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In recent years, horizontality has emerged as a key concept in the art field: it is how progressive 
circles of curating, art making, and criticism now conceptualize critique. Horizontality is a cipher for 
a range of critical tactics, politically engaged practices, extra-curricular work outside the white cube, 
work inside institutions, work against the autonomous object, work that involves the problem of 
user-ship, collaboration, duration, identity, and all manner of unpacking the vertical strata that divide 
and organize the Neo-Liberal world order. But horizontality has also been a central trope in twentieth 
century art, leaving its trace across a range of practices that would include the work of Jackson 
Pollock, Carl Andre, Dan Graham, Alan Sekula, Annette Messager, Doris Salcedo, Janet Cardiff, 
Susan Lacy, Pierre Huyghe and many others. Finally, it has left its mark within phenomenology, has 
proven to be one of the central axiological problems of deconstructive criticism, and has a very real 
purchase on the crucial problems of process philosophy. In this issue of Scan by COlab, we have 
tried to capture some of the intricacies of this history, and we have tried to pragmatically reach out 
to other people in the field who are working in ways that horizontally extend the way in which we 
understand, value, and engage with contemporary art. 

          Shep Steiner, David Foster, April 2016.

ON ECOLOGIES OF THINKING AND ECOLOGIES  
OF PRACTICE: AN INTERVIEW WITH ERIN MANNING.  

Erin Manning is University Research Chair in Relational Art and Philosophy in the Faculty of Fine Arts at Concordia University in Montreal. She is the 
founder of SenseLab, the author of Always More Than One: Individuation’s Dance (Duke, 2013) and Politics of Touch: Sense, Movement, Sovereignty 
(Minnesota, 2006). More recently with Brian Massumi, she co-authored Thought in the Act: Passages in the Ecology of Experience (Minnesota, 2014), 
which provides the focus of the following conversation. The Minor Gesture (Duke 2016), Manning’s latest book will be released this year. Given her 
achievements and Massumi’s prodigious publishing record from 2014-15 alone—What Animals Teach Us about Politics (Duke 2014), The Power at the 
End of the Economy (Duke 2015), Politics of Affect (Duke 2015 and Ontopower: War, Powers, and the State of Perception (Duke, 2015) there should be 
little doubt that Thought in the Act is a major contribution to thinking the borders of art, philosophy and politics today. Indeed, Manning and Massumi are 
undoubtedly the two most important public intellectuals working in Canada at the present moment. A group of graduate students talked with Erin Manning 
by phone on October 21, 2015, a few days after the Canadian Elections

Kelley Morrell: In your book Thought in the Act, one sentence in 
particular struck me and I quote: ‘The middle is not the average but an 
excess, and it is through the middle that things grow.’ This is raised in 
the context of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s notion of disjunctive 
synthesis.  I wonder if you could speak to this quotation especially with 
regard to the site you have created called SenseLab. 

Erin Manning: Yes. For my way of thinking—and this is more 
Whiteheadian than Deleuzian, although I don’t really make a difference 
between the two, because I think Deleuze was very influenced by 
Alfred North Whitehead—a philosophy of process is by its very nature 
a philosophy of the act. As a consequence it never can incorporate 
everything that it produces, so there is always an excess, and what is 
produced is always produced by the middle. And what I mean by that 
is what we come to know as the identities of what are produced—the 
people, the objects, etc.—are ways that the ecology identifies itself as 
such. So in a context of working between art and philosophy and activism 
you really run up against this tension between identifying something as 
the form of what it is—for example, it could be a belief in the need for 
other forms of political representation, speaking of the 2015 Canadian 
election—and kinds of limits that structure a whole set of identities around 
them, such as ways of being or ways of acting. The work that we do 
is a bit suspicious of the way that those identities come to be thought 
of as general concepts. It is not as though they can stand in for all the 
thinking and all the acting that was happening. So what we try to do is 
to look at what the conditions are for the setting into place of those kinds 
of general concepts and then attempt to create within those conditions 
the opportunities for a certain kind of modality of attention that would 
be capable of attuning to the more-than in those initial conditions. This is 
what we mean when we ask how the middle produces an excess. More 
precisely, to give you a very contemporary example, we met this morning 
to think about the way that the election organized or potentially organized 
a certain amount of political lethargy. Because it reorients the work of 
many people on the left to a government that speaks from the centre, 
many people of the left who would have preferred to vote Green or NDP, 
ended up voting for the Liberals in order to get Harper out. How do you 
find the energy of that kind of momentum in a moment where there are 
no voices to speak directly to it? What are the techniques that you can 
invent that would activate or create an attunement around those kinds of 
excesses? 

KM: Could you ground this in your activities in SenseLab? 

EM: SenseLab is really a constant experimental process. We do not have 
membership and we do not have an itinerary. We function around the 
momentum of what feels urgent at a given interstice and this momentum 
can be foregrounded by anybody. Somebody could arrive for the first 
time and make a proposal or we might move upon an idea put forth by 
somebody who has been there for the last ten years - we don’t orient 
according to pre established goals. There are a lot of pretty spectacular 

failures as you can imagine. We come together around many habits, 
including, for example, the habits of consensus seeking, or the habits of 
reifying certain forms of process or certain forms of action, so I would 
say that the work that happens around the SenseLab is never comfortable 
or very rarely comfortable. It is really deterritorializing: it unmoors us, 
I think, but what we try to do is to keep creating an environment where 
that disorientation can be as productive as possible. Definitely today, in 
the context of the imminent election and local forms of activism around 
electoral politics, it did feel like we needed a gathering to think through 
how to reorient from the limitations of electoral politics toward the 
exploration of the micropolitical gestures that seep through and potentially 
reenergize macropolitics. Taking place right now in Montreal as we 
speak—it is the reason I am not at home—is an amazing event that is 
called “The Day Without Culture (Journée sans culture),” where artists 
and thinkers and activists have come together to think about how else we 
might make our practices operative.

Mallory Donen: You mentioned the idea of discomfort as part of the 
processes and projects at SenseLab. I think a lot of times we artists find 
striking a balance between making things which are comfortable and 
important to us and things which are really uncomfortable. Where do you 
find that balance in your own artistic process? 

EM: Well, if I were to put my cards on the table I would have to say that 
I have never found any particular balance. I am always running after that 
particular concept. But I have to say that one of the reasons there is this 
organized day here in Montreal (Journée sans culture) is because artists 
are extremely tired. I think there is the sense of a great urgency in not 
knowing how to be in all modes and all places at once – how to make our 
work work without placing it in the register of the neoliberal definitions 
of work and creativity? I think many artists know that the worst kind of 
work we can do is didactic work – work that places our concerns at the 
forefront in an explicatory way. That is not interesting. We don’t need to 
prove things with our art. A question that has come up often on this day 
“without” culture is, “how is it possible for art to open up an interstice in 
thought, or action”? How to energize the processual middling that activates 
practice and make it operative under other conditions? I think this is a 
kind of a hit and miss question, but that is what art does: it creates the 
opportunities for hitting and missing. 

With particular reference to SenseLab, it has always seemed important 
to me to distinguish the difference between the collective work that we 
do and our individual work. And the reason I say that is because they are 
different temporalities between the artwork we do and sign as our own, 
and the collective practice of pushing the limits of what a transversal 
practice at the interstices of art, philosophy and activism can do. And 
so we try to create a balance between the gestures that are honed in a 
more solitary practice and the sharing of techniques at the level of the 
collective. Over time, I have come to believe that the solitary is also 
collective, but at a different scale. Doing work alone in the studio or at the 
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computer is not about being alone in the world – this work is also very 
much performed in an ecology of thinking, or an ecology of practices. The 
difference, however, is that this solitary time is perhaps more capable of 
honing techniques for dissensus and selection precisely because we don’t 
as quickly fall into patterns of seeking consensus. Alone in the studio I 
can negotiate the use of one material over another without worrying what 
anyone else thinks, thereby perfecting a technique. 

The collective work works across those already-perfected techniques, but 
without the focus on the singular artwork that spawned those techniques. 
Because the process is now shared, it demands that we get out of the 
way of our own singular processes and pull out of those processes an 
openness to doing things differently. In particular, it requires us to move 
away from our habitual starting points in order to invent a collective way 
to approach a collective problem. Getting out of our own way in order 
to better attune to what a collective process needs also makes us better 
solitary artists, I think. We become more attuned to how the work itself 
leads us toward better ways of approaching the questions that frame our 
individual practices and move it in different directions.

What is produced at SenseLab are techniques for emergent collectivity, 
not art per se. What we try to do is to use all of the techniques that have 
become stronger in our practices and share those techniques in ways 
that touch the interstices between art and politics or art and philosophy. 
The work is never geared toward demonstration. We don’t try to make 
an object that could be adequate to the question. It is more that we try to 
create an environment that allows those questions to be inflected by a 
thought in the act.

Bonnie Marin: In the first chapter of Thought in the Act you speak about 
the ‘ebb and flow’ of pedestrians ‘on a crowded rush hour sidewalk.’ 
You conjure up people coming from the subway and going to their office, 
manoeuvring themselves in between other pedestrians on the street. 
Here you seem to hint at a sort of memory that is always passing. Later 
in the second half of the book you discuss the first event at SenseLab, a 
performance called Dancing the Virtual from 2005 where you talk about 
the movement of dance and getting people to do non-scripted dances. Can 
you relate these two discussions?

EM: You know, it took me awhile to understand how to move my 
own practice as a dancer into the environmental, even how to think it 
environmentally, and I think that what you are seeing there is just 10 years 
(laughter). In 2005, when we did Dancing the Virtual I had been developing 
the practice of what I called ‘relational movement’ for about seven or 
eight years. I had a sense that there was something to be explored here 
by people who were not dancers—and also by people who were dancers. 
My hunch was that I could maybe give people an opportunity to see that 
when they move with someone else they are not moving another body, 
but creating an interval of movement that they are both moving into. 

In Dancing the Virtual we used relational movement as a conduit of 
thought. And to back up, Dancing the Virtual was the first event of a series 
of events titled Technologies of Lived Abstraction. Each of the events had 
a set of readings attached to them. In this particular event we also had 
what we called an (im)material potluck, where we invited the participating 
artists, dancers and philosophers to come with something that they 
wanted to add to the event. It could be an activity or it could be a material 
of some kind or even a thought. 

Using this (im)material potluck, we created techniques that gave us a 
sense of what a relational movement could be. In the intervening ten years 
I have had a lot of opportunity to think about how relational movement 
occurs in a more distributed fashion. And the sidewalk example is an 
example of exactly what I was trying to teach then. Now I know that 
relational movement is happening all the time—on the sidewalk, in the 
metro, etc.—and that it isn’t exclusively human. I suspect that today in 
Winnipeg the leaves are falling off the trees. You can watch the relational 
movement of the leaves falling from the trees as well. In this sense, I have 
become more attuned to the ways in which we might be able to think 
about how these choreographies affect the everyday. So I would say the 
two moments you highlight are just two sides of the same coin, but the 

latter is more sophisticated. It is what I call ‘choreographic thinking.’  This 
is the way the world choreographs movement - movement that does not 
belong to an individual but can be moved into by individuals, as opposed 
to individuals being completely the directors of their own movements.

Pancho Puelles: I am concerned about the amount of capital being 
injected into the arts in Canada and Europe, especially with regard to 
technologies. We know that the outcomes on the level of individual artists 
and institutions are all going to be different, but what are the larger 
ideological issues as you them?

EM: I definitely think that we want to recognize the ways in which the art 
market feeds into neoliberalism. As I am sure you know, what artists do by 
definition is make things and create thoughts. This goes right to the heart 
of what capitalism is most interested in. So I share your uncertainty. We 
have to be very careful about what kind of claims are made in our name, 
which is not to say that I do not think every artist should be paid for their 
work. Obviously I think that that is important.  Perhaps the way I would 
approach this is by encouraging transversal operations that include art 
but are not limited to its typical modes of expression. This means: yes, 
let’s continue to make work, create objects, and in doing so, let’s continue 
to trouble institutions, to rethink beauty, to reorient how content and 
expression do their intermingled work. But let’s also do the work of the 
interstice itself, asking what else creativity can be when it is not aligning 
to the “newest new.” Let’s assist one another and the ecologies of our 
making in creating spacetimes of encounter that activate our techniques 
toward modes of thought that are on the edge of thinkability. Let’s not be 
shy to experiment even if those experiment yield forms not yet elegant 
enough to foreground as artistic works. And let’s become sensitive to 
what I think of as the artful – those modes of expression that attune to 
reorientations of experience. 

Shaun de Rooy:  Erin, I was interested primarily in the sections in which 
you discuss autism. I do have a sibling who has autism so I think that is 
why it resonated as much as it did. I found much of your description quite 
beautiful and on point, but I could not help feel that because autism is such 
a spectrum it is difficult to pinpoint certain experiences and attributes while 
doing justice to the full experience of those who fall elsewhere on the 
spectrum. I was curious how you approached this and how you feel artists 
should approach taking on topics such as this without limiting them to one 
perspective. 

EM: Yes, I think that’s a really important question. You might not know 
that I’ve written two other books around autism, so that work comes out of 
those 10 years of engaging with autistics, some of whom I’ve worked with 
as collaborators . So, I completely share with you the necessity to think in 
really singular ways about singular problems. In my case, the work of the 
last decade or so has been one of really thinking alongside, and thinking 
with autistics, which is why in that particular chapter you find so many 
words by Tito Mukhopadhyay, or by D.J. Savarese or by Dawn Prince, 
etc. 

In Thought in the Act there is a really strong desire to be in conversation, 
to participate in a conversation very much already underway in autistic 
circles. . The classical autistics I’ve been in conversation with have a 
particular challenge – they don’t speak with their voices. And because 
they don’t speak (many of them use forms of facilitated communication), 
they have been labeled “low functioning.” All of my work has been 
focused on troubling the question of what function can mean under the 
circumstances, and particularly the question of how knowledge is crafted. 
In my own thinking this has been less about speaking to the autistic 
community—although of course I feel very indebted to them and I have 
learned an enormous amount—than to speaking to neurotypicals who 
have deep existing assumptions of what it means to value the world, how 
we perceive it, where the human sits and so on. And of course, as an 
artist, it is very clear to me that where knowledge does not immediately 
transfer to the linguistic, there tends to be an assumption that it is not at 
work. Thinking in movement, thinking in texture – these are not generally 
considered forms of knowledge. If they were, we wouldn’t ask artists 
to translate their work for the general public into language.What I think 
autistics can teach neurotypicals is how to expand the question of what 

communicates across textural, material, more-than human interstices. 

This kind of work is always a risk – any attempt to speak across difference 
is a risk of negating that difference, softening its edges, returning it to us in 
our image. But the world that I am interested in is capable of taking those 
risks. The world I am interested in works toward an attunement to this 
difference. Maybe as artists, maybe as those whose modes of making/
thinking are different, it can be one of our practices to learn to attune to the 
limits of expression? I think Tito’s or of D.J’s descriptions of the world, or 
any of the ones that we cited in that particular chapter, are not so foreign 
for artists. I think that our training includes the kinds of perception they 
draw out. The difference perhaps is that for artists less can be at stake. 
With autistics we learn that our modes of perception are political, that they 
challenge expression’s limits, and that they can make a difference in the 
modes of attunement experience calls forth. But this can only happen if we 
engage at the limit of object-making where art moves toward the artful. 
Here, I am speaking about ways in which the force of what we call art 
makes itself felt without holding itself to a form. So that’s the urgency that 
I feel in relation to those questions always, of course, hoping that I have 
left enough room there for people to speak for themselves,. And of course 
they are! See, for instance Tito Mukhopdhyay’s recent book Plankton 
Dreams, publishing in our Immediations series at Open Humanities 
Press and the forthcoming  Authoring Autism by Melanie Yergeau in our 
Thought in the Act series at Duke University Press -  and these are just 
two that we are publishing.

SdR:  That is great. I think it is a problem that we all face when we are 
tackling particular issues, whether or not we are opening them up for 
dialogue or if we are just reaffirming some of the stereotypes. I think there 
is kind of a fine line in there. I think that your writing here was excellent, I 
was just curious to see how you approach that kind of problem.

EM:  Well, one thing I could add is that when I was publishing the book 
Always More Than One, which is a book that was written actually in 
conversation with a group of autistics—many of the same ones we cite in 
Thought in the Act—I said to them that some people would accuse me of 
romanticising autism. Their response was, ‘well, neurotypicality has been 
romanticized for so long, isn’t it time to turn that around a bit?’  

Lori Lofgren:  Hi Erin, my question is geared more towards your 
personal art practice.  I am wondering, how research and creation merge 
within your work?

EM: The hundred million dollar question!  (Laughs) With great difficulty!  I 
think this question is likely different for each person. In my case, I find it to 
be a real challenge because they really do work different for me.  I need to 
go into the studio with a kind of openness that takes time to find, especially 
if I have been writing a lot.  I do not want to go into the studio with sixteen 
concepts.  That is not interesting to me.  You will notice if you look at my 
work, that when I talk about my own art practice, I almost only ever talk 
about the failures. It tends to take me about a decade into a process to 
understand how the thinking and the making coincide.  Of course, I have 
thoughts while I make, but these tend to be material thoughts. Perhaps it’s 
because I spend so much time writing – that I need to go into the studio 
with constraints that depart from my philosophical practice and inquire 
into the techniques these constraints cal forth. To do this well,  I need to be 
in the studio, only in the studio, for weeks and then when I leave I am in 
another space entirely.  So what I try to do is take long periods where my 
focus is on art, and then have long periods when my focus is on writing. 
Of course this never quite works since the academic work interferes at all 
levels, both in the making and in the thinking! So it’s messy, and like all 
artists, I work to deadline and do my best to be patient with processes that 
I know are still underway when I exhibit work. I think about this a lot with 
students who are working toward research-creation PhDs. My feeling is 
that you actually need twice as much time.  There is no shortcut.  Being a 
good philosopher doesn’t make you a good artist, or vice versa.  On the 
other hand, I can’t imagine creating any differently. Despite the challenge, 
it’s clear to me that I need to work transversally, and that I benefit a lot 
from the passage, no matter how uncomfortaable! 

Gwen Freeman: What do you do for people who may be afraid of 
philosophy or theory?

EM: I think of myself as a used car philosophy salesman! I work with 
philosophy from the very formation of the concept and argue that there 
would be no philosophy if there were no art. To introduce this practice to 
artists, we read very very closely, exploring how philosophy needs art 
to think. We do a lot of this work in the studio where we explore what 
kinds of thoughts fill our practices and engage with their singular modes 
of expression: their textures, rhythms, and movements. We ask which of 
these can benefit from moving toward language and make it clear that 
language is not necessary to art. Philosophy, I think, is about becoming  
acquainted with how thoughts are moving. Philosophy has a deep interest 
in the transversal reorientation of that movement. Of course I am speaking 
here of philosophy at its best – where philosophy is not about order-words 
but about conceptual assemblages. 

Conceptual assemblages tend to be in formation in artistic practices. With 
students, what I try to do is to see whether there is an interest, in the 
work, for an opening onto the linguistic force of the concept. So I might 
say, “I have been looking at your video and I think Henri Bergson’s work 
on rhythm might be relevant to the ways in which you’ve worked with 
the image. Shall we read Bergson together?’ And then we read Bergson 
together to see if there is a resonance. And if there is a resonance, it’s not 
then about imposing Bergson’s work onto the video, but about widening 
the realm of confluence. I find that if you do that it does not feel like an 
appropriation or that someone is coming in and trying to close a process 
down. Philosophy can work as an opening across processes that trace 
potential lines of force. These may affect the work itself, but they may 
just as well simply enlarge the breadth of resonances that feed the next 
process. That is how I work. We spend a lot of time being very attentive to 
more than one-way of thinking, so we do not reduce thinking to language.

Erin Manning and Brian Massumi, Thought in the Act: Passages in the Ecology  
of Experience (Minneapolis & London: University of Minnesota Press, 2014)
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Hassan Jamil: Hello, I am Hassan, I am interested in the way you 
described Bracha Ettinger’s work. Apparently, you went to her studio 
and interviewed her. I am interested to know whether you used more of 
her own descriptions about her work, or whether you read the work and 
added your own readings? Obviously it is complex, because the way you 
write is like her painting. The way she lets the idea of the ‘intercessor’ 
from outside speak through her. I see this in your writings too. Finally, this 
leads me to the question about the ‘not I’ of her paintings. 

EM: I should give a bit of background, because Brian and I do not make 
this altogether clear. Part of what moved us to write the book was a 
certain uneasiness with some kinds of art historical writing that claim 
a kind of distance from the artist, or are not as inclined to explore the 
complex ways in which making and thinking coincide in a practice. The 
way Brian and I wrote the book was that for each one of the chapters we 
spent at least one month in residence with the artist. We watched and 
listened and participated. . We explored concepts together, had meals 
together, even wrote and thought and read together. Our goal was to 
activate this coming-together on its own terms – to listen to how the artist 
worked but also to be interested in what happened in relation to our being-
there. With regards to Bracha, what made it difficult is that some of her 
concepts weren’t as much in our own vocabulary. So the short answer is 
yes these are her words from many conversations while we were there, 
but they are also our words, feeding through our participation in her 
process. 

The hard thing with Bracha was that she has a vocabulary of spirituality 
that was quite foreign to us, but fascinated us because we sensed she 
wasn’t using the word in the usual way. Since part of the work we had 
given ourselves was to take the artists at their word, we had to contend 
not only with her concepts but engage with them in the terms of our 
shared encounter. So the work or the thinking is truly a collaboration. The 
chapter is us thinking with Bracha, pushing her concepts to the limit, but 
also pushing our concepts against her concepts to see what can happen in 
that interstice. 

I think Bracha would say that our being there definitely affected the work, 
because how could it not? We were all engaged in the process.. Our hope 
was to make that process of thinking and artmaking felt, to undermine the 
notion that it might be possible for an encounter with art to be in any way 
neutral. So yes, we were absolutely intercessors. And I think it’s great that 
you could feel that. But also she was an intercessor in our thinking, so it 
was working both ways. She was pushing us to think beyond where we 
were comfortable thinking in some ways. 

Phoenix Thomas: Did the notion of the intercessor come from Bracha 
Ettinger or yourself?

EM: From us. If you go online and look for ‘Deleuze’ and ‘mediator,’ 
you will find a short three-paragraph article that explains the concept 
of the intercessor. The problem is that intercessor has been translated 
as ‘mediator’ so anglophones tend not to recognize the concept. The 
intercessor is a concept that has influenced me to no end. The concept 
actually comes from a Quebec filmmaker by the name of Pierre Perrault 
who would enter into small communities and bring the practice of 
documentary film to them. In one instance Pierre Perrault went to an 
island in northern Quebec called L’Isle-aux-Coudres.In his discussion of 
the film that ensued, Pour la suite du monde,  Deleuze talks about the 
way Perrault uses the camera in terms of the intercessor, orienting but 
also stimulating the community to activate its past in a singular way. In 
this case, the presence of the camera moves the community to re-enact 
a kind of whale hunt that had happened in the time of their ancestors. 
But the camera doesn’t work simply to represent. It also unmoors. This 
is felt in the uneasiness the community feels in relation to how the past 
is told. For instance, there is no consensus within the community about 
where this particular tradition of whale hunting comes from. Some 
people think it comes from the First Nations. Some people think it comes 
from Christianity. And most of them cannot remember it and they begin 
fabulating as to what it could have been.  And so you watch how the 
camera going into the community collectively produces something, which 
is not a re-enactment of the past, but an invention in the present. That is 

what Deleuze calls the intercessor.  

Grace Han: It seems to me that having concepts is important in 
contemporary art field these days. What is your opinion of art objects that 
are technically perfect, or so beautiful to look at that you would like to own 
them but do not pose any questions?

EM: That is a question for a full-term class! I really love beauty. I have had 
a lot of years to think about how it works because one of the role beauty 
played in a work that took up about a decade of my life that I showed 
at the 2012 Sydney Biennale called Stitching Time,. This is a physically 
alluring work. It is made out of two thousands pieces of fabric, all of which 
are beautiful textiles – different kinds of silks and linens and cottons, all 
colourful and materially enticing. The late 1990s and early 2000s was not 
a time when you were really supposed to do things that had this kind of 
allure. They were considered apolitical. But I kept thinking that the world is 
constructed around and has constructed itself around many kinds of allure. 
Some of these modes of allure are incredibly moving for their aesthetic 
value. I mean it’s autumn and who could ever speak of the turning of the 
leaves on the trees as not alluring. Right? So my interest is to not oppose 
or create a dichotomy between concept and beauty. What I would say 
is that our work has to be able to do its work. So the kind of work that 
frustrates me is the kind where either all of the work is happening in 
the artist statement but none of the work is happening in the work, or 
where the object is so self-consuming that it cannot activate any excess. 
I don’t need a smart artist statement and I don’t need a work that simply 
reproduces its own image. The question I always have is how is the work 
doing its work? Are there conditions there for it to be able to do its work? 
And this is a question that I would ask to the work each time anew. Then 
there’s the problem of context – how conditions are created for the work’s 
working.  In my forthcoming book, The Minor Gesture, I talk about one 
of my works that I think really didn’t work in one context and worked in 
another context. I do not think that all work always does its work the same 
way under all circumstances. 

This has led me to put a lot of emphasis on the conditions that enable a 
work to do its work in an ecology of practices.  So I ask: how materially, 
aesthetically, conceptually etc., is the work doing its work, here, now? 
Are there better conditions under which it could do its work better? And 
these will include material conditions, environmental conditions, ecological 
conditions, etc. I am sorry it is a bit vague, but I think it is a really 
important question that we all need to constantly be thinking together. The 
whole of my next book is about that. What kinds of minor gestures do their 
work in the work? And how do these activate art in a way that gets out of 
these kind of concept/object or concept/world dichotomies?

< http://erinmovement.com>                              
 < http://senselab.ca/wp2/>

The region now known as the Democratic Republic of the Congo was first ‘settled’ 80,000 years ago. Since then, many different migrations and political 
upheavals have taken place making the area precarious: Bantu migration from Nigeria, Belgian colonization, the presence of Christian organizations and 
the reality that the tribal leaders had more power than the central government, have all aided in this instability. In the 1960s the Congo was renamed Zaire 
and an attempt was made to Africanize the country. By the 1990s the ruling regime was weakened and the leaders agreed to a power sharing government 
with the opposition party. In the first Congo war Rwanda invaded Zaire overthrowing this process. A second war broke out resulting in regional wars with 
many different African nations. By 2006 the era of war was ending in Africa, but soldiers were left in the Congo for a few years resulting in another power 
sharing government with the opposition. Eventually complete control over the Congo was resumed by a central government in a disputed election in 2011. 
Today, the Congo is dangerously unstable, leaving women and children the victims of extreme physical and sexual abuse. Peter Frantz is an artist, an 
entrepreneur, an advocate and a teacher. As the co-founder and CEO of Fragile Peace, Peter has drawn on more than 12 years of experience in tech and 
project management start-ups and his deep commitment to using art for advocacy, empowerment, and economic development in vulnerable populations. 
Peter holds an MFA from the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in Philadelphia, and has been a professional artist for over 35 years. He has exhibited 
nationally and internationally and is the primary artist and curator for a continuing series of exhibitions titled Peace Should Not Be This Fragile: A Portrait of 
Panzi. He was the co-founder of Panzi Foundation USA (panzifoundation.org) and served as the Executive Director from its initiation in 2010 until 2016, and 
remains on the Board of Directors.

By Pancho Puelles

Pancho Puelles:  What impelled you to get involved with this project in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo?

Peter Franz:  In the summer of 2009, Dr. Lee Ann De Reus traveled to 
Panzi Hospital to conduct a research project on the stigma associated with 
rape and teach a research methods class to some of the medical students 
completing their residencies. When De Reus returned to the US and gave 
countless talks on what she learned, audiences were visibly moved by the 
powerful stories she shared. People wanted to donate but there was no 
way to donate to the Panzi hospital. Dr. De Reus approached myself and 
Dr. Mukwege, head of the research team, and by 2009 a Panzi Foundation 
USA was forged. Myself and Dr. De Reus brought on board two veterans 
of non-profit ventures: Mickey Port, social justice advocate and skilled 
fund raiser; and Tera Herman, vice president of a leading manufacturing 
company and product development mastermind.

By February of 2010 a website was inaugurated and in May of that 
year, a major fundraiser and art exhibit were launched in Hollidaysburg, 
Pennsylvania. Meeting Dr Mukwege in New York, and hearing firsthand 
the stories of these absolutely courageous women and understanding 
what this man had taken on as his life’s work changed my perspective.  
“The violence is disturbing and often seems endless, but the ongoing 
narrative of these women’s lives and their resolute strength, gives us 
all hope.” As the crisis in Congo and Dr. Mukwege’s heroic work gained 
global attention from the media, so did the visibility of Panzi Foundation 
USA. The momentum created by this combination of hard work, exposure, 
and passion to address the tremendous need in the DR Congo culminated 
in a foundation dedicated to the mission and vision of Dr. Denis Mukwege 
and the people served by Panzi hospital.   

After Lee Ann asked me to be involved I created a small exhibit for her 
(mostly portraits) to use as a fundraiser. In 2008 I went to Marseille on 
an artist’s residency and she continued to send me information and I 
continued to do work that used Congo as the context. In 2009 I traveled to 
Barcelona for a residency at Can Serrat just outside the city. Like all good 
activists, Lee Ann was essentially relentless about getting me to become 
part of this. I created the portraits while in Barcelona that now make up 
a part of the Panzi Exhibit: Peace Should Not Be This Fragile: A Portrait 
of Panzi which the Graffiti Gallery in Winnipeg and the Winnipeg School 
Division #1 students were a part of.

Later that year we met with Dr. Mukwege and I agreed to help found the 
non-profit.

PP:  How effective is using art as a vehicle to propagate and create 
awareness for a cause which is distant to the west?

PF:  Extremely effective. Art exposes and helps resolve issues of social 
justice. As a cultural tool, art helps humanize and actualize the emotions, 
grievances, and fears of those who may not have another place to voice 
concerns. As an illustrative and journalistic tool, art shocks and inspires us 
to action. What art depicts can elicit a visceral, almost cellular, reaction. 
Art as nonverbal communication evokes an emotional response as well as 
an intellectual one.

At a school level, this reaction becomes noticeable very early in the 
curriculum and as the student-artists critique their peers art. During 
these sessions they see direct examples of how people use nonverbal 
means to express themselves, and begin to internalize how powerful 
those statements can be. The circular and positive effects of the critiques 
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and individual interface during art making is enlightening for the young 
adults we work with. Furthermore, as with the general population, but 
often exacerbated by youth, it can be difficult to adequately verbalize 
your empathy and reactions to difficult societal subjects such as sexual 
and domestic violence, and that can lead to a feeling of powerlessness, 
particularly in young adults. Art and culture are fundamental elements of a 
society, the essential means by which people shape their identity, explain 
their experiences and imagine the future.
 
PP:  How was your experience organizing and connecting with the art 
community in Canada during Peace Should Not Be That Fragile exhibit? 

PF:  Fantastic. The overall organizers of the events concerted to the exhibit 
did a great job of mobilizing many different organizations, and that effort 
provided momentum for the exhibit. Conversely the activities surrounding 
the exhibit itself gave voice to young adults and mobilized the art 
community to participate. Each side of this overall event fed off the other.

The participation was heartfelt and dedicated, and the organizers clearly 
rallied around the themes of the event and were encouraged from the 
community to do so. It was by far the most successful community event 
we have had to date.

PP:  What are your plans for 2016-2017 with the foundation?

PF:  Well I am still a part of Panzi, on the Board of Directors, and 

NOW WE’RE TALKING MAWA: AN INTERVIEW  
WITH SHAWNA DEMPSEY OF MENTORING  
ARTISTS FOR WOMEN’S ART (MAWA) By Bonnie Marin

Many years ago, when I graduated from art school, I learned of a mentorship program that would pair up emerging women artists with established women 
artists.  The role of this program was to help the emerging artists navigate their way through the art world.  I signed up for the program and it was one 
of the most valuable experiences of my art career.  Being in MAWA taught me many important lessons such as, how to write a grant, how to apply for 
exhibitions, how to write an artist statement, and how to give an artist talk.  But being involved in MAWA also gave me a sense of belonging to the art 
community, and provided me with the opportunity to meet many great artists.  A few years back I was asked to be a mentor for MAWA and this was my 
chance to give back to the organization that gave me so much. MAWA has been around for over 30 years and has a great reputation in the art community, 
but I wondered how many women, who are in art school now, have heard of the program?  I wanted to inform the uninformed about MAWA. So, I contacted 
Shawna Dempsey (internationally known performance and video artist and co-executive director of MAWA) and asked for an interview.

Bonnie Marin: Can you tell me about the origins of MAWA?  (Mentoring 
Artists for Women’s Art)

Shawna Dempsey: Yes, MAWA was formed in 1984 out of a Plug-In 
committee.1  People who were involved in Plug-In realized that there 
was under-representation of women in the galleries, and also in terms of 
funding for women artists. So though women were graduating in equal 
numbers from art school, their careers were essentially dead-ending. 
Plug-In started a committee to look at the “women problem”, and that 
committee decided that the best way to serve women artists would be 
through a mentorship program.  So the foundation mentorship program 
was started in 1985 and then in 1991 MAWA grew up and left home, and 
separated from Plug-In. 
It wasn’t a divorce, it was just an evolution.

BM: Can you tell me how MAWA’s changed or expanded over the past 
years?

SD: MAWA has a really active and vocal membership. We’ve got over 
300 paid members. The MAWA members tell us what they need and 

MAWA tries to provide it, and that is what has changed over the years.  
Originally there were showcases and exhibitions of women’s artwork and 
the mentorship program. Then professional practices workshops were 
added, then artists’ talks were added. Sort of - theoretical and historical 
lectures were added. After Dana (Dana Kletke co-executive director) and I 
started at MAWA, members said they wanted more hands on workshops 
and they wanted shorter mentorships. We started the skills workshops and 
the mini-mentorships.

And then we had an artist write to us in 2010 saying, “I know you have 
an apartment, can I be an artist in residence?” And we thought, oh, that’s 
a brilliant idea. So we started an artist-in-residence program bringing in 
Canadian artists, international artists. A few years after that we started 
the rural-urban artist retreat for rurally-located artists in Saskatchewan, 
Manitoba and Northwest Ontario.

Any MAWA member who lives outside of the city can apply for it, and 
by applying they just need to write us a letter, and they can have the 
apartment free of charge anywhere from two days to two weeks. So they 
can come to the city to look at shows, to take a workshop, to meet with 

curators, to buy art supplies, whatever they need. 

BM: It sounds like it would be quite a popular program?

SD: We get around two or three applicants a year, not that many.

BM: Oh I’m surprised, maybe it’s just hard for people to come in for a 
length of time because there may be family commitments or whatever.

SD: Yeah, and you know I think for some people our location is 
challenging. For those of us who are urban people, you know, we’ve never 
had a break-in at MAWA, we’ve never had any sort of violent incident at 
MAWA, but I think especially for rural people to come right to the centre of 
the city, can be…you know the traffic is intimidating and…

 
BM: yeah, it’s kind of daunting, and there are a few sketchy hotels in that 
area.

SD: Exactly, yeah, that’s it.

BM: Can you tell me a little bit about the mini-mentorship program? 
Because I know now the full mentorship is a year long program.

SD: The mini-mentorship is three sessions and sometimes they take place 
over three weeks, sometimes they take place over three months. And 
it’s a small group, you know, about five mentees and one mentor. They 
meet as a group, usually focused on a certain media. Elaine Stocky led a 
mini- mentorship in developing a photographic body of work. And Ming 
Hang recently led one about performance art. It’s focused on a particular 
discipline. 

BM: So how many mentees do you take a year? It probably differs by 
how many apply?

SD: It actually depends on our budget. Sometimes we have four mentors, 
and some years we have five mentors. And each mentor two mentees, so 
eight to ten.

BM: And do you get a lot of people applying? I know the one year I was a 
mentor there were a lot of people who applied. 

SD: Yeah.  It’s usually between twenty and thirty apply.

BM: It’s such a great service that MAWA provides. 

SD: It is really great. And on top of the mentorship…I should say 
something that’s happened recently is the number of groups that meet 
at MAWA. We have a cross-cultural meeting group that meets at 
MAWA twice a month, we have Artist Mothers at MAWA that meets 
once a month, and they create, critique and exhibit together. We’ve got 
Artist Teachers at MAWA that meets once a month, and they are all art 
educators who found that they didn’t have time for their own art practices, 
so this gives some time and space for their own artwork. We’ve got Crit 
Club where anybody can sign up and have their work critiqued by the 
group, so there’s feedback there, critical discussion. 
We’ve got the Theory and Beer series which is critical discussions based 
on texts and that takes place at the Legion on McDermot once a month. 
We’ve got a new young feminist group called the Flock Art Collective it 
meets twice a month and they make art, they go to things around the city 
together.

BM: That’s great. It’s changed a lot since I was there.

SD: Yeah, well our space is so busy this month the board had to meet in 
Video Pool because there wasn’t a free night.

BM: It’s a decent space; do you ever have shows there?

SD: Occasionally we’ll do a curated exhibition or screening in our space. 
We also have a little wall that’s dedicated to members’ work. Every month 
a different member will show their work on that wall. It’s called the Tiny 
Gallery. And the different groups also have showcases of their work. So 
the Artist Mothers of MAWA always shows in May. The teachers…Artists 
Teachers group is going to have their show in June. We had a member’s 
show about 18 months ago, and any MAWA member can put work in. It 
was arranged by Jennifer Smith. And we’re going to do that again next 
fall.
BM: Does MAWA do any publications?

SD: It does. Every few years MAWA publishes a book. So the Culture 
of Community is the book you’ve got, about the history of MAWA. In 
2006 we published another book called Technologies of Intuition, edited 
by Jennifer Fisher. And right now MAWA is in the midst of bringing to 
publication the first book about feminist art in Canada. Nobody has ever 
done a book about feminist contemporary art in Canada.  MAWA is doing 
the first and it’s called Desired Change Contemporary Feminist Art in 
Canada. They should be out the beginning of next year.

BM: Oh okay, so is it all sort of in the editing process right now? 

SD: It’s been written. The essays have gone through the peer review 
process. So outside readers have read the text and sent their feedback 
and now there’s revisions happening. 

BM: I’m looking forward to seeing it. So can you tell me some of the past 
mentors and mentees, just so you know, people can get a sense of, you 
know, the artists that you bring in to be mentors and the ones who have 
been mentees, and sort of… went off to success or you know, continuing 
as artists even. 

SD: Well last year for the first time a MAWA mentee won the Governor-
General’s Award. Reva Stone… she was mentored by Aganetha Dyck. 
And now she just won the Governor-General’s Award. 2 

BM: So that’s a great success story.

SD: That’s a huge success story. Mia Foyer was mentored by Jennifer 
Stillwell and she’s currently in an exhibition at Saachi3 in London. 

BM: Oh wow, that’s great!

SD: Another example is we had a special mentorship in Indigenous 
Curation a couple of years ago. We had a designated mentor in Indigenous 
Curation, and Amy Karlinsky mentored Jamie Isaac and Nicky Little. And 
Nicky Little is currently Curator-in-Residence at Ace Art4 and Jamie Isaac 
is currently Curator-in-Residence at the Winnipeg Art Gallery5. They both 
have exhibitions up right now.

BM: Thank you so much for doing this. I really appreciate it a lot.

SD: Oh you’re so welcome. 
MAWA has been a great success story over the years helping countless 
women realize their dreams of becoming artists.   Many of the MAWA 
mentees have gone on, not only to become MAWA mentors, but also have 
gone on to have very productive and successful art careers. 
In 2005 MAWA moved in to their current location 611 Main Street.  At the 
time this was a very impoverished neighbourhood, but with organizations 
like MAWA and others moving into the area a revitalization of the 
community is happening.
MAWA’s office hours are Wednesday to Friday 10am to 4 pm.  Their 
phone number is 204-949 -9490 and their website is http://mawa.ca

Footnotes:
1 Plug-In ICA is a contemporary art gallery in Winnipeg
2 Governor-General’s Award was given to Reva Stone for Visual and 
Media Arts
3 Saachi Gallery is an internationally famous contemporary art gallery in 
London England
4 Ace Art is a non profit artist run center in Winnipeg
5 Winnipeg Art Gallery is a public art gallery in Winnipeg

am going back to DRC the fall of 2016 to continue working with this 
organization. I will continue my work in Canada with Peace Should Not 
Be This Fragile which is in the process of curating an exhibit in Montreal 
in the area of St Lauren involving the participation of approximately 1000 
Immigrant and Inuit students. I am also in the process of organizing a new 
foundation (Fragile Peace) which is an off shoot of Panzi but with a main 
focus in promoting and teaching art to child victims of sex and violence. 
We just got granted IRS designation and a grant for $30,000 to put 
together Fragile Peace. Our mission is the creation and promotion of art, 
art education and cultural exchange with and for vulnerable populations 
in order to promote healing, cultural expression, social development, 
awareness and economic development. Please visit our web site www.
fragilepeace.org and see what we are doing. I must say, the site has been 
very well designed plus we have a collection of images of all the works of 
art done by students and professional artists.
PP: Thank you very much Peter for this opportunity. It was a real pleasure 
to talk with you.

PF: The pleasure was mine. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_Democratic_Republic_of_
the_Congo
http://www.panzifoundation.org/peter-frantz
http://www.fragilepeace.org
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RHIZOMES AND MONUMENTAL STRUCTURE:  
CHRIS BOOTH IN CONVERSATION

Chris Booth is an environmentally conscious sculptor from New Zealand who designs and creates mostly monumental landscape artworks internationally. 
His work- often incorporating rocks, wood and steel- recognizes the fragility of nature, the importance of culture, and brings awareness to the responsibility 
of humankind and our role as stewards of the planet. In this interview, Chris discusses his thoughts about the role and responsibility of being an artist and the 
legacy established through the works he creates. Chris’s work often encourages the activity and growth of natural plant life and decay, promoting a deeper 
respect and awareness of the natural world. It should be explained why the term “rhizomes” is used to introduce the work of Chris Booth. In the botanical 
sense of the word, Chris is concerned with plant, fungi, root and rhizome activity as the living aspects of his sculptures. In the philosophical sense, like that 
proposed by modern French philosophers Deleuze and Guittari in their “Capitalism and Schizophrenia”1  (1972–1980) theories: a system of information 
and understanding that spreads, not like a tree through its branches or as the roots supporting one plant in a linear fashion like the study of history, but 
in a manner that is horizontal in fashion and affects and informs through access, in a biological or geological method, like how a rhizomatic root system 
supports a network of plants. His sculptures have popped up around the globe, sharing Chris’s visions and his concerns to those who have encountered 
them. As well, the term rhizome has become a defining term used in many artistic, educational and cultural operations and organizations, to indicate the 
nature that participants and coordinators envision how their facilitation of activities is embodied.2  Booth’s work has a similar method and relation to all these 
applications of the term rhizome. He is concerned with the existence of root systems and other botanical aspects of his sculptures; he promotes the sharing 
and understanding of artistic, ecological and cultural implications that exist as part of the message in his creations; and that by encountering his works that 
are being created around the planet, the individual is encouraged to pursue a deeper understanding and respect for all biotic cultures and societies and the 
geology and biology that they interact with. Booth creates his work to engage the learner, inviting them to question their interaction and understanding of 
the world, promoting a respect for the planet we share.

By Kelley Morrell

Kelley Morrell: First of all I’d like to say that I’m very impressed with 
your work and that you’ve done work in Canada recently, “Earth, Reeds, 
Sticks, String, Fungi”, at the Royal Botanical Gardens in Burlington, 
Ontario, and the living sculpture “Transformation Plant” in Vancouver.
 
Chris Booth: Thank you, I really enjoyed working in Canada. Earlier 
on I did a piece near St-Etienne-des-Gres, Quebec, in forest alongside 
La Gabelle, an historic Hydro Electric Dam: there was an art and nature 
sculpture symposium, Cime et Racines, there. It was a very profound 
experience as well. 

KM: It seems that your work takes you to some very interesting places, 
not just geographically but spiritually. Your involvement with the First 
People3 would have been appreciated as a new movement earlier in your 
career because now people are respecting those relationships a lot more 
and you would have been at the forefront of that kind of appreciation.

CB: Just looking at it in cold hard facts, it does seem as though I was a 
pioneer in that regard but I certainly didn’t set out to be a pioneer because 
I was driven by my own conscience and also by my own, if you like, 
spiritual guidance as well...

I remember when I was in Quebec4, the Mikma’k artist, the late Mike 
Macdonald, who was doing a work there, told me most interesting stories 
of the pre-contact and contact periods of that wider area as did Abenaki 
totem carver and elected chief at the time, the late Gilles O’Bomsawin. 
Later I was asked to do some work in Omaha, further south, and I was 
given the hugely privileged experience of collaborating with the Omaha 
elder, Dr. Rudi Mitchell, and experiencing what little remains of the tall 
grass and short grass prairie.

KM: The Subterranean Living Sculpture (SLS) is one of your most recent 
pieces I understand-

CB: It’s not built yet... we’re still trying to build it...

KM: It’s in concept?

CB: Yes, it’s still very much in concept, it’s been eight years now trying to 
realize it.

KM: When you contemplate and or create a piece [like the SLS], there are 

considerations that you must take in regarding the decaying effect or what 
the life of that work may be, not just from natural decay, acknowledging 
your understanding of the fungi and the way it works with your pieces, but 
unnatural influences on your work. What is important to you of how that 
piece lives on after you have left it- after you have moved on to something 
else or when you have worked through something?
 
CB: Every work I make continues to be very meaningful to me long 
after its creation: how nature inhabits them, changes or shifts them. It is 
important for me to try to revisit them over the years.

KM: With the Canadian west coast piece, the living sculpture, 
“Transformation Plant5“: it’s obviously going to sprout forth life, and as 
well, there’s another piece I was reading about where an avalanche 
destroyed your piece, and if I went back far enough to speak to something 
like the memorial for the Green Peace Warrior Ship, Rainbow Warrior6, 
the ship itself became a part of the work in the sense that it was sunk into 
the ocean and given a bed to lie in- there’s going to be interaction with 
your work after, so, how important is that to you and do you spend time 
thinking about that type of [existence] and the possibility that it won’t be 
successful and that there’s a chance that maybe things won’t develop for 
whatever reason?

CB: Of course I do think deeply about, for instance, the Rainbow Warrior 
Memorial and its relationship with the sunken hull of the ship as it 
transforms over the years into a living reef.  
In this case Ngati Kura, the local Maori people, invited me to see if I would 
create a memorial on the hill overlooking where the ship was laid to rest 
on the seabed. I was already deeply involved with environmental issues, 
and always have been of course, so it suited me absolutely and utterly 
to the ground. My first reaction was, “Who am I doing this for?” and the 
answer was purely for the education of our future generations and to 
create a haven for those that wish to pay their respects. Now of course 
it’s a classic case, thirty years have gone by and there are all these young 
people around who didn’t experience and don’t even know of the Rainbow 
Warrior and so the sculpture is now living, it’s now carrying out what I had 
anticipated it would do It tells the message about that ship and what great 
things the crew members did and also what Greenpeace has done and 
what they’re continuing to do. 

It raises awareness about “hope”, and so when young people go up to that 
sculpture, and I experience it every year, all these years later, because 
I go up to it quite frequently-whether I’m taking people up there or just 
wandering up there myself- young people up there are engaged by it 
and they ask, not knowing that I was the sculptor, “Can you tell us a bit 
more about this sculpture and about the Rainbow Warrior?” Years ago 
I wishfully anticipated that people would be asking such questions so, 
thankfully, it still really engages people: it hasn’t become a blur in peoples’ 
minds when they go up there. You know how some memorials become 
sort of dated: it still seems to be very vibrant and people are coming most 
days despite its isolation. 

We often meet French people, young French people, and if they don’t 
know about the Rainbow Warrior and they read about the work- it’s in 
all the tourist brochures- it encourages many of them to go out there and 
visit it. They learn about what their previous President did in 1985 by 
having secret agents blow up the ship and also a heck of a lot more about 
environmental issues and so it’s still telling its story. 

I more and more deeply value how people react after all these years, and 
how they take an active role by looking after the sculpture and the track, 
which are very steep. For a while in the past they never did that, but now 
it’s treasured. 
 
A couple of years ago, the brand new ship, the Rainbow Warrior III, on 
her maiden voyage to NZ, anchored off to pay respects to the original 
Rainbow Warrior on the seabed nearby. Then everyone landed at the 
beach and climbed up to the Rainbow Warrior Memorial paying homage 
there as well. Respect is paid at the memorial on the anniversary of 
the sinking every year now. I’m so grateful that it’s worked out how I 
envisioned, all those years ago.
 
Regarding other sculptures, particularly the ones you’ve mentioned 
already, the “Living Sculptures” - where fungi decomposes the stack of 
wood thus causing the boulder on top to ever so slowly, over many years, 
return to the ground, there are interesting sequels in their lives.  Such 
as Varder III, in Friesland, the Netherlands (Varder I and II are at Tickon, 
in Denmark). I received an email two or three days ago, saying that the 
piece, built about twelve years ago, has fallen over! I built it within a 
beautiful forest of oak, beech and other native trees, but about three years 
after I built it the manager of the park had all the trees removed, which 
meant that the sculpture was standing alone and was much more subject 
to all sorts of other forces that it was never designed to cope with. The 
once living root environment died and of course with the ground water 
level being very high here - even more so with the trees gone - the very 
simple timber foundation which they supplied along with the central pole 
became unstable - so it’s no wonder that eventually, after all these years, 

it fell down. But the good news is, from the photographs they sent me, the 
forest is being allowed to grow back again and that they want to rebuild 
the sculpture, which I’m really thrilled about.

KM: It’s sort of an allegory for exactly what you are creating. To take it 
to the next step: the act of creating a piece, as you are well aware I’m 
sure, is in itself interfering and disturbing with the land and the culture and 
even the history of a location. Assuming that that rationalization must be a 
part of your work, when you are undertaking (a project) or when you are 
incorporating the First People’s ideals and understanding, or regarding 
the land that you are working with, you’re disturbing that place and you’re 
appropriating a part of a culture. How do you feel, how do you rationalize 
that with yourself as an artist?

CB: That’s a really good question as well, well done. Creating such work 
in an environment is still an enigma to me. I was born a sculptor and for 
some reason or other have it in my blood that I’ve got to work large. I’m 
actually quite a small person and some people might say,” Awe, that’s just 
because you want to be big”, but it’s nothing to do with that. It’s just in my 
blood and I happen to have this innate ability to make very large sculpture, 
treating them as really straightforward challenges. 

It’s nothing unusual for me so therefore I sometimes question, ‘Why do I 
do this? How can I build a sculpture in the Netherlands out of thirty tons 
of rock or how can I build the Gateway sculpture in Auckland, you know, 
a twenty metre high work, and the big, huge one in the Royal Botanical 
Gardens in Sydney, three or four hundred tonnes of rock, how can I, what 
makes me feel I have the right to do that?’ I am of course commissioned 
to do these things, however, I don’t have an answer to that, that part of it, 
except that I try to do things as responsibly as possible so therefore I won’t 
just design it and have it approved and build it.

The design comes only after I’ve done much research on the geology, 
geomorphology, fauna and flora, the social history and walk the talk and 
go out and meet the Indigenous People and share my ideas with them 
and say that if you don’t want that piece there, once we’ve got an idea, a 
sketch, or something like this, then I won’t do it, I just won’t do it. I will also 
make sure that I ask them if it’s ok to use the materials, because I basically 
buy my materials from a local quarry, but it could be that that quarry is 
on sacred land that’s being run over by colonizers. I work with that level 
of sensitivity to other people’s feelings and thoughts, particularly to the 
people of the area, and it’s not just the Indigenous People either, its all 
those people that I believe count, people that I deem to be elders, male or 
female, whatever culture. Even in Italy, when I’m working there, I work in 
the same way, or in England or France or Germany, or wherever, I always 
go and talk it through with people in the local community and I usually 
have a power point show as well where I show the way I work, how I’ve 
worked before, so they’ve got a really good idea of how I’ve created 
work. My book ‘Woven Stone’ helps hugely too. I’ll always work for the 
whole project with an elder from that community.

In regards to appropriation, I’ve always felt that I’m just an animal that’s 
trying to be as sensitive and as wise as possible when I’m working with 
different cultures in different lands. I’m an animal that has been born and 
has somehow managed to hone the skills of being able to work spiritually 
with a place and with the people. I could be wrong but it’s the way that I 
work. I work as sensitively as possible with Mother Earth, first of all, and 
then with other animals and plants, what’s living on the planet, including 
human beings. It’s the old story that this music or this poetry or this art 
seems to come out of me, as a result of this ability, and subsequently I 
believe that these ideas are sort of channeled through me. 

When I’m working with the Cadigal people in Sydney, my ideas for that 
particular piece, Wurrungwuri, (by the way, I hope that you can view 
the film Wurrungwuri on my website [http://www.chrisbooth.co.nz/view-
works/wurrungwuri/]), is that, first of all, the land is speaking to me, as 
it was in so many other projects I’ve done around the place. The land 
is speaking to me first and it’s telling me about what it’s done and what 
and how it was formed - that which I’m standing on - and then it starts 
to tell me, it initiates and contributes to the idea. The people of the place 
will initiate, contribute and guide me too. With Wurrungwuri, the Cadigal 

Chris Booth, Rainbow Warrior Memorial, 1988-1990. Matauri Bay, Northland,  
New Zealand.
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elder I was working with gave me a pre colonization shield pattern to 
incorporate into the sculpture, which was just such a privilege and honour.

KM: There are different concerns or concerns that are much more on the 
forefront of popular media with regards to global warming issues, with 
pollution, that are affecting work that you’ve done, that you are speaking 
to. Do you consider that or reflect or conceptualize or make a statement 
towards some of those concerns when you are creating?

CB: If your question is- ‘Am I concerned about what footprint I am making 
when I am making my work?’ -yes I am. I guess that it’s something that 
we all, as global citizens, have to question, isn’t it? I mean, for instance, 
I do fly to get to these different places and when I’m there I’m trying to 
make a statement that is trying to make people more aware about our 
environment and to bring some people back to Mother Earth. I must admit 
one of my driving passions is to try to reach out to those that have gone 
too far into the electronic and money world - who seem to have departed 
from the ecosystems of Mother Earth -whose lives have become more 
and more embroiled in manmade things, in material possessions and 
making money and listening to headphones, playing computer games 
much of the time and not listening to the sounds of nature and not knowing 
where your lettuce comes from or even what a lettuce is. 

I actually work a lot with young people from all over the world. Where I 
live here, we’ve got a small organic farm, my family’s land, going back 
from the 1930’s, me and my three brothers, we run it all, very close 
to Mother Nature. We’ve got our home gardens and orchards and we 
have what we call ‘woofers’, which are young people from all over the 
world that work on organic farms. We’ve a little cottage that they stay 
in. They come from France, Germany, China, from all over the world. It’s 
funny because, these young people, especially the ones from Southeast 
Asia, as I’ve said before, don’t even know where lettuce comes from. So 
when we had them weeding our lettuce garden, it’s like, “Whoa, is this 
what a lettuce looks like?” and, “What are these? These are weeds!” It’s 
unbelievable and I know this is very hackneyed what I’m saying but it 
seems to be increasing- the amount of people that are like that because 
the world is exploding. It’s becoming more and more urban, isn’t it? 

So part of the reason for my making these sculptures is, one, bridge 
building, such as trying to bridge between a First Nation culture and the 
colonizing culture and two, bridge build between human beings back 
to Mother Nature again, and wonderfully, the biggest rewards I get are 
responses from people just along those lines where when they experience 
my work, some of them bother to write to me and say how this has led 
them back to thinking about nature and providing a huge amount of peace 
and harmony in their minds, leading them back to being closer to Mother 
Earth. 

So if I can do that for some people then for me that’s the best reward, but 
of course, at the same time, I know that I am using materials and tools, I’m 
using equipment and so on and so forth, but I always try to do it myself. 
My team, and me we don’t hire big contractors, unless we’re obliged to, 
like on Wurrungwuri. Thankfully, they (these contractors that got the job) 
were just wonderful people who were thinking with their soul and spirit 
and worked in sync with me. Wurrungwuri satisfied them so much to 
the point that the engineers, the stone cutting factory, the assemblers, all 
pronounced that this was the most empowering work that they have ever 
done in their lives and the most happy project they’ve ever worked on as 
well! 

There were Aboriginal people coming onto the site, there were all 
nationalities visiting constantly. The whole thing was about nature and 
respect - reflecting what was under our feet and around us and then 
making sure that they experienced the special ceremonies that occurred 
all through the project. 

For instance, in the Netherlands, I made sure we had a visitors’ area, that 
visitors could come into this security area where they could overlook the 
work. We had an educator on our team who, whenever visitors came by, 
would give their time to these people to tell them about the sculpture and 
what I was trying to say. We literally had thousands of people come by 
doing that, and they’re holding those memories for the rest of their lives.
I’ve had children who’ve experienced my work when it was first built 
when they were just kids, coming back to me as adults, telling how much 

its meant to them as a child and also now, all those years later. No doubt 
they’re educating their children about it. It is terrific, as I’ve got older in my 
life knowing that what I’ve done is helping people and helping the planet 
even though I know I’m damaging the planet to a certain degree as we all 
do when we get into any machine and drive somewhere or fly somewhere 
or pick up a tool and start drilling or whatever. 

KM: It’s really good to listen to you talk about your work and the passion 
and the understanding that you have with the people involved and the 
reason that is behind what inspires you. What you create is not just 
a monument; it is a place of ceremony, of gathering and community. 
The one part that I was looking over, I was reading about someone, an 
indigenous person you had worked with and had taken advice from, I 
understand they ended up being carried through the monument on their 
last journey.7 I found that very touching that someone you had worked 
with on that piece, you saw his life pass on and that the place was a place 
for him to ceremoniously walk through.

I want to touch on one more thing: you had the very unique privilege of 
working with Barbara Hepworth. What would you say in the time that you 
were with her, in the influence you shared with her and Denis Mitchel, 
what was the biggest impact, the biggest message she left with you.

CB: Humanity. She empowered me to be a good human being. I’m almost 
crying because that was the most powerful thing she left with me. She 
said, “Chris, the most important thing in your life as an artist is to be a 
good human being.” That has ruled my life all these years. I had it in me as 
a nineteen year old, but of course, as a nineteen year old you need those 
things to be pointed out and then you can add strength to it. Dennis was 
the same: both good human beings that lived wisely and responsibly.

KM: It was more of the metaphor when you explain the blade of grass 
and how it has etched into the sand or the ground around it through the 
wind, and then to see something that is so miniscule that most people, 
who, like you say, would be out of touch with the nature around them, 
wouldn’t take notice. I see that image and see you respond in such 
monumental ways, it makes me realize that you are shouting to people, 
“Hey, look what’s here!” But do you ever take the time to make pieces that 
are just for yourself?

CB: No...I don’t...well, let’s turn that around, yes I do, they’re all big 
versions. SLS is a big version. I’m still every week working on it, every 
week trying to have it realized. For me, if that could come off, that would 
be the most meaningful work that I would have ever created. So, for me, 
doing work for myself is going out into my garden, seeing fungi growing 
there, seeing ferns growing out there, or other large plants and knowing 
when I touch them that I’m trying to do something for you guys. Us 
human beings have done so much damage on this planet and if we can 
get this SLS underway there’s lots of people going to start learning more 
about you and about that fungi and hopefully we may help and encourage 
people to look after our planet and look after you guys better. I do actually 
have this conversation with these plants and organisms out there.

KM: Ok, one last question, what are you presently working on?

CB: I’m currently working on another living work for a sculpture park in 
NZ. Local stone slabs will open like a flower as the fungi consumes and 
recycles the supporting wood over many years. A sacred seedling tree will 
be planted in the middle. In 20 years the tree will be tall and the ‘petals’ 
will have opened, in a similar genre as Transformation Plant in Vancouver. 
Then, in May, we plan to begin the 100m long earth art for the Province of 
Drenthe in the Netherlands. It has been 7 years in conception, profoundly 
reflecting the essence of the place and involves the citizens of the town 
of Borger and district. This is Hunnebed country. Hunnebed are 4000BC 
burial chambers. The district is still a farming community.

With his Kiwi accent and mild demeanor, it is a pleasure to talk with 
Chris. His voice suggests a compassion for that which he works with, 
as well as a seriousness that exists in the message he brings forth in his 
work. Chris Booth continues to create and promote his vision around the 
world, working from his family farm in Kerikeri, New Zealand. In creating 
monumental earthworks, he delivers a message of respect and concern 
for the planet. The legacy established in his creations will continue to 
reinforce these beliefs for generations. I encourage you, the reader, to 
take a second, closer look at what you may encounter in the natural world, 
down to the smallest, seemingly insignificant details, and then reconsider 
your role as the steward of this planet. 
(Chris invites correspondence through his website http://www.chrisbooth.
co.nz/contact/.)

“Subterranean Living Sculpture” is Chris Booth’s conceptual idea to 
construct an interactive landscape sculpture that incorporates lower plants 
and fungi, those often kicked over or unseen organisms that are vital to 
life as we know it, and are so susceptible to inappropriate human activity 
and climate change - encouraging the exploration and realization of the 
importance of all life forms and how they play a part of our ecosystem on 
Earth.  
More information about Chris Booth and his art can be found at: http://
www.chrisbooth.co.nz

Footnotes:
1 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1987)
2 A couple of examples of organizations that use rhizome include, but are 
not limited to: Rhizome.org - a not for profit art organization established in 
1996 by Mark Tribe in New York. Another example is the Kenora, Ontario 
based adult learning centre: http://www.kacl.ca/index.php/ojb/departments/
options-for-adults/community-participation-and-support/rhizome
3 The term First People refers to the ancestral culture that would have 
been established in a geographical location prior to immigration of other 
societies, like the Maori of New Zealand or the Anicinabe of North 
America.
4  Iles des Silences, 2001,
St Etienne des Grès, Quebec, Canada
5 Transformation Plant, 2012,
Vancouver, Canada
6 Rainbow Warrior Memorial, 1988 – 1990,
Matauri Bay, Northland, New Zealand. This sculpture was created in 
response to the fatal attack on the Green Peace Warrior ship that was 
docked in Matauri Bay. Information suggested that the government of 
France committed the attack.
7 Cave, 1994-97, Takahanga Marae, Kaikoura, New Zealand. 
“Upoko, Wiremu Solomon invited me to create Cave, he assisted me with 
the making of it, he opened it up, he blessed it with karakia and sprinkled 
water, he welcomed thousands of visitors to enter the Marae through it, 
then, with great sadness he was carried out through it for the last time in 
2001.”
http://www.chrisbooth.co.nz/view-works/cave/

Chris Booth, ���ᬯɅᖠ�ᖠᢜ� Transformation Plant, 2012, VanDusen Gardens, Vancouver, Canada. Created in consultation with elders and key members of the Musqueam Indian Band.

Chris Booth, Wurrungwuri, 2008-2010. Royal Botanic Gardens, Sydney, Australia.
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THROUGH THE LIQUID LENS:  
QUESTIONS FOR LAUREL JOHANNESSON

Laurel Johannesson is an artist based out of Calgary, Alberta. She has a background in Drawing, Painting, Photography, Video, Printmaking and Digital 
Media. Her current work is an extensive series of underwater photographs with an intense focus on the body, time and place. Laurel was invited as an artist 
in residence in Iceland, Italy and Greece. Laurel is an Associate Professor at the Alberta College of Art + Design. Laurel was my Drawing instructor at Red 
Deer College in Red Deer, Alberta. She had, and continues to have a profound influence on my art practice.

By Lori Lofgren 

Lori Lofgren: How do you feel that your art practice has changed/
developed over time? How did your art practice transform during your 
residency in Greece? 

Laurel Johannesson: For the past eleven years, my work has involved 
water in some manner. Over this time, I have photographed primarily 
underwater in natural settings...in the Aegean, Adriatic, and Tyrrhenian 
seas as well as the Côte d’Azur, and Iceland’s Blue Lagoon. I sought out 
specific locations that would reveal minimal, but absolute characteristics 
of the water conditions in each. In some of my work, I have utilized the 
water as a means to camouflage the figurative self; a way of actually 
hiding myself in a skin that mimics the surrounding moss, sand, rock, 
reflections, or refracted depths. Also exploring mirroring, reflection, and 
refraction, I was looking for the oddities produced by this ‘liquid lens’. 
Through the water’s meniscus the outer world is transformed into a 
distant dreamscape. The imagery is sometimes disquieting and somewhat 
voyeuristic. 

Although I have degrees in printmaking, painting, and drawing...which 
could be seen as somewhat traditional artistic pursuits... I’ve always been 
attracted to technology. Early on, that technology came in the form of SLR 
cameras and photo-based print techniques. However, when I first started 
utilizing the computer in my work (around 1997), I felt that I was close to 
having all of the tools that I needed to realize the images that lived in my 
head. Now technological advances have made it possible for me to work 
not only with still images but also moving images, generative code, and 
interactivity. Advances in technology also made it possible for me to make 
the work that started in Greece in 2005. The first residency that I did in 
Greece was a pivotal moment for me in so many ways. The idea for the 

Metamorphosis project had been in the works for quite some time...but 
all the stars aligned in Greece to make that happen. Residencies provide 
the time and space to work through the technical and conceptual aspects 
in tandem. I had an idea of how things might look before I arrived, but 
it wasn’t until the first photo shoot that I knew it would work. I can still 
remember returning to the studio with my first images, uploading them 
from the camera, and having the feeling that I had just turned some kind 
of corner in my work. Greece is a very sensuous place...the sounds, the 
colours, the clarity of light...everything is heightened. I think this also 
allowed me to be in my own skin...and that feeling is reflected in the 
mages. 

LL: How did you come to utilize yourself as a subject within much of your 
work? 

LJ: I have, for as long as I can remember, used myself in a lot of my work. 
However, the Metamorphosis series was the first instance I remember of 
using myself because my presence was simply integral to the concept. I’ve 
always been comfortable with using my own body as a subject...perhaps a 
result of many years of dance training and swimming. I was around, I was 
available, a willing participant, and knew what “the photographer” wanted. 
But with series’ like Metamorphosis, Thirst, and Respiro, it was absolutely 
necessary for it to be my experience of that underwater space. 

LL: I am admittedly somewhat afraid of water but somehow your work 
emanates tranquility and light for me. What challenges have arose from 
working with such an unpredictable element like water? 

LJ: The challenges have been great! For the first two underwater series, I 
worked completely alone. I would rig up systems so that I was able to be 
both artist and subject at the same time. I ended up with a lot of bruises. 
For Respiro and Acqua Vellutata Sospesa, I had an assistant, mainly due 
to the depths and remote locations that I was shooting in. Respiro, in 
particular, involved shooting in locations all around Greece and Italy. It was 
never easy. The water was always cold. Sometimes it was too rough. I’ve 
repelled into a grotto. I tore my meniscus two years ago. I also have an 
irrational fear of sharks... 

LL: I always see such a fascinating amalgamation between clarity and 
distortions within your work. It is as though time is suspended. Does the 
philosophy of time enter your work at any point in your artistic process? 

LJ: Time and temporality is an ongoing fascination for me. When 
temporality started to play a part in my work, I decided to delve deeper 
into philosophies of time and the contemporary interpretations of those 
philosophies. I looked at philosophers such as Bergson, Deleuze, and 
Serres and the more recent writings of Timothy Barker and Christine Ross. 
I did this as a way to understand how my work was already operating in 
a temporal manner and also to learn how I might explore the temporality 
in a more deliberate way. I’m currently working on writing a book chapter 
about temporality and art and technology, for an upcoming publication. 

In my most recent work, I have moved above water to depict the expanse 
of the sea in relationship to land or horizon, and human or bird. Still 
involving water, the underlying theme of The Oblivion Seekers series, is 
that of instances of being in a state of precarious limbo. The cliff divers 
or swimmers are in between freedom (flight) and safety (land) and the 
turbulent sea is the uncertain suspension that they must navigate between 
the two. The seabirds depicted are a peculiar flock that hover over a 
particular inlet on a Greek island. They do this every day for very long 
periods of time. The birds intentionally fly directly into a headwind...going 
nowhere...occupying a kind of limbo space. It is this in-between space of 
protracted temporality that I am interested in revealing. I also use light to 
convey a sense of duration of time or perhaps timelessness. In some of 
the images, the time of day is unidentifiable...fluctuating between sunlight 
and moonlight...stars in the sky and sun on the waves. Spatial references 
are also manipulated ...with sky becoming sea ...and sea becoming sky. 
The Oblivion Seekers are searching for a space where time is suspended, 
where they can hover in limbo, and temporarily push memory and 
knowing into oblivion. 

I’m now working on the next phase of the project...The Waters of Lethe. 
I’m interested in how philosophies of time can be present in a still image, 
but also how technology in the form of motion, generative, and interactive 
aspects can create an even more involved perception of time. Duration, 
speed, non-linearity, eternal recurrence, and open-ended narratives 
are all concepts that interest me. The present is an accumulation of 
temporal events that dip into the past and the future simultaneously. The 

way we think with movement images and time images has changed our 
understanding of still pictures...and continues to present new ways to think 
about temporality through a combination of art and technology. 

LL: Technology has advance tremendously within the art world. Have 
these advances been a significant factor in your art practice? 

LJ: Yes, technology has changed my technical approach...the way I 
capture images, motion, and sound...as well as the manner in which I 
print or display the work. But more importantly, it has changed the way 
I think about the ideas. In particular, the way I think about temporality 
at the intersection of art and technology. The moving image and the 
responsive image are dependent on technology and lend themselves 
so perfectly to temporal interpretations. Now with digital technologies, 
the artwork can become a simulation of reality and contain the mystery 
and unpredictability of a natural phenomenon — a synthetic space that 
the visitor enters and becomes a traveller in a temporal environment of 
sensual information. 

LL: What aspect does digital media and video bring to your work that 
photography does not? Which qualities does photography accentuate in 
your work that digital media and video cannot? 

LJ: This is a difficult question. The moving image or generative image or 
interactive image enables having ideas that affect our nervous system. 
The moving image makes time evident. The generative code image can 
keep changing indefinitely. The interactive image can physically involve 
the viewer. All of these capabilities have their attractions. However, the 
still photographic image suspends or freezes time and allows for the focus 
on a moment of time to be emphasized. According to Brian Masumi, affect 
is registered prior to the consciousness of the effect. Sensation involves 

Laurel Johannesson, The Oblivion Seekers 1, 2015. Digital print on folded aluminum with automotive clear coat.

a backward referral in time or to describe it another way...sensation is 
organized recursively before being linearized. Masumi goes on to say 
that this conscious thought in the mind may not arrive for up to half a 
second after it has been registered unconsciously by the body. I suppose 
photography allows for the capture of that moment. Of course the moving 
image can also allow for that phenomenon to happen on an unconscious 
level. 

Clearly I’m conflicted. 

LL: What will your next artistic adventure be? Where do you feel your art 
practice is headed? 

LJ: I’m off to Greece for three months for a few different projects...
an exhibition and lecture at the Ionion Center in Kefalonia, and I’ll also 
work on developing some new techniques while in residence there. Then 
I’ll travel to Paros and Naxos to collect images, video, and sound for 
the Waters of Lethe project. It will be many months before I complete 
work on the coding and technical aspects but these images will, in the 
exhibition space, transform over time and in response to human presence. 
Responding to proximity, the number of visitors in the space, speed of 
movement and so on, the still images will come to life on the video panels 
with small movements, changes in light mimicking daylight and moonlight, 
new bird activity, the flight directions of the birds, the attention of the 
subjects gaze, and so on. I’ve also been reading about some episodes 
of collective dreaming that have occurred on the island of Naxos over 
the past 200 years. It’s a fascinating tale of temporality. All dreams are 
curious specimens of temporality and I’m sure these island dreamers will 
play a part in some future work. Notions of oblivion, forgetting, dreaming, 
and remembering are very evocative concepts for me and I’ll continue to 
explore these ideas through the intersection of art and technology. 
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 Grace Han, Oneness as individualism, 2015. Porcelain.

15 16

2016 MFA THESIS EXHIBITION: JUNE 3 – 24, 2016 
GRACE (JOO YOUNG) HAN, PHOENIX THOMAS 
GWEN FREEMAN, SHAUN DE ROOY

Opening reception:  
June 3, early evening
 
For more information email:  
gallery@umanitoba.ca
 
School of Art Gallery
255 ARTlab, 180 Dafoe Road
University of Manitoba
204.474.9322
umanitoba.ca/schools/art

Phoenix Thomas, As long as sun shines grass grows and rivers flow, 2016
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A CONVERSATION MASQUERADING AS AN INTERVIEW: 
JEANNE RANDOLPH AND SHAUN DE ROOY

Shaun de Rooy: I’ve been reading Ethics of Luxury alongside your 
newest work, Shopping Cart Pantheism, and I couldn’t help but notice 
that in both texts there is reluctance on your part to categorize exactly 
what you’re writing. In fact, you seem to go the opposite direction by 
emphasising what your writing isn’t. Is this a conscious effort on your 
part?

Jeanne Randolph: Yes, very conscious. In a way, it does disarm people, 
in a sense they don’t have to worry that they have to bring a discipline 
to it, and in an alarming way, because they can’t bring what they’ve 
been taught to think those disciplines are. But, most centrally, my way of 
thinking can be too constricted by traditional methodologies, unnecessarily 
constricted by the scientific or philosophical traditions. And I would even 
go out on a limb perhaps, or down from the mountain of seriousness to 
the valley of silliness to say, that often those disciplines ask the same 
question over and over again. Even when they revise their methodologies 
or their findings they do still often stick to a paradigm that they have to 
work at until it just works no more. I see no sense in working that way 
in a non-academic setting. It doesn’t serve my way of researching or 
experimenting. So that’s why I, in a sense you could say, forewarn people 
not to worry they have to bring those preconceptions to what I’m writing. 

SdR: Right. I found that you really struck a similar nerve when we were 
corresponding back and forth to arrange this meeting. You said you would 
be interested in having a “conversation masquerading as an interview” - 
something I found similar to your approach to your writing. The comment 
made this meeting feel as though we weren’t limited to engage in a 
conversation based on our preconceptions of what it should or shouldn’t 
be. I found that sentiment in both of your texts I’ve been reading and I 
think it was a quite liberating and approachable.

You touch upon a lot of different areas. You’re interested in philosophy, 
sociology and culture at large, as well as psychology/psychiatry and 
these are quite extensive bodies of knowledge and practices. In order to 
encapsulate all of that at once and to convey those ideas to the reader, I 
imagine you almost need to be more open and inclusive.

JR: Yes, I think so. I think in particular Shep Steiner said something that 
I was really relieved to hear him say. He said, “Oh, wait a minute, even 
your writing is a practice?” Meaning, it turns more into an art form when 
its purpose is interaction with the audience, not just information transfer. 

SdR: So you see your writing parallel to how you perceive your 
performance art?

JR: Yes, absolutely. 

SdR: You prefer the back and forth interaction with the audience?

JR: Yes, and I have thought a great deal and read D.W. Winnicott very 
carefully in terms of what kind of set up verbally, and of course through 
body language in performance, gives the audience a signal that they 
can bring as much to it as they want to. It’s about putting people in that 
position where they know they’re on their own as far as what’s supposed 
to happen.

SdR: That’s a fine line to walk. Do you find that more difficult to achieve in 
writing than performance? Or do they both present their own challenges?

JR: Originally the writing had more challenges than the performance 
because I’m a big talker. Performance is mostly talking with some body 
language. I’m comfortable talking. But writing is, I would almost say, is 

not natural. If you look at the history of writing it’s sort of... like way, way 
back, what do we find all crunched up on tablets? We find lists of property 
that the King owned [laughs]... You know, if that’s the origin of writing, it’s 
not that hard, it’s a technology. It’s only when they get to the point where 
they’re trying to record hymns to the gods, or epitaphs, or something like 
that, that writing approaches something literary. So in that sense, I see 
literary writing as a latecomer and rightfully so, because it’s hard. It’s 
really hard.

SdR: I imagine that the way in which you’re writing would almost be 
even harder, I mean you’re really interested in the relationship with the 
audience, but your audience isn’t right there in front of you.  

JR: And there’s no grid. There’s no, well as you said, its map-less, there’s 
no format. That doesn’t mean however, that it isn’t backed by theory. It 
doesn’t mean that it’s willy-nilly or random, or meant to say something 
about language - like James Joyce, Ulysses... that era. The peak of 
modernist thought was to just make the language itself prominent and 
digging for the meaning was almost a folly of the reader. Even Derrida 
doesn’t do that, he plays with languages, which means something entirely 
different. It’s not objective to him. It’s more of what Winnicott would call a 
transitional object, something you can transform and show to people and 
mess with and see what meaning comes out of it. 

SdR: And maybe that’s what allows you to move between poetry and 
prose. To move, like you said, from the mountain of seriousness to the 
valley of silliness and to also really have exploration of all of what’s in 
between. That’s really important I think.

JR: I hope you do think that’s important! The idea of binary system puts a 
fence between this and that, when in reality it’s really a zone, it’s a whole 
huge territory. When I think of Wittgenstein saying, “to move down from 
the mountains of seriousness into the valley of silliness”, actually he didn’t 
say that as an epigram or advice, you’re supposed to listen to every word. 
And the word “move” implies a distance, it implies time taken. The fact 
that he used a landscape metaphor is materialized, it wasn’t abstract. 

SdR: There’s space between point A and point B. 

JR: Exactly. I spoke a lot in my later work about the zone between 
polarities, the spectrum along which a binary resides, which is easy 
enough to see and say.

SdR: Well for some people.

JR: [laughs] Yes, for some people. 

SdR: For some people it’s all very black and white isn’t it?

JR: Yes, very categorical.

SdR: You know it’s great that you brought up silliness. In Shopping Cart 
Pantheism, there is a silliness that’s predominant. In Ethics of Luxury you 
touch upon it when you discussed the idea of play and you’re a bit more 
forward and serious. While in Shopping Cart Pantheism it’s a bit more....
Jeanne: It’s just... the whole thing is ridiculous! [laughs]

SdR: Yes it is! But I mean how important to you is the idea of play?

JR: Play? I’ve made it central, always central, and I think a lot of theorists, 
French theorists and likely even before that, have all made it central, 
whether or not they call it play emphasizing that particular word... 
Wittgenstein said game, which in our era... it has too many rules really. 

Jeanne Randolph, Shopping Cart Pantheism (Winnipeg: Arp Books, 2015)

The fact is that maybe he, between grammar and tradition, Wittgenstein 
thought who are you kidding a language game has got a lot of rules, just 
look around baby! And yet, I’m thinking of other kinds of games where, 
well for instance the way kids play with action figures or dolls or even 
some of the things they construct, you know there are not any rules per se 
going on. I mean Barbie dolls being the prime example. I know ripping her 
head off is not part of the Barbie Doll game that’s written on the box, right? 
So, I like the word play, I think it conveys the spontaneity possible, better 
than how game does.

SdR: Right. It’s interesting because a lot of philosophical writing, and 
especially art criticism, is much different than yours, even if they are 
discussing play as well, they do it very seriously and rigid. And I didn’t find 
that in your work, not to say that it isn’t backed with something serious, 
but your approach becomes a lot easier for the reader to broach the 
threshold of your ideas. I felt less lectured at and more involved in the 
process of learning. 

JR: This was a huge issue when I first started writing ficto-criticism. The 
only criticism that was being written up until the mid 80’s when I started 
writing was as if one was lecturing or giving an exposition on a person’s 
work, preferably theory-based, though not always, definitely 1980s 
criticism was interpretation-based as in this means that. And one of the 
values that I always held to was that, first of all I’m a colleague of the 
artists, not their schoolmaster or whatever, not an authority. And second 
of all I feel the same way about the audience, the audience - and maybe 
this is an aside, because frankly who reads art criticism. The readers of 
criticism are either other artists or people who are very involved in the 
arts, maybe who are writing art criticism themselves, while making art 
or not. So as far as I was concerned those were my colleagues. You and 
I right now wouldn’t have this conversation if what I am supposed to 
do is sit here and pontificate... I mean, when you think of reflection and 
exchange about art as being that way, its absurd!
SdR: How do you feel then about the word critic? Does that sit well with 
you?

JR: Yeah, well I’m okay because I know it’s traditional. I think right away 
I began using the word art writer and in more snooty situations maybe 

I’d say Art theorist or Cultural theorist. But for most people within in the 
arts, there’s a concern with the word criticism, because the word criticism 
doesn’t quite mean what it used to mean. It used to mean analysis. 

SdR: I feel like the word criticism used to mean it was going to be 
something constructive, but it doesn’t always feel that way anymore. 

JR: Right, I mean even if the approach to the work isn’t negative, it’s still 
a lot like dissection, or an autopsy or something. I think that an artist could 
find that enlightening or helpful, but there are plenty of people that want to 
do that, I don’t think it opens the field of art writing to the cultural issues of 
the day... 

SdR: Which are?

JR: ...which are ethics, technology, mass media, and advertising. I mean 
look, are those not the most important issues of the day? I mean maybe 
besides the planet going down the drain [laughs]. So if you can’t open art 
writing and art to those bigger issues or context... what are we doing?

SdR: You do tackle these things in Shopping Cart Pantheism. In fact, you 
do so by placing yourself, or your character, in Las Vegas, a place that’s 
arguably thriving by using these current issues of the day to its advantage. 

JR: I love Las Vegas. I love it because it’s phony. I mean all around us we 
perceive some kinds of phoniness right? But we’re still in touch with so 
many tangible things, with their effects to grapple with. But to be in a city 
where everything is a representation is almost like a mirror to the way the 
human mind is. Schopenhauer realized we are representation systems. 
We’re not seeing things, or feeling things as they are, we are a system 
for correlating information. So Las Vegas is a relief because it’s just a 
representation, so there’s hardly any coordinating between real and phony 
in Las Vegas - it’s all phony and....I indulge that [laughs].

SdR: It’s a break. Like a vacation from a world saturated with media, 
advertising and information. That world seems to leave us clambering to 
figure out what’s real or not. 

JR: Right, like Winnicott said that in all of life we can never free ourselves 
from the struggle of reconciling outer reality with inner reality. Well, there 
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are many ways to put that, but the way that I just put Las Vegas fits. There 
is no reconciliation there. Frankly, it’s all fake and there’s something that’s 
absurdly wonderful about that. 
SdR: It seems like that scenario presents an opportunity to experience 
real truth too though doesn’t it? When faced with something that you know 
is 100 percent fake, it kind of creates a mirror, where the reflection from 
that somewhat forces you to think of what the alternative is. If this is all 
fake, then what’s the real? 

In Shopping Cart Pantheism you really created this experience. You 
embrace this totally phony experience but you’re also bringing out some 
very deep introspection - almost forcing an investigation into truth. 

JR: I probably didn’t emphasize it enough in the book (I just planted 
a seed), but if you worship something that can’t respond to you, it’s 
humiliating. And in our society if there’s one thing that everyone is trying 
to avoid, you know in middle-class to upper-class accomplishment, it’s to 
be humiliated, or humbled. It’s so... I was almost going to say ineffable, 
that the only way to feel humbled is to interact with something that ignores 
you. In our specific society we’ve got all the methods necessary to avoid 
being humbled. That’s the specifics of the mirror that you were talking 
about. The reflection is so phony – to look at complete nothingness – then 

A CONVERSATION WITH KARA UZELMAN

Michelle Bigold: How important is truth to your narratives?  Your 
scientific style of presentation could conceivably convince an uninformed 
viewer that, say, Cavorite was indeed excavated in Dawson City.  Are you 
questioning the legitimacy of scientific inquiry in these instances, or is the 
element of believability crucial for some other function?  

Kara Uzelman: Through working with found objects I’ve been interested 
in the reincarnation of objects, how an object can be continually re-born 
through endless re-contextualization or re-imagining. In works such as 
The Cavorist Projects, I was interested in thinking about truth, fiction and 
narrative as objects that can also be collaged and assembled the way you 
would collage or assemble other objects. And similar to the way I would 
work with or treat a found object equally to a fabricated object, I treat truth 
and fiction as equals. The narrative is used as a provisional framework 
or armature; it’s the glue that precariously holds these assemblages 
together. The elements of truth provide an anchor that is crucial to 
creating some sense of believability.  It doesn’t bother me if the viewer is 
confused about what is real. It’s like a trompe-l’oeil, and ultimately I find 
that state of confusion interests me quite a bit. Our perception of reality 
is constantly being changed and shifted. I’m not critiquing the legitimacy 
of scientific inquiry, but a lot, if not all, of my work is informed by an 
interest in activities of inquiry that take place on the periphery of the 
sciences. Whether these activities are considered to be valuable within 
the sciences, I believe they are legitimate forms of inquiry and their merit 
may be in forming new images, to expand what we believe to be possible. 
My work has always been presented in an art context so I would think 
that it is always regarded as an artwork. I would say there is an aspect 
of institutional critique within this thread of work that has to do with how 
history is represented and how certain objects are presented within 
institutions such as museums.  
MB: It is fascinating how much importance we give to everyday or found 
objects. And yet we are often just as quick to abandon them. What is your 
process like when choosing objects to include in your pieces?

KU: Over the years I’ve adopted different processes for collecting. 
Initially, as a student and for some of my earlier works, I would make up 
more of a conceptual framework or process for collecting. For example I 
did a number of works in which I would buy a garage sale in its entirety 
and use these collections to make different works. In Backyard Dig, I used 
the process of excavation as a way of collecting objects to work with. 
Later I started developing a narrative structure first and then collecting and 
fabricating things to become artifacts for a speculative narrative. Since 
moving to rural Saskatchewan, my process has shifted to mining objects 
from abandoned houses and farmyards. I like that these objects speak to 
a very local situation – the abandonment of this region primarily due to 
industrial farming and a harsh climate. When we first moved here I spent 
a lot of time at the dump, which is only a short walk from our house, and 
at the time it was unmanned, and open 24/7. But now it’s monitored with 
very limited hours, so I don’t get much there anymore. Because of the 
sparse lifestyle here (limited access to things like libraries, museums, art 
shows, shopping, etc.), I also spend a lot more time mining the internet for 

By Michelle Bigold

research and inspiration. The information gleaned from these searches 
and the observation of online subcultures also get collaged into the work.  

MB:  Will your online research translate into a new visual language for 
you? Beyond being a useful informational tool, the visuals associated with 
online technology seem in stark contrast to some of your previous works.  

KU: My work has always taken a makeshift approach responding to 
readily available materials and limited resources, making work without 
a studio, without many tools and in the spirit of stretching limited 
resources as far as possible. I’ve never been particularly inspired by 
digital technology or contemporary communications systems such as 
social media, but I am interested in working with what I have on-hand 
and figuring out how to produce work within these constraints. When 
something seems mundane, it can take a long time to really see it and to 
figure out how you are going to aestheticize or transform it. I am attracted 
to some of the DIY, how-to and self-published content that proliferates 
online, and sifting through this kind of content has certainly informed the 
construction techniques and the content of my work. But up to this point 
I’ve maintained the physical aspect to my work, which contradicts a very 
practical movement toward working in virtual space.

MB: Many commentators have pointed out that your work carries a 
heavy narrative of utopian pursuit. Indeed, we all search for elusive 
meaning in the objects that you have quite literally dug up from obscurity. 
But you also use sensory processes, most notably sound, that seem to 
chart impossible existential territories beyond our comprehension. Can 
you expand on this common observation?  

KU: Yes, there is a utopian underpinning to my work that in part 
comes from the objects themselves.  The abandoned objects reflect the 
dissolution of a home, a community or a capitalist promise and prompt 
us to think about this failure or destruction while simultaneously offering 
potential for renewal and utopian pursuits.  On another level I think 
these interests come out of a general dissatisfaction with the status 
quo.  I started working with radio and electromagnetic frequencies as 
an extension of working with magnetic fields and gravity (The Cavorist 
Projects, 2009, ongoing).  IF YOU RECEIVE THIS YOU WILL SOON BASK 
IN GLORY (2010-2012), a sound installation composed of a series of 
cobbled together electronics, amplifiers, speakers, crystals, and home-
made batteries, to receive and broadcast atmospheric electromagnetic 
frequencies was inspired by a series of provisional semaphore towers 
used to communicate across long distances during the French revolution. 
These sound emitting sculptures were accompanied by a series of wall 
carvings depicting Chappe semaphore texts, electronic schematics and 
totem-like high-tension pylons. Re: Spiritual Experience (2015) is a more 
recent work in which fermented beverages made from locally sourced 
mildly psychoactive plants, were served to willing participants.  Field 
recordings, images and objects were used as additional tools to aid in 
taking participants through a transcendental process. The content and title 
of this work relate to archived correspondence between Duncan Blewett 
(Department of Psychology, University of Regina) and Willis Harman 

The Frontiers of Being, 2015
installation details (from left): tap water placebo, ceramic orange, quartz, c-print 4”x5”, sound recording: Extra-sensory Perception Experiment with the Grateful Dead, Letter to 
the Editor, b&w prints: Arno Penzias and Robert Wilson, 1964 penny, Design for Sociopetal Hospital by Kyoshi Izumi

Artist Kara Uzelman has made a career of breathing new life into found and forgotten objects. Often taking shape in site-specific installations and sculpture, 
her collections of objects that are typically framed by the conventions of museological display produce a range of historical, factual and pseudo-factual 
narratives.  Having recently relocated her artistic practice to Nokomis, Saskatchewan, she speaks about her nomadic life and how this has informed the 
development of her work such as The Cavorist Project (2009) inspired by H.G. Wells’ novel The First Men in the Moon.
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what am I? Well, I was thinking that you’re humbled when you’re looking 
at something indifferent to you. And who wants to be humbled? I mean, 
that’s not a popular virtue... not that I’m saying anything should be a 
virtue, but it is something that’s missing today. 

SdR: So what drives that attraction to these things that can’t respond to 
us? Why are we seeking them out?

JR: Well I don’t think we do seek it out. We seek positional goods, 
relational goods. If people see me here with this coffee cup they know 
I’m in the know, right? But if I take this coffee cup home and beg it to do 
something special just for me, that is just not going to happen and I’m 
going to feel like a fool! [laughs] 

SdR: So, worshipping something that completely ignores you also 
humbles you, in a humiliating, almost foolish way? So maybe the 
Egyptians had it right to worship the cat then. I mean, nothing ignores you 
more than a cat. 

JR: [Laughs] Maybe they did have it right!

SdR: Thank you for giving me your time today, I know you’re very busy. I 
look forward to seeing your next project/work. 

Kara Uzelman, Work in Progress, Cataloguing Items (from The Frontiers of Being), 2015
c-print, 30”x40.”



SCAN by CoLab SCAN by CoLab

(Electronic Engineer and Futures Research, Stanford) discussing the use 
of sound, art, objects, visual imagery and psychoactive chemicals to 
create transcendental experiences in volunteer patients. The use of spirits, 
fermentation, and sound in these works not only speak to a process of 
transformation, but also using contemporary rituals of socializing and 
celebration as well as an enduring human desire for self-transcendence. 
These works highlight my continuing interest in provisional inventions, 
utopian aspirations, and the bewildering potential of the invisible forces 
and energies that surround us.  It’s partially these interests that brought 
me to rural Saskatchewan.  

MB: Since you mentioned Saskatchewan, I was wondering if you could 
speak a little bit on how living in Nokomis has influenced your current 
practice? You mentioned that your scavenging techniques have been 
altered. But has the landscape, weather, or history of the region changed 
your work in any other substantial way?  

Re: Spiritual Experience, 2015
installation view
mixed media installation 
photo: Blaine Campbell

KU: Yes, moving to Nokomis has influenced my work in many ways, 
which are still taking form. I have spent a lot of time in the last four years, 
since moving, just learning how to live here: how to grow and preserve 
food, how to work with the materials and resources immediately available 
(so that I don’t spend all my time and money driving back and forth from 
the city), how to fix my house and what it takes to support myself in this 
setting. I’m interested in the pursuit of a symbiotic way of life, which can 
take many different forms, and experimenting with this goal. Most people 
that I talk to abhor the idea of ever living in rural Saskatchewan or any 
rural community for that matter and people living around here seem to 
exude a real sense of loss with regard to the decline of rural life. Those 
negative ways of regarding the region can be disheartening at times, but 
I try to stay focused on my own reasons for choosing to live and work 
here and the potential possibilities that do exist. The most challenging 
aspect of working as an artist here is not having a local peer group or any 
collaborators. I am very isolated in that way. It’s a farming community, 
so life here is seasonal which has also impacted my sense of time and 
working cycles. There is a different relationship to landscape here, one 
that is more matter-of-fact or even fear-based, rather than romantic – the 
practical necessities tend to become a priority. But the wide-open prairie 
landscape is also like an endless blank canvas in which the stories, lore 
and little pieces of found histories have space to capture the imagination. 
All of this informs my work and ways of making. I read somewhere 
recently that when visiting Saskatchewan, John Cage was so enraptured 
by the landscape, he predicted the next big movement in art would happen 
here. 

Cavorist Archive, details, 2009-ongoing
mixed media archive, dimensions variable
details from the Cavorist Archive (clockwise from left): installation view; rock gate, 1919; excavation notes May 20 1922;  page from a note book; photo-document of John 
Hutchison’s laboratory, 1988, Burnaby BC; photo-document of anti-gravity experiment; photo-document of abandoned settlement, Yukon; photo-document of Hutchison Effect; 
drawing from the Bottomless Lake, Flin Flon MB; design for Free Energy machine on napkin

WHAT IS POETRY? WHO LIVES IT?’:  
FRED MOTEN ON RACE, CONTROVERSY,  
AND CONCEPTUAL POETRY

Fred Moten, the writer, theorist and recipient of the 2015 National Book 
Award for poetry, is reading at Or, a small gallery squashed next to a 
sloping piazza in Vancouver called Victory square. We’re rushing because 
we think they will run out of space, but didn’t need to because it is a poetry 
reading, after all. Taking our seats as the room fills, a gentleman sits next 
to my friend holding a six-pack and inconspicuously snorts drugs out of 
a paper packet. “He walked by and asked me what was happening here 
tonight”, another friend tells me when she comes back from her cigarette. 
We shrug, smiling. 

Moten begins his first appearance in Vancouver with poems described 
as ones not read, but listened to. The line “everything I want to say 
eludes me” lands with soft, serious impact; later he breaks from his text 
to describe Michael Jackson as “like, some kind of supergenius” in an 
anecdote about his kids. Half of the poems he reads were composed 
during all-school critiques when he was a visiting artist at Bard College, 
a procedure he described as “watching someone get beaten.” He has 
written, with Stefano Harney, a book called The Undercommons: Fugitive 
Planning and Black Study that examines possible interventions for the 
neoliberal configuration of today’s university. To me, what it really 
describes are the spaces where another kind of  “study” happens: riding 
the bus to school, or having a cigarette with your teacher outside. 

When the room is opened to questions the (white) man with the six pack 
says “Hey where are you from? Compton?” and it’s possible every asshole 
in the room constricts. Moten is gracious in his response, but the guy 
keeps rambling and a woman remarks she would like a better question to 
be asked, and the guy says fuck you bitch, and a kind of flurry erupts. 

I relay this event to an acquaintance at Moten’s second event two days 
later, and she says “it’s kind of thrilling when something actually happens 
at a talk”.  True, and let’s be real, the discomfort at Or is really only a 
couple shades above the usual embarrassment I experience at any given 
artist talk. But the disruption casts a pall that unfortunately could not 
be remedied. The guy says fuck you bitch and the rest of the audience 
emitted loud sounds of disapproval, and he’s asked to leave but then 
apologized a lot and said he would be quiet, so it awkwardly continued. 
Moten attempts to answer someone else’s question about whether he 
has any bad writing habits but his response seamlessly turns its gaze to 
the guy and, with calm command, told him to leave because he fucked up 
the vibe (not his words). Another outburst, more verbal abuse. The guy 
is sort-of escorted out and then stood outside the gallery for a long time 
screaming “Wu-Tang Forever!” and “Fuck you nigger!” interchangeably. 

At this point (gallery owners/collectives take note!) we needed a 
recuperative pause and a drink, but for some reason no institutional 
representative mediates so the questions continue deep inside a 
mortifying reverb. This train is off its rails and a kind of group therapy 
happens between four inviduals who have “questions” about racism in 
Canada, racism against Indigenous peoples versus racism against African 
Americans, gentrification in Vancouver, how the essence of poetry was 
there in the light reflecting off the spit the guy spat on the window . . . 

On October 25th, Moten speaks again at Western Front as part of their 
Scriveners Monthly series. He begins with an address, of sorts, to the 
storm surrounding recent works by poets Kenneth Goldsmith and Vanessa 
Place. In case you don’t know, Goldsmith is a (white) poet who teaches 
at an Ivy league university who, in March 2015, delivered a reading of 
Michael Brown’s autopsy report that was “altered for poetic effect” and 
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called “The Body of Michael Brown”. Vanessa Place is also a (white) poet 
who has taken it upon herself to tweet the entirety of Gone With the Wind 
online, using a picture of Hattie McDaniel as her banner image. Goldsmith’s 
reading and the petition to remove Place from the 2016 Association of 
Writers & Writing Program’s committee gave rise to the anonymous 
individual or collective known as Mongrel Coalition Against Gringpo, whose 
aim is to attack and expose what they see as the white supremacism and 
colonialization of conceptual poetry. Moten starts talking about this and 
I move forward in my seat, anticipating a departure from the polarities 
offered so far which call for Goldsmith’s head, or pompously trot out free 
speech, or writers who say things like “race is a hot issue right now”. 

Moten reads to us from a recent correspondence with a friend, saying*:
“The main reason I withdrew from the Berkeley Poetry conference 
was not Vanessa Place so much, as what the Vanessa Place thing had 
made utterly clear, something I had been thinking and feeling all along: 
there’s something terribly wrong, not just with the current version of the 
poetry world but with the very idea of the poetry world. Something I’ve 
been thinking . . . if you wanted to have a great conference on social life 
would you exclusively invite a bunch of sociologists? Even interesting, 
experimental, critical sociologists? I would say no. What is poetry? Who 
lives it? Is it limited to, or does it immediately and immeasurably exceed the 
set of people who are called, or who call themselves, poets . . ?

The thing between Place and Goldsmith, on the one hand, and the mongrel 
coalition and their followers on the other hand, while it’s not symmetrical 
it’s still a battle between two sets striving for the privileges that accrue 
to citizens of the poetry world. Abstract-equivalent drones of poetic 
sovereignty . . . the oxymoron to end all oxymoron. And just like just 
about every such modality of striving over the past 500 years, the primary 
casualty – who is also the primary source of material – is black social life 
and its refusal of the sovereignty and citizenship that is serially refused to it. 

What could be more vulgarly and obscenely emblematic of this than 
Goldsmith and the mongrel coalition fighting over what each mistakenly 
and thoughtlessly and pre-intellectually understands to have been Michael 
Brown’s body? I don’t have anything to say about race. I’m trying to 
lose myself in a study group that is working towards having something 
to say about blackness, and black social life. Race matters have become 
professional matters: they are once again, and have always been, matters 
of finance. What is produced is an incredibly uninteresting and almost 
always surreptitiously neoliberal discourse that tries to absolve and 
inoculate itself by its constant reference to the empirical facts or records 
of racial oppression. As if black life, as if even the suffering that comprises 
part of black life, could be captured by what Stuart Hall and his folks call 
“the empiricist attitude”. 

The state autopsy report about Michael Brown tells us nothing about either 
Michael Brown or the state. The reduction, or enlargement, depending 
on how you look at it, of Gone With The Wind to document, documents 
nothing. The alarming lack of thought that would allow presumably 
intelligent people to believe so, even for a minute, is staggering. And to 
my mind, not only calls all their work into question, but also and more 
importantly alerts us to a quite specific danger that occurs in the interplay 
between the art world, the poetry world and the academic world. And 
mongrel coalition is left howling, because all they seem to want is entry into 
the very system of vulgar, violent recognition they claim to want to destroy. 

“Occupy turned inward” is right! Because Occupy was always turned 
inward, or more precisely, turned towards the increasingly untenable 
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fantasy of an inside. What’s happening to our freedom? Our opportunities? 
Our country? As if all that was not refreshment to the graveyard dance of 
global, and therefore cosmic, proportions. Mongrel coalition are young, 
from what I understand, and so I want to cut them some slack since their 
self-protective, collective anonymity is surely unsustainable in the face 
either of regulation or internal ambition. There’s stuff I would never say 
publicly to them, although (laughing) I guess that’s a lie now . . . there’s 
stuff I would never say publicly that I would say to their faces with a kind 
of fury. They’re not very good at the game they want to play, and the 
referees and commissioners . . . if their notice is aroused, will be as brutal 
as possible. And will insist, brutally and dishonestly, on a symmetry that 
does not exist. 

Man, fuck a white guy perspective. Why would you take that up? 
You’re better than that. And it’s not your fate. Better to take or have no 
perspective at all. The fugitive point of view is of necessity: mobile and 

obscure, susceptible to the real – which is to say the earthly – its not a 
point of view at all really, but a field of feel. That’s the problem right there: 
Place and Goldsmith and their insistence upon a point of view, which 
can only ever be the white guy point of view, are some cold-hearted 
motherfuckers. And they seem to think that they are the only cold-hearted 
motherfuckers in the history of cold-hearted motherfuckers, to think they 
have a good reason to be cold-hearted motherfuckers. Whatever for them. 
Good luck to them. We’ll figure out how to hang out in a different way.”  

Jessica Evans

*This transcription has been abridged for clarity

GREEK PROSTHETICS AND DOCUMENTA 14:  
A PARAPHRASE AND A PREVIEW OF AN  
EXHIBITION YET TO COME By Shep Steiner

As every new iteration of Documenta appears around the corner, I begin 
to wonder what will be at stake. It truly is an exhibition without walls, 
much larger than its 100 days, and for some time now, it has had a reach 
that extends far beyond the limits of Kassel. Even the run up to Documenta 
is now news. The art itself is clearly irrelevant at this stage of the game: 
what matters is the curatorial project—its conceptual rigor, poetic logic, 
political reach, historical grounding, ethical fidelities, and so on. Indeed, 
the curatorial groundwork, preliminary moves and unfolding plans for 
the last three or four Documentas have played as big a part in pushing 
curating and the figure of the curator into the international limelight as 
have the art market and the increasingly important role of art tourism in 
the life of cities.

In any case, with the publication of the Documenta journal South as a 
State of Mind as a first indication, I began to weigh the possible tensions 
put into play. Recall that with the first Greek bailout on the horizon, Athens 
was chosen as a symbolic capital to anchor the event. Documenta 14, I 
thought, will be about overturning the dialectic between North and South. 
In an arch-Gramscian move, the Bourgeois hegemony of the North would 
be flipped for a depressed South. To attain the “depressive position”, as 
Kleinian analysts say, would free up a proletarianized future. Sometime 
afterward, perhaps with the second of the Greek bailouts coming up, 
I reconsidered and thought no: Documenta 14 will be about following 
the money. Reorienting myself, I looked to the North and traced a route 
“against the stream” as in the film The Ister (2004) by David Barison 
and Daniel Ross.1 Following the flow of money upstream, especially to 
Germany, I foresaw the possibility of an analytic of sources. In the wake 
of this reversal it also occurred to me that Germany’s heavy traffic in 
Graecomania might be at stake. I entertained the notion that perhaps 
Documenta will sort out, once and for all, everything from the imitation 
implicit in Winckelmann’s classicism to the prohibition against leaning 
too hard on such origins learned the hard way from Nazism. Six months 
later, with the first wave of displaced peoples rolling through Turkey and 
into Greece, I realized Documenta may finally be about the flow of Syrian 
refugees into Europe. But the world turns—and so back a percentage 

of the refugees go—the news moves on, and now I wonder again what 
Documenta will be about, all the while appreciating the fact that history—
or at least a version of history tethered to the flow of refugees and the 
expelling of migrants as well as the flow and counterflows of capital—
seems to have found a unique role in shaping and enlarging Documenta 
14 without the curators having lifted a finger.

Allow me to turn another page—or more precisely turn back a page—
for what the preliminary events around Documenta 14 demonstrate in 
part is the logic at the core of many a philosophy of history. As is well 
known, Greek culture, especially for the Germans of the 19th and 20th 
century, is the wellspring of the modern West (Hesperos). A form of 
mirroring has long been at work: Greek culture functions in the role of 
clear, unadulterated nature for we Hesperians, and contra-wise Greek 
nature apparently finds a place in and as Western culture. Or at least, 
this is the paradigmatic logic at work in the work of one of the greatest 
German Romantics who found comfort in the South: Friedrich Hölderlin. 
The fragmentary statements attributed to this tortured individual, who 
wandered half demented through France in 1802, have always held a 
special attraction for me. The key event takes place in a landscape garden 
near Blois with a reflecting pool surrounded by 24 statues of the greater 
and lesser Greek gods. A young Madame de S___y had seen the stranger 
worshipping these statues and had approached him. Hölderlin is reputed 
to have said: “This water should be clearer, like the water of Cephissus or 
the spring of Erectheus on the Acropolis. It is not worthy of the clear gods 
to be reflected in a darker mirror—but,” he added with a sigh, “we are not 
in Greece.”2

After a brief conversation in which he positions the German, the French 
and the English as the opposite of the Greek—a “dark mirror” of the 
Greek—the poet is supposed to have said: “The beautiful Gods of 
Greece are images of the beautiful thoughts of a whole people, that is 
immortality.”3 There is good reason for melancholy here, for if Greek 
culture represents “the beautiful thoughts of a whole people,” the culture 
of the West can only offer up images of the beautiful thoughts of the 
individual. Hölderlin’s stammering use of “I” makes this fragmentary 

experience clear. Following the logic of this philosophy of history further, 
we can say that if the culture of the West speaks only in the name of the 
one and conversely our nature speaks to the whole, it is because Greek 
culture before us represents “the beautiful thoughts of a whole people.” 
This makes for a tricky situation for contemporary artists, for they speak 
in the name of culture not nature. The beautiful symbol of nature with its 
purchase on Greek culture is just out of reach—a point Walter Benjamin 
never tired of rehearsing. More complexly, our nature is not the inverse 
of Greek culture—remember it is seen as through a “Dark mirror”—and 
further this system of mirror reversals is not closed. In fact, for Hölderlin 
Greek nature leads back to the culture of the Orient and further still. This 
complicated play of mirror reversals and deferrals addresses the basic 
problem of the foundation or constitution of the Western subject.

This historical schema is clarified and thematized in Hölderlin’s hymn Der 
Ister, the Greek name for the river Danube. For Hölderlin the flows and 
eddies, backflows and whirlpools of the river are a metaphor of German 
selfhood. The course of the Ister (which we will get to in a moment) 
appears alongside the Indus and the Greek Alpheus. Hölderlin writes:

Meanwhile, we sing from the Indus,
Which comes from far away, and
From the Alpheus, since we’ve
Long desired decorum.

Obviously origins are front and center here, but placing the river Alpheus 
of Greek myth as a “long desired” limit of “decorum,” beyond which the 
Indus flows is curious to say the least. Nevertheless, the point made is 
that origins overflow themselves. A notoriously cryptic passage from the 
same hymn has recently been cracked by Andrzej Warminski in an essay 
titled, “Monstrous History: Heidegger Reading Hölderlin.”4 Warminski’s 
focus is the third stanza of Der Ister, but his larger interest is inclusive of 
Martin Heidegger’s reading of the same passage from a lecture course 
the philosopher taught on Hölderlin during the summer of 1942. Of 
particular importance for Warminski is Heidegger’s curious detour through 
Sophocles’s definition of the essence of man beginning with line 332 of 
Antigone—

Ɏɍɉɉᙼ�ɒᙼ�Ɂɂɇɋᙼ�ɈɍᛅɁᚓɋ�ᙳɋɅɏɣɎɍɓ�Ɂɂɇɋɟɒɂɏɍɋ�ɎɚɉɂɇǤ
The Perseus digital library translates this well-known passage from the 
second choral ode as:

“Wonders are many, and none is more wonderful than man.”5

In Ralph Manheim’s superior translation of the same passage from 
Heidegger’s Introduction to Metaphysics, we read:

“There is much that is strange, but nothing that surpasses man in 
strangeness.”6

It is on the question of the Greek deinon and deinataton—in these 
passages translated as wonder/wonderous and strange/strangeness 
respectively—that Warminski alerts us to even finer distinctions of 
translation. He directs us to Hölderlin’s original translation of the 
Greek deinon and deinataton as ungeheuer (monstrous), and finally 
to Heidegger’s re-translation of ungeheuer (monstrous) to unheimlich 
(uncanny).7 This is an odd move for a philosopher trying to come to terms 
with a poet. For why mistranslate the poet’s translation from the original 
Greek? In any event, the end result is a shift from Hölderlin’s original 
translation:

“There is much that is monstrous, but nothing that surpasses man in 
monstrousness.”

To Heidegger’s retranslation:

“There is much that is uncanny, but nothing that surpasses man in 
uncanniness.”

What Warminski deftly shows us here is that Heidegger’s willful 
substitution of ungeheuer for unheimlich is not an example of 
Freudianizing the poet, nor one more example of the philosopher quoting 
the poet out of context, but rather a moment in Heidegger’s larger theory 

of translation that would have us attend to the finer stages of that very 
process, which are always subject to interpretation: ungeheuer and 
unheimlich being two moments of the same emergence into being. Far 
from being minor issues in translation these philological differences bring 
us very near to the problem of origins and hence the issue of ontology, 
or, if you will, the essence of “South”, for translation and interpretation 
are imbricated in ontology. Elsewhere in Warminski’s writing one 
sees this ontological problem highlighted through an emphasis on the 
figure of catachresis, which is and isn’t a trope precisely because it 
performs the work of grounding tropes proper—what Warminski calls an 
“‘abuse’ of trope.”8 Thus my original point about the Ister: to paraphrase 
Warminski paraphrasing Heidegger, Hölderlin’s Ister, whose origin is 
in Germany and which ultimately flows into the Black Sea, hesitates at 
its source. Warminski tells us that this hesitation is an exemplary figure 
for understanding Heidegger’s ontology. This is not an understanding of 
ontology that is entirely familiar. Ontology here is not rooted in the soil so 
much as the flow of a river that hesitates at its source. My hunch, in turn, 
is that this hesitation and reversal of flow—with the Danube flowing from 
East to West—also helps to focus the stakes of Documenta 14. The stanza 
in question reads:

But it (the river Ister) seems almost
To go backwards and
I mean, it must come
From the East.
Much could
Be said about this

In Warminski’s gloss, “If the Ister at its source seems almost to go 
backward, as though it had come from the East, it is because its 
foreignness is at the source, it has always already at its source gone out 
to the foreign and come back to the fatherland. The Ister does not want to 
go East because it has always already at its source gone to the East and 
come back to the West—thus fulfilling its authentically historical destiny, 
its essence as Halbgott, and hence as essentially poetic (dichterisch), and 
so on.”9

In short, the Ister’s reversal of flow, which folds foreignness into what the 
French call an eau de source, allows German aesthetics, and by extension 
Western aesthetics, to appear as more than a closed system rooted in a 
specific watershed or even local ground water. Contemporary art today, 
whether grounded in aesthetics, politics, or ethics (the three biggest 
invisibilities typically brought into visibility) is always-already touched by 
the Greeks, and it literalizes this originariness. At its origin contemporary 
aesthetics is a technical function of Greek prosthetics. The essence of man 
is a “coming to be at home”, a reaching out to the Greeks from nothing.10 
Heidegger’s mistranslation of ungeheuer as unheimlich reiterates this 
porous threshold, for beyond a certain limit the uncanny becomes 
monstrous. This sheds light on a number of issues. Frist, the place—or 
more succinctly lack of place—of technology in ontology; second, that 
technical extension into an alien environment outside the self is only 
the tip of the iceberg; because third, the unfamiliar is part and parcel of 
a technical attachment to things in the world, which makes each of us 
monsters. To technically install and attach oneself out there is constitutive 
of the self, but apparently we demi-gods forget our sources in the 
history of the West. As Warminski goes on to show, Heidegger’s law of 
history—a law Heidegger tells us should be thought of as “the altercation 
of that which is foreign and that which is one’s own”—“is grounded in an 
ontological interpretation of historical man’s essence.”11 Warminski’s final 
point, however, is that “we are not at home because we are exiled from 
Greece, but rather because we are exiled by Greece from ourselves: the 
Orient, the East, Egypt, and so on.”12

When I think about this list that runs into the “and so on,” or how in 
Heidegger’s account the uncanny problem of not being home extends 
into the vicinity of the monstrous, in Hölderlin’s statement that “Much 
could/Be said about this”, I can only hear the echo of horizontalities: the 
geopolitical grammar of the refugee crisis and migration, the system of 
colonialism upon which wealth in the First World depends, the optics of 
the anthropocene, our deepest roots as told by the paleo-anthropological 
record, and so on.
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Maybe this is what Documenta 14 will be about? But much, if not all of 
this, is beyond me. Please refer to the original texts and film:

Friederich Hölderlin, Hymns and Fragments, trans. Richard Sieburth 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), 111-116. < https://poetry.
princeton.edu/2013/05/18/holderlins-river/>

Martin Heidegger, Hölderlin’s Hymne “The Ister,” trans. William McNeill 
and Julia Davis (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 
1996). < https://books.google.ca/books?isbn=0253330645>

David Barison and Daniel Ross, The Ister, 2004.

Andrzej Warminski, “Monstrous History, in Ideology, Rhetoric, Aesthetics: 
For De Man (Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh Press, 2013), 159-172.
Footnotes:
1 Galili Shahar, “Against the Stream: Remarks on the Film ‘The Ister.’” 
<http://www.artmargins.com/index.php/film-a-screen-media-sp-
629836893/572-against-stream-remarks-film-qthe-isterq> 

2 E. M. Butler, The Tyranny of Greece over Germany (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1958), 203. 
3 Butler, The Tyranny of Greece over Germany, 203. 
4 Andrzej Warminski, “Monstrous History: Heidegger Reading Hölderlin,” 
Ideology, Rhetoric, Aesthetics: For De Man (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2013), 159-172. 
5 <http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/
text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0185> 
6 Martin Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics, trans. Ralph 
Mannheim (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1961), 123. 
7 Warminski, “Monstrous History,” 159-160. 
8 Andrzej Warminski, “Prefatory Postscript,” Readings in Interpretation: 
Hölderlin, Hegel, Heidegger (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1987), xxxiii. 
9 Warminski, “Monstrous History,” 164. 
10 Warminski, “Monstrous History,” 162. 
11 Warminski, “Monstrous History,” 164. 
12 Warminski, “Monstrous History,” 169.

BEING IN PHOTOGRAPHY: 
AN INTERVIEW WITH KELLY LYCAN

Kelly Lycan is an artist whose practice crosses the boundaries between photography, sculpture, painting and installation. For Lycan, technology is a major 
concern, the monochrome is a recurrent motif, literalizing the experience of photography is a constant source of interest. In the following interview she 
discusses her recent work that has hinged on a set of references to Alfred Stieglitz’s 291 Gallery. In her 2014 exhibition Underglow at Presentation House 
Gallery, she built a full-scale replica of Gallery 291. This reconstruction was accompanied by abstract photographs, which variously distorted and distended 
the gallery architecture, and actual alterations to the gallery décor using its existing furniture. Lycan is based in Vancouver. She talked about her work with 
Mallory Donen, Bonnie Marin, Gwen Freeman, Pancho Puelles, Hassan Jamil, Shaun de Rooy, Phoenix Thomas, Shep Steiner and Mark Neufeld.

Mallory Donen: Your practice is quite cross disciplinary and I was 
wondering what medium you started out with and how you branched out 
into other mediums? 

Kelly Lycan: The first thing that I did was surprisingly enough ceramics. 
I grew up in Rocky Mountain House, Alberta, and then I went to Red Deer 
and had no idea what I wanted to do. I was at Red Deer College and I 
took a ceramics class. Then I took a photography class and somehow that 
really connected with me. I had an instructor who was very supportive. 
I think that sort of directed me to photography. After that I went to 
Ryerson and studied photography extensively. At that time, it was much 
more analog – there was no digital. It was very technical, and not quite 
appropriate for me. Then I went to Nova Scotia College of Art and Design 
(NSCAD) for photography and eventually started doing installation and 
eventually combining photography and installation. I relate to installation, 
however, photography often finds itself in relation to those installations, 
whether I’m using it as subject or material it seems to keep coming up. 

Bonnie Marin: Could you say more about mixing installation and 
photography?

KL: I like to create work with a captivating visual experience. It needs to 
have a visual impact and it needs to be accessible too people. And there 
are a lot of layers within my work, in particular conceptual layers. Tonight 
at Plug-in I will go into detail about what those are and the decisions I 
made, especially with regard to a work called Underglow, 2014, which 
was originally installed at Presentation House Gallery. Artists’ talks are 

interesting because it’s a privileged position of knowing how things are 
connected.

BM: Can you go into Underglow a little bit?

KL: My work, I always say, is about modes of display. I remember seeing 
a photograph of Alfred Stieglitz’s 291 Gallery when I was studying at 
Ryerson, and I saw it again a few years ago while I was doing research 
on the history of gallery and museum interiors. It was a very odd looking 
space, and I was really interested in the décor of the gallery. But also I 
was interested in the photograph because it was Alfred Stieglitz who took 
it. Stieglitz is considered the grandfather of photography. And because 
my work addresses how things get valued and devalued and the cycle of 
objects and images, I was interested in the installation photograph. My 
question was ‘what is the value of an installation photo compared to an art 
photo?’ because Stieglitz’s picture isn’t an art photo. 

I was fascinated by the photograph, by the décor of the room and the 
room itself. So I decided to make the photograph, not the room, nor the 
gallery, but the photograph. The perspective that you have when you 
enter the room is that of the Alfred Stieglitz photograph. The room is all in 
shades of grey, so it has the full tonal range of a photograph, but there is 
a point in the room where the perspective changes and you can see that 
it is a set…it reveals… it breaks. I think people’s experience of that room 
was fascinating.  For some it felt like you are in a photogravure. Using a 
skylight—which was just a bed sheet—I managed to soften the light. We 
are used to cinema where a camera follows the person, but in this work 

you are embedded in the image in a different way than cinema. I think it 
was an odd experience for viewers. But it was very warm.

Mark Neufeld: That feeling of going into this monochromatic black and 
white, is that a weird bodily experience? 

KL: Yes, I think a little bit, because we are not used to being in a black and 
white environment. 

Gwen Freeman: What are the challenges you face with installation and 
when installing your work? Also, how do you resolve ideas on displaying 
your work?

KL: Challenges are about support and Underglow specifically was a huge 
piece to do. For example, I knew for a while that I was having a show, 
but I never had a final date – I really only found out less than two months 
before. So I had a short period of time to install. I had not worked out what 
photos I was using, nor all the technical parts. But I used to work in film 
and I know how to get things together. I work with models. I think models 
are a brilliant way to work, especially if you are working on installation. 
I do foam-core models that are one-inch scale, so it is easy for me to 
work with. I do small versions of what I am thinking about, because it is 
really about composing space. It’s not that different than if you are dealing 
with the surface of the canvas, except that you are composing in three-
dimensional space. 
For Underglow, it was really important that it was one exhibition staged 
in three rooms. I wanted the three rooms to have conversations with 
each other. Some were contemporary conversations, while some were 
historical conversations, but they all melded together. Also color was very 
tricky. To achieve the full tonal range of grays I used the drapery as my 
starting point. There’s so much painting in this show, I spent a week mixing 
colors. I matched the drapery color and added tint, which is adding white, 
and shade, which is adding dark. I moved from there to create my palette 

based on the installation photograph that Steiglitz took of 291. My work is 
about modes of display, and film sets are about a very temporal mode of 
display and also very disposable. I was interested in revealing that mode 
of display as well.

MN: Could you mention the scale or footprint of the space you created 
compared to the original room in the photograph? 

KL: Everything was an approximation. The original gallery had two 
iterations. First it was on 5th Ave in New York City, but the building doesn’t 
exist anymore. The floor plan I referenced was drawn from memory 
by a woman who helped out at the gallery. 291 was started by Edward 
Steichen and Alfred Steiglitz. I always like to give Steichen credit, because 
he was a really big part of the space. Steichen suggested that they open 
up the gallery. It had been his portrait studio and he was moving out. In 
the set I created, the table with the skirt around it is based on the table 
in Steichen’s studio before it ended up in the gallery. This table with the 
foliage was a really signature thing for the gallery. 

There are also vases that kept reappearing in the corner and they never 
get any credit. They are never listed. They were probably made by 
women. In my next exhibition that I’m about to do in Toronto, I use the 
images of those vases and some of the décor. I go into even more detail 
using the drapes, the vases, and the burlap wallpaper. I source them all 
through screen-captured images from websites, videos, or books, and in 
this sense it’s really about perpetual reproduction. There’s a whole history 
of photography in this room. The next piece I’m doing is this sort of an 
atlas of photography. 

Shep Steiner: Is there a relationship between your practice and that of 
Louise Lawler’s work? 

Kelly Lycan, “291, From the Faraway Nearby”, 2014. A full-scale replica of 291 Gallery opened by Alfred Stieglitz and Edward Steichen from 1905 to 1917. The structure mimics 
a black and white installation photograph taken by Stieglitz of a 1906 exhibition of Pictorialist photography.
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KL: Yes, I appreciate her practice a lot. She’s referencing the museum, 
art galleries, and artifacts. I think she maybe dealt more with authorship, 
whereas I’m more about value and how value shifts depending on place of 
display, especially how objects cycle through, from your home to the thrift 
store, back into the gallery. Actually I had a very interesting experience 
with my own photograph. I like to tell this story because it’s a very good 
example of what I am speaking about. Many years ago when I was at 
Ryerson, I did these photographs of flowers. They were kind of pretty 
images, some of the first images that I made. Somehow I gave it to my 
mom and she gave it to my sister. Then a little while ago I was in a thrift 
store and I saw my photo. 

BM: Did you buy it? 

SS: Below value?

KL: Totally! Then I marched over to my sister and niece, who I was with 
at the time. And my niece, who is interested in photography and who 
was kind of devastated that I gave it to her mother, ended up buying it 
and putting it in her room. It turns out that my other niece had slammed 
the door so hard that it had knocked it off the wall and the glass shattered 
and cut into to it, so it became garbage. That is interesting to me. I think 
so much of our lives are lived through photography. So it’s important for 
me that I talk about Steiglitz’s photograph as an installation photo that has 
different value than an art photo. The whole Presentation House exhibition 
was trying to address images about images being present. That is why 
there is no art on the wall. 

I went through the archives of Presentation House and recreated elements 
of the décor from the past. For instance, I changed the chair configuration 
every week and each configuration was based on past arrangements; they 
are the same chairs that they have had for many years. For example, one 

arrangement is based off of a configuration from a particular exhibition in 
the 1980s, but because we understand what the configuration means, and 
that the configuration is about looking at images, there are images present 
without actually being there. Subsequently, I added mirrors that used to be 
in the gallery as well as lights from the 1980s. These lights were not on, 
but they were lit by the new lighting. Our experiences of the gallery and 
museum—the furnishings, the wall color, the lighting—it all affects our 
viewing experience. These things are meant to be invisible, but I made it 
the subject of this work.

Shaun de Rooys: I have been looking through your work and listening to 
you talk today and have been thinking: you are working with installation, 
photography, sculpture and the aesthetic qualities of the space, while also 
talking about value, the re-contextualization of space and the repurposing 
of space. The list seems to go on. Do you ever feel like you lose yourself 
in all of this subject matter? Or do you always have a clear beginning upon 
which you establish the work and also feel comfortable falling back on if 
things begin to branch out chaotically?

KL: I multi-task and I usually have several projects going on at once, so 
you have to really keen in on your research. And I am very research 
based. I encounter images that I find intriguing and then I think a lot 
about how to expand them. Or things will happen in the studio. For 
example, through the city of Vancouver I was awarded a three-year 
live/work studio space, which allowed me to pursue really material 
explorations. Some of my recent preoccupations grew out of having that 
studio space. In the studio I started looking for how or ways in which 
things can make themselves and when you’re working with a really 
monochromatic palate as I do, it narrows things down a lot. It is far less 
confusing and overwhelming than it might appear. And then of course, 
documenting these encounters in my studio, the photographs become the 
documentation, but then it also becomes the artwork. 

Kelly Lycan, “291, From the Faraway Nearby”, 2014. A full-scale replica of 291 Gallery opened by Alfred Stieglitz and Edward Steichen from 1905 to 1917. The structure mimics 
a black and white installation photograph taken by Stieglitz of a 1906 exhibition of Pictorialist photography.

Kelly Lycan, “I Walked into a Moment” 
2012/2014. 6 colour photographs feature an 
interplay of images of convex and concave 
spaces of ambiguous scale. Photographed in 
modernist mostly New York museums, the 
images are closeups of corners, shadows 
and wall surfaces. Applied directly to custom 
coloured grey walls.

SdR: Let me rephrase. Granted there are so many conceptual layers 
that you are working with, do you ever find that you are stuck trying to 
explain or have answers for all of the conceptual layers that viewers 
are accessing? Or are you comfortable saying, “hey, this was where 
the starting point is and wherever it goes from there is up to you”, and 
then not feeling as though you have to answer for all of those potential 
branches?

KL: Right, I want people to walk into my exhibitions and have this 
arresting, or compelling, visual experience. And it’s usually pretty 
accessible. Underglow is like walking into a Monochrome. Given that the 
historical space itself is all shades of grey, and beholding the large scale 
photographs in the other room is an arresting visual experience. If you 
want to access more layers than this, then there is didactic information 
available: some of it written, some of it on my website. Some people 
figure it out, some people pursue these channels and some people just 
enjoy it for the visual experience. But I think as long as I achieve that initial 
visual impact then I’m happy. Certainly it tends to the convoluted, but I love 
the investigation of that problem. I love it when the material is loaded. 

In the third room of Underglow, the gallery had carpet in it. It featured 6 
color digital photographs titled I Walked into a Moment, 2012/2014. The 
curator talked about how that was neutral, but carpet is not neutral to me. 
It is very North American, and I would say it is about success and demise, 
or success and failure. Wall-to-wall carpet has very specific associations. 
I took a piece of the carpet to the printer, and when I printed these photos 
it was really important that when you are in this third room it is a very 
smooth experience, that there was not any jarring grays. Every wall is 
painted with a custom made paint to match the photo. In fact I thought 
of the photo and the wall as diptychs. The photos needed to recede into 
the walls and the grays had to have some relationship to the carpet. I 
wanted to create a sort of seamless experience and an optical experience. 
Importantly you could see the texture of the wall through the photo, which 
is something I really like and the reason why I printed them on vinyl. You 
know when a wall has a similar texture to an orange peel? I wanted this 
accessible to eyesight.

I shot the photographs in the MOMA, Guggenheim, DIA: Beacon, and 
LACMA. But much of these references are invisible. I think abstraction 
is all about revealing and concealing. For example in DIA: Beacon there 
is a room full of Agnes Martin paintings. She does very minimal painting 
and her work is typically just grids of pencil lines on a 6 by 6 surface. I 
photographed the corner of that room where all her paintings were and 
captured only a bleed of light. It was very much an homage to her. 
SS: Are these photographs individually titled?

KL: No, but the body of work is called I Walked into a Moment. The title 
comes from the first line of a concrete poem written by a woman that was 
published by 291 Magazine. I did a six month residency in New York City. 
During the time I was playing with the photograph of the room and going 
to libraries and trying to find more installation photos from 291 Gallery. 
I was also going into museums. Sometimes, because I was not allowed 
to photograph, I would photograph shadows, shadows of artworks, and 
corners. There were hundreds of these images and I had to narrow it 
down to six. That was hard because you are trying to create these optical 
experiences. The thing about the vinyl was that I could wrap it around the 
wall. I do not like the grid of photography. I am always trying to dismantle 
that grid. I really want to push that, so I bent the photo around the wall. 
There is one example when the photo goes right into the corner of the 
wall. By pushing the material in unexpected ways, peoples’ relationship to 
it changes, and that is fruitful. I call it fruitful confusion. 

MN: Speaking of that, Kelly, are the transitions from photo to wall as 
seamless as it appears to photograph. 

KL: Yes, I had to match the color. I used custom pigment and custom 
paint. I was literally there for a week mixing color.

MN: When you go into Photoshop and drop white into your image you 
realize that it’s actually far from white. White is actually quite blinding.
  
KL: That is why I had to mix in the gallery. I would paint cards. Sometimes 
I failed and had to repaint the wall and do the color again.

BM: I am interested in returning to the question of scale, especially in 
relation to your work, Bronze Tinfoil Ball, 2011. Do you use the small scale 
of this work to take the monument down a notch? 
KL: Yes, partly. But also because I put the bronze on the floor it repositions 
things in a contemporary conversation. Originally, I really wanted it to be 
on a pedestal, but the guy who was making the pedestal flaked out on 
me. Sometimes you get these gifts, and I think that was a really important 
gift because it enhances the conversation. If it had been on the pedestal 
it would have been a more historical conversation, whereas if it is on the 
floor there is a contemporary and a historical conversation which expands 
the idea. I call this minimal scatter art. Jason Rhodes, the now deceased, 
L.A. artist perfected scatter art in my opinion. Actually, I’ve been a called 
a maximal minimalist, and I think it is largely due to the reduced palette I 
use.

BM: Did you find viewers reluctant to touch or pick up Bronze Tinfoil Ball?

KL: Yes, some people didn’t want to.

MD: How did you facilitate this? 
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KL: I asked the gallery attendants to invite people to pick it up. But the 
way that you entered this show that was at the Or Gallery was through 
velvet curtains. I wanted to tap into the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century moment when galleries started referencing domestic space. 
Galleries started putting draperies on doors in order to balance their 
typically grand European spaces. This was a way to make the galleries 
more domestic and hence more accessible. Plants, furniture, and velvet on 
the doorways were all part of this. There was no electricity, but there were 
often skylights and they would paint the walls in a way that would reflect 
this natural light. 

Lori Lofgren: Could you talk a little bit about the challenges you have 
faced working monochromatically?

KL:  I don’t find it challenging. I am a little bit more peripheral now, but 
I am part of a collective called Instant Coffee, which uses fluorescent 
color.  In fact, we use color like crazy, and so I do get to use color. I’m 
very interested in color. I like how color can be function supportive, so for 
instance, the color of a hospital room is really important. Color can over 
stimulate or under stimulate and affect you psychologically. I think color is 
really powerful, and so I do get to use it with Instant Coffee. However, the 
less I participate in the collective, the less I get to play with color. Color is 
important to my life. I used to be a set decorator, so I have a really good 
color sensibility, and I’m interested in it. I like the way it is named and the 
way that it is invisible, even if it is paradoxically visible.

MN: What do you think about the switch to fluorescent lighting in galleries 
around 2005/2006? 

KL: Well, I had an exhibition at Simon Fraser University Gallery (SFU 
Gallery), called Autobiography for No One, and they had fluorescents and 
track lights. Fluorescent is fantastic for me. When it’s incandescent light, 
I have to have a lot of it to get a flat light. When it’s fluorescent it’s great. 
The problem with fluorescents is that you can over stimulate to the point 
of going crazy. But sometimes artists need the drama. I couldn’t have 
achieved the effects I did in my tin foil piece without track lighting. The 
best is to be able to have both. 

Pancho Puelles: Have viewers commented on the intense effects of the 
fluorescent lighting? 

KL: Well in the SFU exhibition, I put drywall on the floor. The floor there 
is wooden, and the wood is basically orange, so it was not neutral enough 
for my purposes. As a result when you walk in, it is like you are really 
walking into a monochrome that you know, so you have a very physical 
experience of the work. Actually, everybody now is starting to put in wood 
floors in galleries like the new Whitney, which has wide board floors. 
Similarly the new Vancouver Art Gallery (VAG) is going to have wood 
floors. I like cement myself because it is pretty neutral. 

BM: You said that you worked in the film industry as a set designer.  Did 
this influence the direction of your art or were you doing installations first?

KL: Well it kind of happened at the same time. I started off as a 
photographer and then I started working for a commercial photographer. 
Then I started working as buyer for television commercials. I went to 
Nova Scotia College of Art and Design and I started doing installation art. 
After that I started working on film. So maybe the installation came first. 
I think you do what you’re good at, and I am good at space, especially 
composing space and objects in space. A lot of the work I did with film 
was domestic space, so it dealt with more domestic sets. I was drawn to 
the way that it was an overall experience instead of just an experience 
with objects. I liked this whole other narrative that went on. I guess I liked 
the layers. So how you feel, how the viewer feels in the space becomes 
part of the work.

SS: To summarize briefly, for you the monochrome animates objects, 
the wall, and the space itself. In a sense this delimits a conceptual field of 
action for you. In the ‘70s when the meta-textual leaps of conceptual art 
and institutional critique were first formulated, the likes of Dan Graham 
wanted to move or go beyond the gallery. It seems you are really framing 
the gallery space. Flagging the space, the frame, the wall, the floor, the 
objects within: this is your interest.

KL: Autobiography for No One is about frames within frames. You see 
the photo stands. There is a piece of plastic there and on this plastic there 
is a framing device. I made a list of all the cameras I have used and the 
ratio aspects, and then I did glue pours onto the clear plastic. There are all 
these different framing methods in this exhibition. Usually it is the camera 
that creates the blur, but I am making the material to create the blur. But it 
is still about capturing an image, but I am capturing an image through the 
material. Then there are the photo stands; there are all these reference 
points to photography. Also the glue changes color. It’s light sensitive like 
photography and it gets more yellow. 

Gwen Freeman: What would you suggest to somebody who wanted to 
design their own sets, but did not have a large budget?

KL: Do things as models, work things out as models, use cardboards, 
drywall. Drywall is really cheap, and there is lightweight drywall that you 
can actually lift easily. Cardboard is an amazing material and framing 
wood is pretty inexpensive. I am really into making models, and I use 
cardboard or foam core. You can also make openings into your model and 
have a camera in there so you can see, and you can get that height of a 
person or perspective, or do it on sketch up. I think models are incredibly 
useful if you are engaging the three-dimensional.

SS: Can you talk about abstraction in your work?

KL: Things get very abstracted. It’s interesting that so much of our lives 
is mediated through photography; the research that I do is often mediated 
through this. I start to do screen captures if I find images of 291 Gallery 
online, then I do screen captures of the vase on the ledge, and then I 
enlarge that vase on the ledge, and it’s getting pixelated. Or I photograph 
an installation photo of 291 Gallery from a book, and then I zoom in on 
the vase and get the dot matrix. The more of these versions of facsimiles 
you go through, the more abstracted these things become depending 
on the source. Some of them are screenshots from online videos, and 
then another part of my project is taking these same images and going to 
different photocopy places for reproductions. 

In my upcoming show at Susan Hobbs Gallery in Toronto, called Little 
Glow, I take five photographs that are close-up images of the burlap 
wall that was in 291 Gallery. One is from a book – you can see the dot 
matrix – one is a screenshot and still another is from an exhibition on 
Alfred Stieglitz held at the Metropolitan Museum where they printed a 
photograph of Stieglitz on canvas. I photographed that photo, so you can 
see the canvas texture. And photocopying is another way that the image 
is generated, and because the color balance shifts. Every photocopy that 
I have done is different. Again, all of this is talking about value and the 
question of the original and the copy. I reproduce each of the five photos 
108 times to make a total 540 sheets, in order to make the amount of 
the wall space I need to cover. You can see the shift in color, and what 
happens when it comes as a big grid, it becomes really atmospheric. It 
becomes almost like a sky-scape. 

The reference of course is to Stieglitz’s series of photographs called The 
Equivalents. These were photographs of clouds, which was a radical thing 
to do in the 1920s. They were considered some of the first abstract images 
in photography. I called the Presentation House Gallery show Underglow, 
because the history becomes the under glow for the contemporary work 
in the same way that getting under glow in painting requires other colors 
underneath. The whole thing ends up being a big grid in a really long 
space. My idea is that when you walk into the gallery they might move 
– you know how photocopies are sometimes shiny and sometimes not. I 
went to at least a 100 copy places all over North America and it is amazing 
how crappy some of the reproductions are – which I loved – or that 
sometimes there would be pink lines through them—which I would get 
really excited about. Also there is a group of the vase images, which has 
been mediated through different sources. It does not look like the same 
image, but it is. So it is just really about perpetual reproduction.

SS: In a sense, the gallery becomes one of a number of technologies of 
viewing or frames for you in that case. In terms of content it is there, but 
it’s not really there.
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KL: It is abstracted. It is mediated and deteriorating.

MN: The focus moves onto the image technology or the focus just shifts 
to the side to notice the role of the technology in facilitating the image. 

KL: Yes, also digital technology has its own texture that is invisible to us. I 
am making that digital texture or dot matrix the subject as well. Again it is 
because I like making the background the subject.

MN: It seems like with images that the support becomes visible only 
when the technology becomes obsolete. When painting started to become 
obsolete under photography, all of a sudden the focus shifted to painting 
as an object in the same way people fetishize Polaroid today.

KL: Yes, we sort of romanticize analogue technology now. I think there is 
a warmth and nostalgia. 

MN: Do photocopies have that warmth? 

KL: I am not sure. I really hope somebody will do some research on that, 
because I cannot quite figure it out. I know that photocopying is another 
way of making an image and it is light. But there is something more 
complex to the relationship than that. 

GF: The scanner as a photographic technology is similar. 
KL: Yes, it is light too. The image is a register of light and ink. But I think 
photocopying is a kind of undervalued way of making images today; it is 
temporary, disposable, and also light sensitive so the image fades.

Phoenix Thomas: I was wondering how you engage or deal with critics, 

who read a certain agenda into your work as breaking patriarchy. Some 
reviewers of your work have seen it as challenging the phallocentric world 
of architecture or other themes and concepts of that nature.

KL: I typically do not engage with that, as it was not the aim or goal I was 
pursuing, but it is funny that some have read this sort of thing into my 
work. I feel it is just the reviewer interjecting their own agenda into the 
work, which is a valid response in itself I guess.

Hassan Jamil: It is always hard for me to understand installation, but I 
get your work, and I think the reason why is that you pay a lot of attention 
to color and you work with color.

KL: The white pallet is full of colors. That is the fascinating thing about 
working with white. It is incredibly varied. Painters see my practice as 
quite painterly, and I appreciate that.

< http://www.kellylycan.com/splash.htm
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