Schlegell and artist Frances Scholz. Beginning as 
a docu-fiction about the real-world widow of science-
fiction author A.E. van Vogt, the film ends up hunting 
after clues regarding the life of an enigmatic, fictional 
artist named Amboy. In the fascinating and all-too-brief 
portrait of van Vogt, we catch snippets of anecdotes 
from the Golden Age of sci-fi, watch her thumb through 
the contents of rows of filing cabinets, pull books off 
the shelves, and enumerate names: Ray Bradbury, Jerry 
Pournelle, Larry Niven, Harlan Ellison, Forrest Acker-
man, L. Ron Hubbard.

Of course, any archive is like a time machine, but 
a sci-fi archive is Janus-faced. With its simultaneous 
forward-looking imagination and backward-looking 
textual immersion, the archive time machine seems like 
a particularly apt image for von Schlegell’s System Se-
ries, the ongoing sci-fi sequence he began a decade ago. 
To date, three novels —Venusia (2005), Mercury Sta-
tion (2008) and Sun Dogz (2015) — comprise the series, 
which proposes a delirious vision of the near future 
— teeming with time travel, artificial intelligence and 
strange species — grounded in a fascination with the 

Time Machine
and Archive

Eli Diner on Mark von Schlegell’s System Series

history and tropes of the genre and a particular interest 
in textuality.

Von Schlegell began his career as an art critic and es-
sayist, though his turn to sci-fi has hardly been a goodbye 
to the art world. He keeps his foot in the door through 
his frequent collaborations with Scholz and the occa-
sional catalogue essay. In 2011 the Contemporary Art 
Museum of Bordeaux mounted a large group exhibition, 
“Dystopia,” based around a story of his, framing it as “a 
show written by Mark von Schlegell.” But if he has one 
foot here, that leaves only one more, and von Schlegell 
has not exactly been embraced by the mainstream of 
science fiction — though he is not without his admirers 
in that camp either. Hyperactive, psychedelic and self-
conscious, his works have an avowedly underground 
quality, as if written to exist in precisely these margins. 
That his publisher is Semiotext(e) might tell you some-
thing about his books. They are probably too weird to 
be accepted into either the ranks of the genre’s literary 
tier or the mass of geeky pulps. 

This is not to say that that his approach to sci-fi 
entails tongue-in-cheek tourism. A reverence for the 
annals of the genre is palpable, often made explicit in 
allusions and in-jokes. While he most closely recalls the 
new-wave ranks of Samuel Delany, Ursula K. Le Guin 
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and, above all, Philip K. Dick, von Schlegell draws on 
antecedents back through the age of the pulps and to 
the scientific romances of the nineteenth century. As 
Fredric Jameson has pointed out, intertextuality marks 
one of the key features of science fiction: “Few literary 
genres have so brazenly affirmed themselves as argu-
ment and counterargument.” What distinguishes von 
Schlegell’s work is the breadth of his embrace of this 
discursive history, the contents of which he then throws 
into a blender.  

The System Series is set comparatively close at hand, 
in and around our neighboring planets during the twen-
ty-second and twenty-third centuries, in the sometimes-
isolated communities and colonies living in the wake 
of earth’s collapse. Narratively, these works are unruly 
and digressive. The books all run short of three hundred 
pages — slender by genre standards. It’s a torrent of 
plot, character and especially information. The question 
of what’s happening at any given moment — itself not 
always easily answered — tends to be less significant 
than the wide-angled view of the fictional world and its 
emergent meanings. Which is not to say that the latter is 
always precisely graspable either. The connotative, like 
the denotative, is fitfully expansive — a kaleidoscopic 
thematics of authority and submission, mind and cog-
nition, techno-optimism and pessimism, utopia and 
dystopia, gender and sexuality, and the nature of time, 
truth and fiction, to name really but a few. Eagerly tak-
ing up the cliché that sci-fi is really just about the ideas 
as well the one that says genre fiction is plot-driven, von 
Schlegell jacks up these truisms with hyperactive doses 
of Deleuzian schizophilia and rhizomatic logic. 

It should be evident that these works obviate easy 
summary, but I’ll see what I can do. Venusia, set furthest 
in the future, in 2250, centers on an isolated colony on 
Venus, where it takes 243 “Terran days” for the planet to 
rotate around the sun. “To counteract the unfortunate 
situation, the colony’s robot factories manufactured 
Terran Standard Time by blowing a hole in the eternal 
cloud cover every twelve Terran hours. The regular-
ity established an illusion very like time.” The action 
takes place over the course of the last few Terran days 
before the colony will sink into a hundred some days of 
darkness. A kind of benevolent dictatorship, the colony 
exists under the control of Princeps Jorx Crittendon, 
aided by a culture industry impresario, Larry Held. The 
largely illiterate populace appears generally content with 
a bread and circus of narcotic flowers — consumed at a 
compulsory twice-daily collective intake, known as “the 
feed” — and a televisual technology called, simply, “V” 
— reality V being the most popular. 

A group of four people, brought together by chance 
meetings and unified by their sudden abstention from 
flowers — a refusal that results in intense hallucina-
tions, particularly of giant lizards — end up fighting to 
prevent a further power grab by Crittendon. They are 
a celebrity V hostess; an officer in the secret police; a 
neuroscop, a psychiatrist of sorts whose helmet allows 
her to explore the minds of her patients; and a dealer 
in cheap antiques, who has in his collection — though 

he doesn’t know from where it came — a book dealing 
with the history of Venusia, which he struggles to read 
and attempts to sell, setting in motion the events of the 
novel. There is a good deal of paranoia, confusion and 
amnesia — both personal and historical. Characters 
jump in and out of each other’s minds, and take long 
visionary journeys through a trans-dimensional inter-
connected consciousness called the neuroscape. Reality 
is never very certain, and the characters busy themselves 
with trying to establish the lines of the real. Crittendon 
himself (spoiler alert!) turns out to be “an extraordinary 
machine” whose ambition is “to make himself real. But 
for the Princeps to be real, history itself would have to 
be proven un-written. Venusia, a dream.”

Mercury Station is a time-travel story that gets into 
a little sci-fi-fantasy genre crossing. Eddie Ryan sits in a 
juvenile detention center on Mercury in 2150. Born in a 
laboratory, “a second-time creature, one outside of natu-
ral selection,” Ryan had been raised by the Black Rose 
Army, a post-Earth group of radical Irish nationalists, 
before his imprisonment for “terrorist” activities. His 
jailer points out the futility of Ryan’s political commit-
ments: “The Official Irish Republican Army laid down 
its arms in the twentieth century. The Provisional Irish 
Republican Army quit in the first decade of the twenty-
first. At that point your Irish politicos died out to be 
replaced by capitalists of the sort who contributed to 
the extinction of the biosphere as much as any English-
man.” That jailer, an artificial intelligence, MERKUR 
qompURE, engages in long, sometimes witty, exchanges 
with Ryan, interrogating the prisoner about his past, 
which he has difficulty remembering. The authority 
that had established the prison has since collapsed; 
MERKUR qompURE is a remnant that keeps the thing 
going in the absence of any legitimate jurisdiction. The 
prisoners have no hope of ever getting out. Ryan, now 
thirty-seven, should have been set free at twenty-one. 

He discovers a mysterious book under his pillow. 
Penned in 1345, the work is the product of both a girl 
who was to be put to death as a witch and a time traveler 
from the future known as Peter the Peregrine. Ryan does 
end up escaping, through the help of Count Reginald 
Simwe Skaw, a celebrity collector and dealer in antiqui-
ties, who has found evidence of the existence of time 
travelers, or chrononauts. We trail the elliptical story 
of Peter the Peregrine and plunge into discourses on 
the nature of time. Ryan’s consciousness is projected 
back into the mind of the condemned girl to help write 
the book that he will later discover under his pillow. 
Despite any seeming similarity to the clever narrative 
tricks familiar from fictional depictions of time travel, 
Mercury Station proposes, in place of an image of time 
as awesome but manipulable, a sense of historical time 
as confounding and cruel.  

The most recent of the three of books, Sundogz, takes 
place on the moons of Uranus in 2145 and is by far the 
most difficult to summarize. It opens in the Oan Bubble, 
an idyllic, polyamorous, sealed-off oceanic society of dol-
phins and mermaids. Deary Devarnhardt, a mermaid, 
has gone on an aquatic ramble, a swimabout, accompa-
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nied by an Oan Guard named Doll, who is himself some 
kind of post-human entity with long tendrils. Deary, an 
avid reader of pulps and sci-fi, discovers a previously 
unknown book by the widely adored author — and her 
favorite — A.E. Winnegutt. As they reach the surface of 
the Bubble, Doll and Deary are kidnapped by Captain 
Wawagawa, “a writer, publisher, and freelance creative,” 
piloting the ship Good Fortune to moon Miranda, where 
a science-fiction conference is to be held.   

Numerous characters and intrigues converge on 
Miranda, a female-dominated community. Among the 
arrivals is Will Darling, a publisher about to release a 
new volume of Winnegutt — the same text that Deary 
found — which he himself wrote in collaboration with 
the deceased author’s dog transmogrified into an AI. 
He’s concerned that the feminists of Miranda will take 
issue with the killing off of the book’s main character, 
Deirdre, who, we learn, is somehow Deary herself. There 
is a plot to overthrow the radical feminist society, a 
mentally projected performance of Pericles, a threat to 
reality itself posed by the AI, and much more. 

In all of this, the titular system is, of course, our solar 
system, though we glimpse the outlines of quite a few 
others as well: socio-political, ecological, technological, 
perceptual. Such is the privilege of speculative fiction 
— the freedom to sketch the contours and details of 
a different physics or political economy or conscious-
ness. Von Schlegell clearly delights in system building, 
elaborating the rules that govern the order of things in 
these often-secluded pockets of life. Yet his worlds tend 
toward instability, entropy, even a kind of lawlessness, 
undermining the very systematicity that he simultane-
ously draws up. The rules seem to disintegrate just as 
they come into focus. In part this volatility comes out 
of the sheer number of ingredients thrown into the 
stew. In Venusia, for example, we have AIs, time travel, 
dystopian political allegory, history and creation myths, 
and Dickian paranoia and blurring realities. The dream-
like neuroscape, connecting the minds of the colony’s 
inhabitants, may allow for time travel as well as the 
machinations of the authoritarian state. We get glimpses 
of the colony’s history, figures out of the past making 
contact with the present — in and out of the neuroscape. 
At one point it is suggested that the hallucinated lizards, 
which may actually be real, are, in fact, dinosaurs, pull-
ing something like a return of the repressed. Meanwhile, 
side-by-side with the humans lives a society of willful, 
sentient, highly intelligent plants, capable of controlling 
human minds and possibly history itself. No one of these 
things becomes the driver of the narrative or focal point, 
turning point or big reveal, nor could you say that they 
cleverly or intricately fit together. Instead they coexist in 
an overlapping, mutually attenuating, oddly nonhierar-
chical patchwork, a kind of rhizome of potentialities. In 
this, von Schlegell’s protean, sometimes opaque works 
seem to present the tortuous entangling of systems, a 
vision of systems as fundamentally unmanageable or 
incomprehensible — an epistemic reflection of our era 
in which everything is systematized and systematizable, 
though no one really knows how any of it works. 

Within von Schlegell’s morass of systems, there is 
one of particular interest, the one named as such. System 
Space, or sometimes just the System, is a possibly federat-
ed interplanetary political entity overseen by the Global 
Authority. In typical fashion, the precise nature of these 
things is only lightly sketched, but we are given hints 
that the GA came into being after a liberatory period 
of early settlement and space travel, while it continues 
to grapple with the demands of Free Spacers. We also 
catch wind of the fact that System Space is already in 
decline, perhaps collapsed by the twenty-third century of 
Venusia. In place of an extensive treatment of the politi-
cal, von Schlegell offers a vision of history in which the 
utopian possibilities born of earth’s destruction in turn 
fizzle out in familiar patterns of coercion and civiliza-
tional decline. Crisis is always already at hand, a vision 
of history as watched over by Walter Benjamin’s famous 
angel: “Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one 
single catastrophe that keeps piling ruin upon ruin and 
hurls it in front of his feet.” 

A thread of optimism runs through as well, and we 
might characterize it as the familiar humanist view of 
the capacity of literature to enlighten. As we’ve seen in 
each of the novels, books not only play a central narra-
tive function but also have transformative power. Texts 
rewrite reality: Ryan becomes Peregrine, Deary Deirdre. 
Even certain colonies are the creation of authors, writ-
ten into existence. But it is not literature full stop, but 
specifically science fiction that is endowed with meta-
morphic potential. This speaks to a moral and political 
imperative, when there is no outside of capitalism, to 
imagine the future; but it also brings us back to the 
simpler pleasures of fandom and to van Vogt. His 1946 
novel Slan, which concerns an eponymous breed of 
highly intelligent, super-evolved humans, gave rise to 
the slogan “Fans are slans.” Readers of sci-fi are smarter. 
Maybe they can save us from ourselves.

Mark von Schlegell’s Venusia, Mercury Station and 
Sun Dogz are published by Semiotext(e), New York.

Eli Diner is Flash Art US Editor.
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time machine

Plans to Escape
Hans Ulrich Obrist in conversation with 

Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster

from Flash Art International, no. 251 November–December 2006

Hans Ulrich Obrist: In a previous conversation, we spoke 
about moving into fields different from contemporary art. 
You mentioned Friedrich Kiesler. Let’s start from here.

Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster: I think one reason 
why Kiesler is less famous than other artists is because 
he never wanted to be only a gallery artist. He was 
doing architectural work and all sorts of things, such 
as windows for big department stores or gallery spaces. 
The methods he developed have indirectly influenced 
many artists who don’t even recognize it. Certain artists 
— such as Kiesler or Isamu Noguchi when making 
lamps and furniture — wanted to expand the field 
of experiences. But art history makes it difficult for 
artists to escape a linear way of developing a career, 
and usually these artists are rediscovered much later. 
The art world is very conservative when it comes to 
behavior.

HUO: You have implemented a lot of these expanded 
projects: a park has happened in Kassel at Documenta 
11 [Park – A Plan for Escape (2002)], another park in 
Grenoble, and a house in Japan [Moment Dream House 
(2004)].

DGF: I always look for experimental processes. I 
like the fact that at the beginning I don’t know how 
to do things and then slowly I start learning. Often 

exhibitions don’t give me this learning possibility 
anymore. With the house in Japan, I was constantly 
confronted with people; they were explaining to me, 
say, possible grids, and at each meeting I was learning 
something new. I like meeting with people who 
are very specialized in their field. I don’t find these 
learning moments in art enough.

HUO: I always felt that routine is the enemy of 
exhibitions.

DGF: Yes. There is also something very slow in the 
art world. People build a stage for a concert in one day; 
they do more in one day than they do in a gallery space 
in a year in terms of activity. Of course each system 
has it’s timing, but once you have been dealing with 
other speeds it is really hard to go back to this slowness.

HUO: That is the great thing about Dave Eggers’s 
book [You Shall Know Our Velocity], which is about 
knowing all the velocities. It’s impressive to see a fashion 
show structure being installed in a museum: it is installed 
at 6 am, the fashion show takes place during the day and 
at 6 pm it is already away, in the van!

DGF: In a museum any wall is like a white canvas, 
so any gesture becomes very important. I am really 
tired of that!

Previous page:
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public environment and provide my kind of show. I 
have some autonomy. I haven’t done a gallery show 
for a long while, even if I like the galleries I work 
with. I gained this autonomy working in other fields. 
Though in a Duchampian way I have also enjoyed the 
“casino” aspect of the art world, like the funny lack of 
any rational correlation between the price of a work 
and the work itself. At one point I found these funny 
numbers, this roulette, amusing. But I don’t find it so 
funny anymore because when a collector buys a work 
for a certain price, this money comes from somewhere, 
it’s not abstract paper. The work made with the most 
critical, inventive potential often ends in a sale or in 
a safe or in a very depressing situation. This is why I 
think it is important to develop new types of work 
disconnected from certain formats and an artist who 
makes a living by doing exhibitions. Of course this sys-
tem would be also open to artists who want to provide 
objects to that market too.

HUO: We didn’t speak about the notion of collabo-
ration, which in your work is becoming more and more 
present. One thing that changed is that in the 1990s you 
occasionally collaborated with other artists. This has become 
rare in recent years; it is much less with artists and much 
more with other practitioners.

DGF: It’s true. Thanks to the collaboration with 
visual artists I learned to collaborate with artists from 
other fields. To me now, working with someone like 
Alain Bashung or Nicolas Ghesquière from Balenciaga 
is a way to increase this exchange. I am still happy to 
work with other artists, but the practice is often too 
similar to really learn something new.

HUO: You mentioned two collaborations, one with a 
musician and the other with a fashion designer. What did 
you learn from them?

DGF: I learned how they work in the commercial 
context while still being able to protect their inspira-
tion. I wanted to prove that even if trained as a visual 
artist it is possible to interact with other fields! Ghes-
quière or Bashung metabolize lots of things dealing 
with so many people and details. The complexity is 
the ability to maintain a subjective creative process 
bringing into it other personalities. If you need to have 
one more spot of light here, this has no extra symbolic 
value. It’s real, without endless discussions overloaded 
by metaphors.

HUO: That is the reason why I started to create shows 
in fields where there is no security, or in places such as the 
Barragán House in Mexico City or in Sir John Soane’s 
Museum in London. It’s incredibly liberating. 

DGF: I think, of course, the exhibition context 
is necessary as an experimental field, and even some 
galleries have this potential. I am against black-and-
white readings.

time machine

HUO: The number of such expanded field examples 
in your work increased exponentially. I am thinking not 
only of the art projects, such as the house in Japan or the 
parks. We are sitting in the café of the Cité de la Musique 
where you were involved in a sonic exhibition, “Espace 
Odyssée” [2004].

DGF: Yes. I am very happy to look at any proposal 
coming from the most varied fields, where there is a 
certain program, an idea, some time and a fee. It’s not 
that I want to be totally subjective and go my own 
way. On the contrary, I want to interact with all types 
of questions. There is nothing new in this attitude. In 
the 1950s, for example, there was a spreading of artists’ 
activities into other disciplines.

HUO: This position was also strong in the 1920s, in 
the Russian avant-garde.

DGF: Yes. The interaction with a diverse range 
of systems and structures was its radicality. There is 
something indulgent sometimes in the art world that 
I want to escape. This is why the title of Kassel park is 
A Plan of Escape!

HUO: When I first came to France I was asked if I 
wanted a plan d’evasion! It was a card for buying tickets, 
like national flights. There’s also a book by Henri Laborit, 
Éloge de la fuite…

DGF: There is something very human in “escap-
ing.” What drives transformation is the fact that at a 
certain point an environment is not stimulating to you 
anymore. You feel you need a change; it’s a human 
drive to escape the too slow or too repetitive or too 
dead-end situations.

HUO: Recently somebody told me about the great 
landscape architect Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster! They 
didn’t know that you had an artistic background. There are 
other people who see your films at film festivals and talk 
about this young filmmaker. Suddenly you are gathering 
a multitude of identities.

DGF: I don’t want the films to be seen as artist’s 
films or the garden to be seen as an artist’s garden. I 
think it is important for artists to develop their role 
as producers or directors, which means providing a 
public situation for an audience — an exhibition, a 
theater piece or a film serve this purpose too. And for 
that you get a fee.

 
HUO: That’s what happened, for example, with your 

project for rock singer Alain Bashung [Gonzalez-Foerster 
produced the visual set for Bashung’s tour in 2003. It in-
cluded two big video projections onstage].

DGF: Exactly! And it’s not parasitic. When you 
ask for a fee for an exhibition, they generally answer 
you: “Maybe you can sell this work in a gallery?” I 
don’t want to just sell objects, I want to work in a 

Previous page, above:
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time machine

Brasilia Hall
installation view at Centre 
Pompidou (2015)
Courtesy of the Artist and 
Centre Pompidou

produced by Anna Sanders Films using video mate-
rial shot all over the world in the last seven years. Parc 
Central is conceived like a music album and connects 
different urban and non-urban experiences in a similar 
way as I did with the CD-ROM Residence: Color (1995). 
In November 2005 my little girl was born… and every-
thing changed again.

HUO: In Brazil, you wanted to build a house there. 
Can you tell me about Rio?

DGF: I didn’t really build a house in Brazil (that 
might be another step). Two years ago, I found a place, 
an incredible terrace in the landscape, a fantastic open-
air space hidden from the street by an old house. This 
house needs a bit of renovation and transformation 
to become part of what I call the Sitio Experimental 
Tropical (SET), a place to experiment on the effects of 
tropicalization on ideas, desire and projects. Rio is an 
incredible city in a fantastic geological site with lots of 
great architecture and a “pre-individualistic” mood — 
the organic, fertile influence of the tropical vegetation 
and climate is something out of control.

HUO: What is your next project?

DGF: Writing a science fiction novel together with 
Philippe Parreno, keep thinking about new sorts of 
public spaces and playgrounds as I did for the current 
São Paulo Biennale, working on an “opera/exhibition” 
with lots of artists and friends for the Manchester In-
ternational Festival, preparing a proposal for Skulptur 
Projekte Münster 07, and of course remaining unpre-
dictable even for myself!

Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster 
(b. 1965, France) lives in Paris.

“Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster. 1887–2058”
is on view at the Centre Pompidou, 

Paris, until February 1, 2016.

Hans Ulrich Obrist is Co-Director of 
Exhibitions and Programs and Director of 

International Projects at the 
Serpentine Galleries, London.
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HUO: There’s a recurrent question in my interviews: 
What is your unrealized project? 

DGF: The thing I have been dreaming of for some 
years is a swimming pool on the beach. This is why I 
went to Brazil; I wanted to make it there. It would be 
a kind of “tropical university”: a place, a swimming 
pool, with some umbrellas to create shade. You sit 
in the water on the beach and discuss your ideas and 
projects! It has never been realized until now.

I have been going to Brazil for different reasons, 
such as the show “Tropicália: A Revolution in Brazilian 
Culture” by Carlos Basualdo, which is still traveling the 
world. [The exhibition was initiated by the Museum of 
Contemporary Art Chicago; the Bronx Museum of the 
Arts, New York; and GabineteCultura, São Paulo.] In 
this exhibition he also wanted to have some contem-
porary artists making works after having met or visited 
the place, and I wanted to make this tropical university 
on the beach. This is a dream I had.

HUO: Another crazy seminar.

DGF: Yes, I have read the Cedric Price book you 
gave me and I felt I didn’t want to build anything, and 
I only had visions of things that are either horizontal or 
go deep. I don’t believe in any verticality. What I like in 
Rio or in Copacabana is that people are standing on the 
beach; they don’t sleep or they are not lying. It always 
looks like a giant meeting or opening and I wanted 
to go further with that feeling of the dynamic beach. 
I was so happy when he involved me in this project, 
because this is how I want to feel — half Japanese, half 
Brazilian! This is my twin entity.

HUO: Speaking of Brazil, you planned a radical as-
sessment or re-assessment in terms of you carving out time 
for the whole of 2005… 

DGF: Yes. My plan for 2005 was a trip around the 
world with no plan. A full year free, dealing with what 
would come up. But nothing happened as planned. 
There was no world tour but two long stays: in Rio de 
Janeiro to start the Sitio Experimental Tropical (SET) 
and in Paris to edit a series of films called Parc Central 

time machine

Bahia Desorientada  
(video still; 2004)
Courtesy of the Artist
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The performer grins, shrugs, wags and claps. 
Martine Syms’ video  (2015) meditates 
on movement, affect and the role of body 
language in defining identity. The piece is 
a freestanding video in “Vertical Elevated 
Oblique,” the artist’s first show at Bridget 
Donahue. Before a purple backdrop, the 
artist’s performer reenacts movement with 
the choppy edit of a looping GIF. The pacing 
creates a rhythmic quiver of repeated 
motions that the actor defines aloud like 
“no, stop” “come here” and “point blank 
period.” White words appear sporadically 
and read like disjointed stage directions 
to her choreography and voice. “When the 
weed hits” adds levity, while “when you 
can turn hood real quick” probes race. 

Syms attributes her show to a joke: 
“Everybody wanna be a black woman 
but nobody wanna be a black woman.” 
With this one-liner and the seventeenth-
century John Bulwer book  in mind, she 
deconstructs the gestural codes of race 
and gender. These codes punctuate — and 
infiltrate — her movements and her output.

The show also includes recent sculpture, 
photography and a bookshop in the gallery 
office with texts from the artist’s publishing 
house Dominica. In the main gallery, her 
window filter piece  (2015) casts a purple 
glow onto a suite of velvety black panther 
replicas, a fake purple wall and C-stand 
sculptures. In film, a C-stand is used to 
dangle filters that modify and obstruct 
light. The artist drapes her own clothes and 
enlarged photographs from the elongated 
poles, which mimic the extended limbs of 
the body. The gesticulating hands of black 
women sourced from family photographs 
and media emerge in the photographs 
they hold. Again the artist examines the 
discursive power of the body — how it is 
staged, how it is filtered, how it is performed.

by Simone Krug

Martine Syms
Bridget Donahue / New York

The second installment of the Swiss Institute’s 
“Annual Architecture and Design Series” 
proposes a re-interpretation of the historical 
premises behind Le Corbusier’s 1925 Pavillon 
de ’Esprit Nouveau. Exhibition curator Felix 
Burrichter — also the editor of the architectural 
magazine PIN-UP — invited architect and 
artist Shawn Maximo to conceive a panoptic 
environment in which the visitor inhabits an 
estranged chroma key setting. The chroma key 
allows for the visitor’s image to be captured 
by the many surveillance cameras installed in 
the space and in turn transposed into digital 
environments projected onto wall-hung flat-
screens. Replacing the art in the Pavillon — 
the Légers, the Ozanfants — the screens are 
intended to suggest a “point of no return” in 
technology’s pervasive influence on everyday 
experience — a direction that Purism embraced 
and that Le Corbusier unequivocally celebrated 
with his Pavillon’s mass-produced aesthetic. 

Today’s technological avant-garde 
is also echoed in the actual items that 
constellate the exhibition: Paul Kopkau’s 
carbon-fiber version of Piero Lissoni’s Frog 
Chair (1995–2005); a Max Lamb coffee 
table fabricated in the designer’s signature 
engineered marble (Marmoreal, 2015); a 
pair of Lindsey Adelman’s 3-D printed wall 
lamps (Marina Sconces, 2015); a Bethan 
Laura Wood table with a laser-cut, laminate 
marquetry surface; and so on. Organized into 
six zones recalling the basic domestic areas, 
these object displays mimic a contemporary 
dwelling yet do not address any actual 
changes in people’s understanding of 
domesticity since Le Corbusier’s time. Given 
that innovation in furniture fabrication can 
be experienced in any of the many design 
stores that surround the Swiss Institute, one 
wonders if an art institution’s exploration 
of design should offer a more substantial 
examination of the twenty-first-century 
phenomena that affect people’s lives. While 
the main achievement of this exhibition’s 
closed-circuit structure is to engender 
uncountable art selfies; that it is the most 
Instagrammed exhibition in 2015 is probably 
indicative of the real “point of no return.”

by Michele D’Aurizio

Pavillon de
L’esprit Nouveau
Swiss Institute / New York

“United States of Latin America,” a 
group show curated by Jens Hoffmann 
and Pablo León de la Barra at MOCAD, 
features over thirty artists from fifteen 
different Latin American countries. Rather 
than adhere to a singular aesthetic, the 
works reflect an eclectic conversation 
that pushes and pulls through the 
soup of colonialism, global economics, 
violence, play, tradition and mythology. 

Efectos de Familia [Family Effects] 
(2007–9), a video by Edgardo Aragón, 
presents episodes of pre-adolescent boys 
performing ambiguous, ritualistic actions 
such as throwing sand at one another 
or playing chicken with an SUV. Nearby, 
Gabriel Sierra’s sculptural assemblage, 
Sin titular [Untitled] (2006) — a red apple 
bisected by an American dollar bill — 
slowly rots on a shelf. For Nadie sabe la 
sed con que otra bebe [No One Knows 
the Thirst with Which Another Drinks] 
(2013), Nicolas Consuegra installed 
three bedroom-sized mirror panels that 
bisect five upright drinking glasses where 
they stand on the floor. Consuegra’s title 
asserts one can never fully understand 
another’s experience while literally 
reflecting the entire exhibition in reverse. 

The show encapsulates a self-reflexive 
interaction of objects, resisting a conclusive 
aesthetic argument in favor of critical 
attention and transition. Renata Lucas’s 
mailbox installation, Invisible Man (2008), 
creates a direct line of communication 
between the interior exhibition space and 
the exterior world. Additionally one hears 
the Spanish voiceover from Elena Damiani’s 
film, Intersticio [Interstice, 2014], echoing 
throughout the gallery from where it screens 
in a dark corner room. The cinematic essay 
combines English subtitles with lush still 
images of variant landscapes, animals and 
an astronaut. Here Damiani emphasizes 
movement and contrast, reinforcing the 
dedicated openness present throughout 
the rest of the show: “All appears out 
of place” says the voice, “but from this 
place / I do not need to arrive yet.”

by Caroline Picard

United States of 
Latin America
MOCAD / Detroit
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From top, clockwise:
Martine Syms
“Vertical Elevated Oblique” 
Installation view at Bridget 
Donahue, New York (2015)
Courtesy of the Artist and 
Bridget Donahue, New York

“Pavillon de L’esprit Nouveau”
Installation view at Swiss 
Institute, New York (2015)
Courtesy of Swiss 
Institute, New York

Pedro Reyes
Los Mutantes (2015)
Installation view at 
MOCAD, Detroit (2015)
Courtesy of the Artist and 
Museum of Contemporary 
Art, Detroit
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From top, clockwise:
Gary Indiana
Mary Woronov’s Dog, 
Los Angeles (2015)
Courtesy of the Artist, envoy 
enterprises, and 356 S. 
Mission Rd., Los Angeles

Ed Fornieles
“Workland: the fence 
is a narrow place” 
installation view at Château 
Shatto, Los Angeles (2015)
Courtesy of the Artist 
and Château Shatto

Daniel Steegmann 
Mangrané / Philippe 
Van Snick 
Installation view at 
Casa Modernista, São 
Paulo (2015)
Courtesy of Artist and Casa 
Modernista, São Paulo 
Photography by 
Philippe Van Snick
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By situating their show within landmarks 
of Brazilian modernism, Daniel Steegmann 
Mangrané and Philippe Van Snick signaled 
their interest in exploring this legacy. Van 
Snick’s critique emerged from minimalism, 
grounded in the belief that a work is the 
final formulation of a relationship between 
subject, object and context. Influenced 
by indigenous Brazilian cosmologies via 
Eduardo Viveiros de Castro’s perspectivism, 
Mangrané’s work has consistently 
addressed the nature-culture divide.

At MAM, the continuity between the 
practices and their setting was emphasized 
by wooden tables upon which the artists’ 
works were combined, allowing for the 
openness of the building to be enjoyed 
and creating an echo between the indoor 
arrangement and the gardens outside. 
In Casa Modernista, another work by 
Mangrané linked both practices with their 
context: the audio installation Fôlego 
[Breath] (2014) spread throughout the 
house operating as a memory trace of 
__/_____/_/__/________ (2014), 
a performance by seven flute players that 
took place during the show’s opening.

Their analysis of framing also connected 
practice and space. At Casa Modernista, 
colorful outdoor works such as the sculptural 
installation Mexican dream cabin (2015) 
explored the incorporation of tropical 
features into the villa and hinted at its past 
as an intimate, inhabited space. In MAM, 
the solid colors of Van Snick’s walls were 
a reminder of the museum’s concrete 
structure while bringing forward the 
building’s subjective and ephemeral features.

The dialogue created was as generous 
as it was captivating, creating a compact 
yet multilayered narrative. Both Van Snick’s 
analysis of the space-time continuum and 
Mangrané’s study of the blurred boundaries 
between individuality and environment were 
potently enacted. In this way, the two-venue 
exhibition successfully formulated an incisive 
take on how a powerful background such 
as modernism can be used to productive 
ends rather than repeating old melodies.

by João Laia

Writing and travel are corresponding 
activities inasmuch as they depend on 
distance. A chronicler is necessarily set 
apart from the events s/he transcribes in 
much the same way a traveler is a deliberate 
stranger, isolated from his/her surroundings. 
The photos and videos in Gary Indiana’s 
eponymous exhibition at 356 Mission give 
the impression of a travelogue by a tourist 
of Gordian desires. Images from Malta, 
Cuba, Lisbon and Budapest render glimpses 
from an eye calibrated to irreverence, 
romanticism and intimate, untold stories.

Known best as the indomitable, toxic, 
sagaciously truthful art critic for the Village 
Voice from 1985–87, Indiana’s reviews 
read like reports from the frontline at a 
time when downtown New York was still 
seen as a foreign, embattled territory 
plagued by crime and devastated by AIDS. 
His subsequent trilogy of novels set in 
Southern California, Resentment, Depraved 
Indifference and Three Month Fever, 
cemented his legacy as an American satirist. 

Indiana’s previous exhibitions — at 
American Fine Arts Co. (2002), Participant 
Inc. (2013) and Envoy Enterprises (2015) — 
comprised mostly black-and-white images, 
atmospheric, cinematic and opaque with 
poetic density, spanning a thirty-year period. 
The pictures at 356 Mission by contrast 
are primarily from 2015, color inkjet prints 
hung unframed, salon-style, with a casual 
immediacy. They display a curiosity for other 
people that, while voyeuristic, suggests a 
longing to know the inside of strangers’ lives.

The accompanying three-hour plus 
video program crescendos with Stanley 
Park (2014). The forty-minute video, shot 
off the coast of Cuba, documents the 
ruins of the Presidio Modelo, an island 
prison that was perhaps the most literally 
executed example of the Panopticon. The 
writer’s distance is a form of surveillance.

In a recent interview, Indiana remarked 
that everything he does is a form of writing: 
“Sometimes you can’t write, sometimes 
you don’t want to write. Sometimes 
language is too imperfect somehow.”

by David Matorin

Mangrané + 
Van Snick
MAM / Rio
Casa Modernista / Sao Paulo

Gary Indiana
356 Mission / Los Angeles

An open-plan office welcoming “permalance” 
creative types, the immersive environment 
“Workland: the fence is a narrow place” 
is anchored by startup-style boardroom 
tables made of shiny plexiglass, stickered 
with neatly dismembered and beheaded 
bloodied segments of Ed Fornieles’s animal 
avatars. The artist appears throughout 
the installation by proxy, sending his own 
character, a friendly fox buoyant with simple 
optimism, and a few friends — a precocious 
cat, platypus and owl — to bounce between 
banners carrying caffeinated motivational 
messages and as two-dimensional characters 
navigating the daunting real world on 
Instagram (@eddfornieles). A grid of standard 
legal-notice posters and flat-screen TVs 
with statements such as “WOULD YOU 
RATHER NOT TALK ABOUT IT?” spelled 
out in near-obsolete computer fonts on 
blue screens from Matt Goerzen pepper the 
walls on all sides, carefully aligned with the 
dull plastic orb of a water cooler, that small 
oasis of ephemeral office informality and 
inconsequential banter. In a makeshift break 
room area, purple beanbags are plopped 
in front of an oversized TV showing a film 
by Hannah Black that traces waste through 
a rendered digestive system, illustrated 
in an endlessly looping GIF, each image 
swallowed whole by the previous one. 

In the gallery’s basement, a running 
conversation between the three artists in 
a live Google doc is projected on one wall, 
constantly undergoing revision and expansion 
in real time. Reacting to this generation’s 
social disease and habits of suffocating 
insincerity, Fornieles here presents a tool for 
diagnosis: a coffin-like interview chamber that 
invites the visitor to climb inside and close the 
door behind them, lying in complete darkness 
under a swaying, suspended microphone. The 
artist conducts an introductory psychotherapy 
session, feeding questions about childhood 
and relationships into the box and recording 
the answers, building a data bank whose 
holdings may be able to tell us why we feel 
like we’re getting it all a little bit wrong, and 
why everyone else makes it all look so easy.

by Jennifer Piejko

Ed Fornieles
Château Shatto / Los Angeles
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On entering the gallery you are greeted by 
an anemic white light that is intensified by 
the pristine white walls and multiple neon 
strip lights. The contrast with its external 
urban surroundings is stark. A large tent oc-
cupies the gallery, fitting snuggly within the 
formal and practical constraints of the build-
ing’s architecture and offering just enough 
space for the viewer to navigate its perimeter 
and locate its entrance. The internal space 
of the tent feels disconnected from the gal-
lery. The void inside the structure retains the 
overall minimal aesthetic with the exception 
of the linear support structure that plots the 
internal area. As I leave the tent I notice in a 
corner of the room an old, disused shower 
unit, exposed temporarily for the purpose of 
the exhibition. Placed in a soiled basin is a 
selection of exquisitely detailed hand-crafted 
miniature items of furniture, modeled on the 
type you could find in an old pre-IKEA bedsit.

I focus upon the accompanying exhibi-
tion text written by Middleton. The text is 
imbued with a British sensibility reminiscent 
of Fawlty Towers or Armando Iannucci; 
darkly humorous, it charts a hierarchical 
email exchange between a bureaucratic 
employer and employee regarding a private 
sexual encounter. The text artfully encour-
ages the viewer to apply multiple scenarios 
to what is ostensibly a blank canvas. The 
simplicity and the potential readings of 
the structure evokes Mike Kelley’s Educa-
tional Complex (1995) and J.G. Ballard’s 
The Enormous Space (1989), a short story 
that maps the physical and psychological 
space within the walls of a house in a Lon-
don suburb, revealing the fears of urban life 
and ultimately the darker side of human na-
ture. Both of the aforementioned examples 
raise questions regarding the conventional 
and habitual systems that society adopts. 
Middleton too adopts a similarly ambiguous 
position as a way of inviting audiences to 
examine the arrangement of these codified 
objects collectively. These objects operate 
like any successful artwork or novel — the 
more you are willing to immerse yourself 
within them, the better they become. 

by Matt Williams

Stuart 
Middleton
Carlos Ishikawa / London

In the former lumberyard that is Oslo’s 1857, 
Nancy Lupo’s “The Third Badger” looks 
like toys left by children gone for dinner. 
Or a party with a conga line — the type of 
party your eccentric aunt hosts, where you 
want to leave but can’t tear yourself away.

Like the work, I am a visitor from across 
the Atlantic, just passing through, making 
myself conspicuous and misunderstood. I 
saw the badger first. When I said, “What’s 
Bucky doing here?” nobody got it. 
Wisconsin football games are a long way 
from here. I wasn’t sure what I was seeing, 
but I liked it. The cherries seduced me. 
They said I could eat one, but I couldn’t 
distinguish between real and false — the 
first sign that something ominous lurked.

Echoing through the chilly room, 
emitting from a dog coat hanging in a 
recycling container (scene of the crime), 
we hear tell of Mary Ellen, celebrating the 
drowning of a dozen badgers over dinner. 
Mary Ellen, such a sweet name for a killer.

Lupo has been working with these 
Rubbermaid Brute containers for a while. 
She is fascinated by their ubiquity (in 
America). Though they never differ in 
anything but size and color, Rubbermaid 
has designated difference: Feed 
Seed, Ice Only, Greens Keepers.

I see them all the time, but as Lupo 
points out in her statement, I never notice 
them. “The Third Badger” highlights that 
invisibility, but visibility too; the aesthetics 
of these things, their color, shape and 
texture (all the more since Lupo has 
puckered the plastic containers with a 
welding torch). Against 1857’s raw walls, 
these unseen objects giggle and loom. 

The second time I visited the 
exhibition, the staff had not changed the 
ice, cabbages and quail eggs in a few 
days. The scent hit like a dog licking your 
face, not unpleasant, but probably less 
than hygienic. I thought, “I get it. Today 
you’re a little aggressive. That’s okay.”

by Nicole Smythe-Johnson

Nancy Lupo
1857 / Oslo

It is very difficult to trace the legacy of 
institutional critique. Dominated by porosity 
and fluidity, the current reality sees the 
act of criticizing, or even a (bad) magazine 
review, as obsolete and ineffective. The 
current Mayfair exhibitions of the Danish-
Norwegian duo Elmgreen & Dragset 
perfectly encapsulate the impossibility of 
using antagonism in art, opting for more 
complicit actions. While at Miro’s sterile 
space the artists presented, among other 
works, a series devoted to labels of artworks 
by art world favorites such as Roni Horn and 
Nicole Eisenman, at De Carlo they enriched 
the domestic environment of the gallery 
with urns filed with pigments used to coat 
pills in the last generation of HIV medicine. 

If analyzed separately, these two 
exhibitions are strong but perhaps too 
focused. The brilliant twist happens when 
you start to compare the two, moving from 
one gallery to the other, which are walking 
distance from each other. Through this 
oscillation the works of art are transformed 
into catalyzers, spotlighting pivotal issues 
within the current state of reality: from the 
understanding of data as the ultimate form 
of capital, to minimalism as a language 
capable of conveying emotions; from the act 
of taking a “selfie” as the latest version of 
René Descartes’s motto “cogito ergo sum” 
[I think therefore I am] to the understanding 
of a society that uses pastel colors — here 
even more appropriate if you think of 
Queen Elisabeth’s taste in clothing — to 
represent power, whether it be the power 
of medicine or the even more dangerous 
power of pharmaceutical companies. 

In Elmgreen & Dragset’s fictional 
reality — which has been already brought 
in full bloom with their projects at the 
V&A Museum and the Danish and Nordic 
Pavilions in Venice — Pandora’s box turns 
into a transparent hand-blown glass 
vases, and the Olympus of art looks more 
and more like a graveyard; their actions 
could be translated into a sound that, 
once heard, will generate the following 
question: Is this person laughing or crying?

by Nicola Trezzi

Elmgreen & 
Dragset
Victoria Miro and
Massimo De Carlo / London
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From top:
Elmgreen & Dragset
Self Portrait IN 
PROGRESS (2015)
Courtesy of the Artists and 
Victoria Miro, London

Nancy Lupo
Lake (2015)
Installation view at 1857, Oslo
Courtesy of the Artist 
and 1857, Oslo

Stuart Middleton
“The Gonks,” installation 
view at Carlos Ishikawa, 
London (2015)
Courtesy of the Artist 
and Carlos Ishikawa
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From top, clockwise:
Paul McCarthy
Installation view at Schinkel 
Pavilion, Berlin (2015)
Courtesy of the Artist and 
Schinkel Pavilion, Berlin

Franz West
Divan (1991)
installation view at Monnaie 
de Paris (2015)
Courtesy of the Artists 
and Monnaie de Paris

“I Love John Giorno”
installation view at Palais 
de Tokyo, Paris (2015)
Courtesy of Palais 
de Tokyo, Paris
Photography by Andrè Morin
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John Giorno had the good fortune of having 
great and illustrious lovers — they have 
photographed him, read his poems, painted 
his portrait. Then there is Ugo Rondinone, 
who has now carved out a space within 
the untidyness of the Palais de Tokyo, to 
present what many are calling a love letter-
as-exhibition to his partner of a decade. 

Giorno’s first response comes through 
in a video installation by Rondinone, Thanx 
4 Nothing (2015): a fourteen-minute, 
four-wall projection in black and white of 
Giorno reading from the titular poem, while 
standing barefoot under a single spotlight. 
It’s a funereal expulsion of thoughts on aging 
and sex, past lovers, friends and death, in 
which Giorno almost manages to transport 
the viewer out of the spectacle-fueled, 
media-hungry Palais and into something 
more complex, quiet and distressing.

Giorno’s harrowing self-reflections are 
violently thrust aside as one walks into the 
remaining rooms of the exhibition, which 
are part archive, part homage. The somber 
reality of love, the eschewal of nostalgia, 
and sexuality present in his work are all 
subsumed by Rondinone’s neurotic desire to 
display and occupy as much of the content 
and space as possible. The enormous walls 
of the Palais are plastered in multicolored 
photocopies from Giorno’s archive, leaning 
in on the viewer like someone slightly too 
drunk aching for a kiss, breath spirited and 
heavy, and touch slightly too aggressive.

Elsewhere, iPads playing Giorno Poetry 
Systems (1967–1997) recordings lie perched 
atop slumped beanbags by Angela Bulloch. In 
an adjacent room, portraits of the artist by Mark 
Handforth, Judith Eisler, Verne Dawson and 
others are hung sparsely in subtle gravitation 
toward a single, imposing center: an MDF 
cottage by Rirkrit Tiravanija, in which viewers 
can enter and watch a virtual Giorno reciting 
his poems. There’s a certain facelessness 
to all this, a repetition that pushes Giorno 
into anonymity, like an original surrounded 
by a million clones. There’s an intimacy that 
feels emptied of origin for the sake of public 
consumption, yet one that under Rondinone’s 
caressing touch is disappointing to witness. 

by Sabrina Tarasoff

Take Me 
(I’m Yours)
Monnaie de Paris / Paris

In 1995 the Serpentine Gallery presented a 
group exhibition in which each visitor could 
not only see but also access the artworks and 
play a part in their dispersal. The show was 
provocatively named “Take Me (I’m Yours)” 
and organized by the young Hans-Ulrich 
Obrist. Twenty years later, the Monnaie de 
Paris recreated the exhibition and displayed 
the to-be-scattered works — some selected 
from the original presentation, by artists 
such as Christian Boltanski, Gilbert and 
George and Hans-Peter Feldman, and 
others by newly invited artists, including 
Danh Vo, Amalia Ulman, and Sean Raspet.

“Take Me (I’m Yours)” carries the 
rare quality of a certain openness and 
accessibility in its entertaining and public-
friendly unfolding. It questions the modes 
of production and diffusion of artworks, 
and the context of the Monnaie de Paris, 
one of the oldest coin manufacturers 
in Europe, deepens and legitimizes this 
reflection. Of course challenging the 
question of the authenticity of the artwork, 
in an era of its endless reproduction and 
viral diffusion online is more than relevant. 
Furthermore, some of the presented 
works have a particular resonance here, 
such as Simone Fattal’s abstract ceramic 
statuettes recalling oriental antiquities from 
archeological museums; or Kerstin Bratsch 
and Sarah Ortmeyer’s painted Easter eggs. 

But 2015 is not 1995, when ‘relational 
aesthetics’ — a term coined a year later by 
Nicolas Bourriaud to define a set of artistic 
practices that take as their theoretical and 
practical point of departure the whole of 
human relations and their social context, 
rather than an independent and private 
space or experience — prevailed in critical 
and curatorial theory and artistic practice. 
In the mid-1990s, a participatory exhibition, 
in which the viewer would be involved as 
much as the artist or the curator, made 
perfect sense. In 2015, it feels somehow 
disconnected from an ensemble of endeavors 
and systems of thought that are in fact aiming 
at re-founding artistic production within — 
and not outside of — a commoditized realm 
defined by technological developments.

by Martha Kirszenbaum

With a practice rooted in the depiction of 
the human body, Paul McCarthy’s exhibition 
at Schinkel Pavillion continued this visual 
reference, bringing together a tripartite 
rendering of the nude. The tradition of 
this trope as told through a Westernized 
history of art was denoted; and while 
typically the nude was used to express 
ideas of male and female beauty, McCarthy 
shifts this narrative to incorporate themes 
of death, spectacle and voyeurism.

The exhibition displayed sculpture and 
video dating from between 2011 and 2013, 
alongside new photographs presented for 
the first time. Horizontal (2012) was the 
centerpiece, a silicone reproduction of the 
artist’s body, lying corpse-like in the room’s 
center upon a door appropriated from the 
Bank of America. Replicating every detail of 
the body, one questioned whether the form 
was breathing, awkwardness palpable as 
the eye briefly brushed past flaccid genitalia. 
While unnervingly realistic, the proximate 
work Rubber Jacket H. Horizontal (2012) 
revealed the casting process, placed on 
the ground as a strange or even fetishized 
bodysuit. Together, both blurred the line 
between the idea of reality and fiction, 
the space of waking and dreaming.

When associated with the six-channel 
sculptural video installation downstairs, That 
Girl T.G Drawing Table – Drawing (2011–13) 
— with a correlative centrally positioned 
table surrounded by footage of a nude 
being demarcated with pencils — an added 
dimension of reality as perceived through film 
appeared. Combined with psychedelic prints 
of the same female nude’s face, appearances 
of reality were questioned, exploring the 
tension between consciousness and agency.

Since the 1970s, McCarthy has used 
the body as a means to push at the limits of 
social convention, exposing the hypocritical 
undercurrents that can drive a consumerist 
society. The grotesque mess or bawdiness 
normally associated with the artist was 
absent however, replaced with an elegant, 
sleek aesthetic — presenting a cleaner lens 
through which to consider how society 
perhaps sleepwalks in a consumerist daze.

by Louisa Elderton

Paul McCarthy
Schinkel Pavilion / Berlin

I Love 
John Giorno
Palais De Tokyo / Paris
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Susan Philipsz
Villa Croce / Genoa

Louise 
Bourgeois
Garage Museum / Moscow

The phenomenon of “self-colonization” 
peculiar to Russian society — that is 
manifested in the ruling classes’ feelings of 
the foreignness of the native land, internalized 
orientalism and the imitative character of 
culture — seems to persist in the present, 
wherein the oligarchy tries to play the role of 
kulturträger. Since its inception in 2008, the 
main objection of criticism directed against 
the Garage Museum, a symbol of oligarchic 
patronage, was that most of its spectacular 
exhibitions were franchised. Commissioned 
and shown in Western institutions, they were 
imported to Moscow as “ready-mades” with 
no regard for local context. The current Louise 
Bourgeois retrospective, previously shown 
at Munich Haus der Kunst, is no exception.

As it is clear from the exhibition’s title, 
“Structures of Existence: The Cells” is 
focused mainly on Bourgeois’s idiosyncratic 
sculptural environments that she produced 
between 1986 and 2008. The main principle 
of these spatial arrangements is the dialectics 
between the interior of the artist’s world and 
the exterior of the exhibition space. While 
initially some of them were conceived to be 
hospitably open to viewers, today one has to 
voyeuristically peep at her “cells” from outside. 
In the context of Garage one might see this 
not merely as a variation on the feminist 
motto “the personal is political,” but also as a 
caustic metaphor for the inversion of private/
public relationships in present-day Russia. 

A museum of contemporary art is a way 
for the oligarchy to redeem itself from the sins 
of the early 1990s, when public goods were 
predatorily privatized. While these private 
institutions, protected by numerous security 
guards and invigilators, are able to show any 
type of “controversial” exhibition, state-funded 
public museums become more confined in 
their freedom of expression and even risk 
being left without police defense. In this way, 
the viewer’s relationship to Garage is similar 
to the Bourgeois “cell.” Dispossessed of free 
public culture, the visitor is only allowed to 
peep at projects imported from the West — 
where feminist and other critical discourses 
are unfettered — as something out of reach.

by Andrey Shental

Genoa’s historic city center has long been 
a magical place for exploring the spatial 
relationships between man and place. 
Susan Philipsz’s sculptural interventions 
in this context function as opportunities 
to revisit our individual interpretations of 
this historical area; they provide previously 
untapped points of observation from which 
to grasp the relational dynamics within 
the city and amid its various monuments. 
The artist vocally reinterprets, a cappella, 
a repertoire of popular compositions; 
these recording are then played back in 
various public spaces including not only 
the city’s medieval center but also the 
Strada Nuova and more — urban spaces 
that have astonished and bewildered 
travelers over the centuries. Philipsz’s 
voice, repeating a sequence of musical 
motifs, effects a kind of immaterial bas-
relief that renders visible the invisible. 

The centerpiece of this exhibition 
itinerary is Villa Croce, the site that 
overlooks the exact spot on the Ligurian 
Sea where Guglielmo Marconi once moored 
his famous seafaring laboratory the Elettra. 
Philipsz has long studied the Italian Nobel 
Prize-winning inventor and electrical 
engineer, internationally renowned for his 
pioneering work on long-distance radio 
transmission and radio telegraph systems. 
She has been particularly interested in 
Marconi’s theoretical conviction that 
sounds, once generated, never die: they 
fade but continue to reverberate as sound 
waves across the universe. Philipsz’s work 
concerning Elettra comprises an installation 
of underwater recordings and images 
presented in different formats in the various 
institutions overlooking the sea, as if the 
work was being simultaneously broadcast 
via radio waves. These sonic and sculptural 
interventions reinvigorate the concept 
of public art and its role as an activator 
of collective memory and psychology.

by Marco Tagliafierro

Steven Claydon
Centre d'Art Contemporain / 
Geneve

In chimera suspended (2015), in my 
view, provides the paradigm for Steven 
Claydon’s exhibition at the Centre d’Art 
Contemporaine in Geneva. In this work, 
the artist has transformed the image of 
the Roman philosopher Seneca through 
a marvel of combinatorial art: the legs 
are made of steel rods and the feet are 
gold-plated. Emblems of antiquity, mass 
production and the grotesque converge into 
a sort of allegory of “human knowledge,” 
here interrogated by the artist because 
of its qualities of narrowness and fallacy, 
the optimism that has fueled it through 
history, and the madness that sometimes 
instead caused its degeneration. 

For this exhibition in Geneva, Claydon 
worked on a new body of works exploring 
the possibility of bridging the gap, long 
considered unsolvable, between history 
and technology, using the human brain’s 
associative capabilities as a template. The 
show plays with the continuous denial of 
potential affinities between signs of different 
natures, embodied by similar objects 
and suggested by display strategies that 
reflect the human brain’s facility to develop 
connections and intuitive leaps, whether 
irrational or imaginary. Moreover, the artist 
creates bridges between form and function.

The show involves different media: 
sculpture, installation, video, painting and 
performance. In Claydon’s hands these 
stimulate an artistic investigation that 
focuses on the changes in nature and 
function that an object experiences over 
time. Within this dialectic lies the artist’s 
interest in investigating the semantic 
space between the raw material and its 
potential to become an active signifier 
of a system of social relations. Indeed, 
Claydon deconstructs rigid categories 
and the resulting hierarchies we use 
to regard materials. His work reveals 
the untapped potential of matter by 
activating new linguistic possibilities.

by Marco Tagliafierro
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From top, clockwise:
Steven Claydon
“Analogues, Methods, 
Monsters, Machines” 
installation view at Centre 
d’Art Contemporain 
Geneve (2015)
Courtesy of the Artist
Photography by Annik Wetter

Susan Philipsz
Teatro dell’Altrove (2015)
Photography by 
Giovanna Silva

Louise Bourgeois
Spider (2015)
Installation view at Garage 
Museum, Moscow (2015)
Courtesy of the Artist and 
Garage Museum, Moscow
Photography by Egor Slizyak 

305_ND 15_Reviews.indd   128 14/11/15   13:31



reviews

131 — november / december  2015

Warner/Chappell collected $2 million a year 
in royalties for the song “Happy Birthday 
to You” before their ownership claim was 
rejected by a federal judge in Los Angeles 
earlier this year. Appropriation art in the West 
gets much of its energy from subverting 
such abuses of a legal protection meant 
to encourage creativity. In China, where 
copyright is notoriously unenforced, there is 
little conceptually or politically revolutionary 
about appropriation. An entire industry 
of forgers exists in Dafen, Shenzhen, 
where dozens of painters spend their days 
knocking off Van Goghs and Yue Minjuns.

It is partly the perception that China is 
a nation of plagiarists that motivates the 
exhibition “Copyleft: Appropriation Art in 
China.” If the West is increasingly interested 
in appropriation art — reasons the exhibition’s 
curator Xiang Liping — there should be a 
compatible framework for understanding 
Chinese appropriations. Yet these are 
different kinds of copying than, say, Richard 
Prince’s re-captioned Instagram images. 
Qiu Zhijie simply photographs versions of 
the White House and the Forbidden City 
recreated in no-name Chinese cities, a 
strategy that relies on foreign astonishment 
at China’s enthusiasm for facsimiles.

Most telling of the appropriations in 
the show, however, are works by Shanghai 
painter Zhou Tiehai. In the mid ’90s, when 
publications were still ignoring him, Zhou 
painted himself onto covers of Newsweek 
and Flash Art. He also had assistants 
impose his homonymous “Joe” Camel on 
famous Western art works. His motivation 
is apparent in the sound work Airport 
(1996), in which a voice announces delays 
from Shanghai for promised departures 
to cities such as Venice and Kassel.

Frustration at being an outsider 
motivates appropriation in industries outside 
the art world, too. From sportswear to 
smartphones to electric cars, excluded and 
derided Chinese brands have used copying 
as a back door to legitimacy, bolstered 
by sympathetic Chinese courts. And why 
not? Copyright trolls live under bridges. 
Creative appropriations build them.

by Sam Gaskin

Copyleft
Power Station / Shanghai

Sheela Gowda’s first solo exhibition in 
India in four years — “Battarhalli Corner” 
at Gallery Ske, in Bengaluru — conveys 
through sculptural installations and canvases 
the artist’s ongoing interest in everyday 
objects and their ethnographic associations 
that carry forward from the past. 

A small familial folk painting (Untitled, 
2015) in the entrance sets the focus 
on ethnicity, belief, myth, traditions and 
constructions of cultures. Found objects, 
driftwood and fabric are juxtaposed 
against canvases to create horizons and 
extended background landscapes for 
the sculpture. The found objects adopt 
forms from formlessness, highlighting 
the artist’s concern with deciphering 
languages through visual manifestations 
of artistic discipline. The canvases behave 
like lurking shadows — integral yet 
inconspicuous parts of the sculptures. 

The locality of the materials fosters 
layered meanings, evoking formal 
connections with regional cultures. A green 
and red coir carpet, popularly found at 
large gatherings, welcomes viewers at the 
entrance. This functions as a kind of floor 
canvas, with carefully worn out impressions 
finessed by the artist. In the adjoining rooms 
of the gallery, an insect-eaten piece of 
wood becomes a village woman carrying a 
pot, which echoes a typical scene from an 
Indian painting. The minimal and graphic 
simplicity of the works communicates a 
renewed vision of anthropology with a 
heightened sense of three-dimensionality. 
An extensive scaffolding with communist 
flags occupies the last room of the 
gallery. This final piece is suggestive 
of the shifting centers in contemporary 
situations taking place around the world; 
it addresses the future with an embedded 
tradition carried forward from the past.

by Veeranganakumari Solanki

It has become difficult in recent years to find 
exhibitions that define a generation’s shared 
attitudes and sensibilities — especially within 
museums where curators act as clerks. 
In this regard, “The Crystal Palace & The 
Temple of Doom” is truly exceptional. Here 
curator Hila Cohen-Schneiderman engaged 
all the artists invited; for years they met 
each week and had discussions — sometime 
not knowing, at least at the beginning, that 
these very discussions would eventually 
lead to an exhibition. Through this process, 
the somewhat obsolete format of the group 
show became a vibrant constellation of 
individual positions intertwined by the 
urban archeology and DNA of Tel Aviv. 

What’s more, the curator created a 
strong historical framework, from the great 
exhibition of 1851 to the white cube, from 
Salomon’s Temple to Indiana Jones; and 
most importantly, she also worked with 
a graphic designer in order to conceive a 
seductive visual device that would identify 
one or more participants, including herself, 
with an icon that is present in the poster. 

However, this meticulous approach is 
on one hand palpable, and on the other 
hand in sheer contrast with the loose spirit 
of many of the works included. An attempt 
to summarize this “gem” — it is rare to see 
such accomplished programming in Israeli 
museums and in museums in general — 
must necessarily include artworks that 
are not completely convincing, even if 
perfectly contextualized by the eye (this is 
the curator’s icon in the poster) of someone 
who has devoted her life to artists. The 
only real mistake is the ultimate positioning 
of the curator and the graphic designer, 
whose roles as active participants are not 
properly acknowledged. Although coming 
from a desire to avoid the critique of being 
a “curator-artist” (or “designer-artist”), it 
is truly an unfortunate oversight, because 
the greatest achievement of this project 
is to charge exhibition spaces with an 
authentic manifestation of participation that 
is increasingly lacking in such contexts.

by Nicola Trezzi

Sheela Gowda
Gallery Ske / Bengaluru

The Crystal 
Palace & ...
Petach Tikva Museum 
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From top, clockwise:
“Copyleft”
installation view at Power 
Station, Shanghai
Courtesy of Power 
Station, Shanghai

Sheela Gowda
Battarhalli Corner (2015) 
installation view at Gallery 
Ske, Bengaluru
Courtesy of the Artist and 
Gallery Ske, Bangalore

Elisheva Levy 
Villa #3 (2015)
installation view at Petach 
Tikva Museum, Israel (2015)
Photography by Michal BarOr
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