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!
My PhD submission is made up of a constellation of three elements that form a body of 
textual material / theory and practice event / exhibition.  
 
(1) A dimension of critical writing or dissertation that has two parts:  
 

(a) Retrospective / Prospective: Activating the Archive,  
September 1, 2010                    pp. 1–132 
 
(b) an accretion of further analysis, Archive, Archived,  
Archiving, September 1, 2011.      pp. 133–222 
 
References        pp. 223–226 

 
(2) A testing of both archiving practice and its historical representation is carried out in 
the arms of the larger investigation, the book, Show and Tell: A Chronicle of Group 
Material (London: Four Corners, 2010 ISBN: 978-0956192813). Show and Tell 
demonstrates a primary analytic situation for the problematics of my research.  
[see Appendix B] 
 
(3) An exhibition Ever Ephemeral: Remembering and Forgetting in the Archive (Signal – 
Center for Contemporary Art, September 23, 2011 – November 13, 2011, and the Inter 
Arts Center, September 30, 2011 – October 30, 2011). Ever Ephemeral encompasses the 
triple functions of producing, presenting, and testing research. It will bring together 
reference points, in the forms of artworks, artifacts, publications, and writings, which are 
evocative of key concerns imbedded in the subject terrain. These include the plasticity of 
history, archiving and unarchiving, ways art can give history form, and chronology and 
counter-chronology. The inclusions lay open specific dialogues, which have contoured 
the research arena.  
 
Appendix A 
 
The following textual components are part of the exhibition, Ever Ephemeral: 
Remembering and Forgetting in the Archive. 
  
Checklist, Ever Ephemeral: Remembering  
and Forgetting in the Archive       pp. 228–230 
 
Alejandro Cesarco, Present Memory, 2010, text compiled  
by Cesarco, produced as booklet in exhibition.     pp. 231–242  

 



Time Frames: A Conversation, 2011, dialogue between Ault  
and Andrea Rosen about their decision to disperse Felix  
Gonzalez-Torres’s collection of clocks rather than archive  
them when he died. The clocks have been gathered from  
their respective owners for the occasion of this exhibition.  
The conversation is a take-away booklet in the exhibition.    pp. 243–256 

 
Julie Ault, 4195.6 feet: Geography of Time, 2010, text on  
James Benning (dir) casting a glance, 2007, produced as  
handout in exhibition.        pp. 257–263 

 
Julie Ault, Historical Inquiry as Subject and Object, 2010, 
essay on Group Material archive and book project,  
a take-away in exhibition.        pp. 264–268 

 
Doug Ashford, Julie Ault: Group Material. AIDS Timeline 
(Hatje Cantz, dOCUMENTA (13), 2011,  
ISBN 978-3-7757-2881-2)        pp. 269–283 

 
Rasmus Röhling, Self-Titled, 2009, text by Röhling  
imbedded in his work and a take-away in the exhibition.   pp. 284–286  

 
Julie Ault, Roni Horn, a compilation, 2010 [ongoing], 
text that derives from researching Horn’s journals to  
compose a personal chronology of the artist; exhibited  
in relation to a set of artists books by Horn.  
Extract produced for exhibition.      pp. 287–302 

 
Felix Gonzalez-Torres, “Untitled” (Portrait of Julie Ault),  
1991, the loan form for the work includes the text,  
materialization specifications, and terms of agreement.    pp. 303–307 
 
Appendix B           
 
A digital version of Show and Tell: A Chronicle of Group Material  
(London: Four Corners, 2010 ISBN: 978-0956192813). Show and Tell  
is evidence of a major test site for the problematics of my research.  pp. 309–444 
 
 
This body of research aims to illuminate the retrospective and prospective dimensions of 
archiving in practice. It investigates the consequences of registering previously 
unhistoricized art field events and practices into enduring public records. Additionally the 
research tests particular methods of historical representation that draw on the archive. 
Imbedded in this investigation is consideration of “exhibition” and “publication” as 
presentational forms for historical research. The liberties and limitations of each format 
are evaluated in the inquiry.  



  

Retrospective / Prospective: Activating the Archive 

Julie Ault 

 

Doctoral research in Visual Art at Malmö Art Academy, Lund University  

Submitted to Prof. Stuart Sim and Prof. Sarat Maharaj, September 1, 2010 

 

 

My research is concerned with archiving and historicizing practices, specifically how 

histories of ephemeral, indeterminate, and peripheral activities in the art field are 

registered in the archive and shaped into historical representations. This research 

expressly takes up the challenge of creating fitting representational forms in dynamic 

with particular cultural practices that have not yet been formally historicized (for example 

the artist Corita Kent, the collaborative Group Material).  

 

My aim in this writing is to trace the course of my doctoral research and analyze its 

process and findings. It is necessary to outline my previous historicizing forays in the 

archive alongside the specific endeavors of the research in order to chart the effects, 

problematics, and yields of writing peripheral practices into art history.  

 

Given that my art practice involves a diverse relationship to form, this consideration 

includes probing the path of key production shifts, for example from exhibition making to 

publishing and from collaboration to independent work, as well as evaluating the liberties 

and limitations of each differentiation in format, method, and distribution mode.  

 

Descriptive narration, empirical information, critical analysis, multifaceted reflection, and 

extracts from earlier essays that demonstrate my thinking in temporal contexts are joined 

here. Projects generated in the doctoral framework are delineated and cross-wired with 

prior endeavors influential on my thinking, the further meanings of which have been 

clarified within the research process.  
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Exhibition Enthusiasm  

 

I love exhibitions and I love making them. For many years I began public presentations 

with similar declaration. Social spaces. Immersive contexts. Experiential systems. Model 

worlds. Aesthetic explorations. Educative environments. Intellectual and somatic 

stimulation. As a user I prize the medium for its communicative, pedagogic, and 

entertaining possibilities. As a practitioner I value the diverse activities and social 

processes that exhibition making encompass: the conceptual labor of identifying a subject 

and developing its shape; generating a structure; researching and distilling ideas and 

information; curating and editorializing; engaging symbolic, spatial, visual, aesthetic, and 

presentational issues; working with artists and other cultural producers and agents; 

collaborating with institutions on administration and realization; and documenting and 

representing after the fact. A thinking, finding, and formalizing process with exposure 

built in. 

 

I delineated my cultural interest in the form at a conference in 2000: 

 

Why exhibitions? Exhibitions are sites where art and artifact are made 

public, where social processes and contexts that art and other kinds of 

production come from can be described or represented to viewers. 

Exhibitions are social spaces, where meanings, narratives, histories, and 

functions of cultural materials are actively produced. They are 

intersections where art, artist, institution, and viewer meet. 

 The field of exhibition making is an arena of action which I 

critically address through the practice itself. I want to challenge the 

division of labor between artists and curators through the methods I 

employ making exhibitions. Although my activities as an artist sometimes 

appear to mirror those of a curator, I don’t call myself a curator for a 

number of reasons: because of its historical association to connoisseurship 

and elitism; in order to make visible a subjective approach which curators 
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don’t necessarily avow; to emphasize exhibition-making as a form of 

cultural production; and to claim artistic license.  

 Distinct from common institutional or academic curatorial models, 

I view the curated exhibition as akin to an artwork in which every 

conceptual and concrete aspect involves choice rather than adherence to 

convention. Therefore I think it is crucial to approach exhibition-making 

activities newly in relation to the particular contents or material to be 

exposed. Display and presentational modes are necessarily flexible. My 

aim is to produce exhibitions and presentational environments which self-

reflexively consider the context(s) the artworks / practices extend from, as 

well as the new context(s) being posited by / in the exhibition.1 

 

My education in exhibition making began while working in the New York based artists 

collaborative Group Material (1979–1996). Within that framework I worked on nearly 

fifty exhibitions, including Primer (for Raymond Williams), 1982, at Artists Space, New 

York; Americana, 1985, at the Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; The 

Castle, 1987, in documenta 8, Kassel, and Democracy, 1988, at the Dia Foundation for 

the Arts, New York. Since the group’s dissolution I have independently and 

collaboratively organized another dozen expositions including Cultural Economies: 

Histories from the Alternative Arts Movement, 1996, The Drawing Center, New York; 

Power Up: Sister Corita and Donald Moffett, 1997, Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, and 

an expanded version in 2000 at the UCLA Hammer Museum, Los Angeles; and Outdoor 

Systems, indoor distribution, 2000, in collaboration with Martin Beck, at NGBK in 

Berlin. In the last decade, together with Beck, I designed an additional twenty exhibitions 

including The Rise of the Picture Press, 2002, at the International Center for Photography 

in New York, and X–Screen. Film Installations and Actions of the 1960s and 1970s, 

2003, as well as Changing Channels. Art and Television 1963–1987, 2010, both at 

Museum Moderner Kunst in Vienna.  
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                             Group Material, Primer (for Raymond Williams), 1982, Artists Space, New York 
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      Group Material, Americana, 1985, The Whitney Museum of American Art, New York 
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      Group Material, Democracy: Education, 1988, Dia Art Foundation, New York 

 

 
       Group Material, Politics and Election, 1988, Dia Art Foundation, New York 

6



  

 
      Julie Ault, Cultural Economies: Histories from the Alternative Arts Movement, 1996, 
      The Drawing Center, New York 
 

 
      Julie Ault, Power Up: Sister Corita and Donald Moffett, Interlocking, 2000,  
      UCLA Hammer Museum, Los Angeles 
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    Julie Ault, Martin Beck, Outdoor Systems, Indoor Distribution, 2000, Neue Gesellschaft für Bildende Kunst, Berlin 
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      Exhibition design by Julie Ault, Martin Beck, The Rise of the Picture Press, 2002, 
      International Center for Photography, New York 
 

 
Exhibition design by Julie Ault, Martin Beck, Changing Channels: Artists and Television, 1963–1985, 2010, 
Museum Moderner Kunst, Vienna 
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Exhibition Ambivalence 

 

In the spring of 2005 Martin Beck and I visited the Secession in Vienna where we were 

invited to create an exhibition to take place the following year. The situation was a blank 

slate; we could do whatever we wanted provided it was financially feasible. Neither of us 

had ready objects to show, nor a ready subject we wanted to address. Instead we spent 

some time in the main gallery in search of context, perspective, and inspiration.  

 

A group of artists seeking to escape the dominance of academicism and historicism near 

the end of the 19th century founded the Secession, wanting to liberate display of art from 

periodized environments and produce an apt modern presentational context. The 

Secession exhibition hall is a quintessential white cube prototype. The gallery’s cool 

blankness is a strong presence: a spacious symmetrical room with a gridded glass ceiling 

evenly distributes the fluorescent light it filters. The seemingly neutral white cube 

became the favored setting for modern art and has also been adopted widely by 

contemporary galleries and art institutions. The ubiquity of such spaces renders them 

nearly invisible, thereby consolidating their authority to reinforce and reproduce existing 

power configurations that undergird the production and circulation of art. The white cube 

has persistently been contested and subverted by both artists and curators in diverse ways. 

Deconstruction notwithstanding, the functionality of this codified type of space 

perseveres.2  

 

As Beck and I entered the Secession’s sizeable gallery to look around, almost 

immediately I had ideas of how to symbolically intervene and invigorate it, and in the 

process, challenge its acquired authority. Just as quickly, enthusiasm turned to dismay: 

this isn’t how I want to work – relying on a set of tested tools and devices that do the trick 

to transform a space. The ideas were legitimate but that they were so readily apparent 

seemed problematic. I perceived the space in black-and-white terms as something to be 

affirmed or disputed. At that moment I realized I’d been making too many exhibitions for 

too many years. What was once a passion had inadvertently become custom. I had 
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internalized external expectations to deliver a dynamic and vivid exhibition product with 

inbuilt criticality. But I was not feeling it. A hiatus was in order in the near future. 

 

Ultimately Beck and I fashioned an exhibition titled, Installation, 2006, which factored in 

this initial dispiriting experience. Installation highlighted the different branches of our 

practices, which include working both independently and together. Artist, designer, 

collaborator, curator, writer, teacher, historian, and editor suggest the primary positions 

and methods these practices embody. Installation brought diverse modes of authorship 

that customarily use disparate distribution circuits into dialogue within a coherent space 

articulated specifically for the Secession. 

 

Beck and I had frequently used architectural alteration and color treatment to formulate a 

space, however, at the Secession we instead left the permanent walls “as is” to highlight 

the gallery’s white cube status as both historical artifact of innovation and present-day 

policy. We mounted a series of photographs by Felix Gonzalez-Torres, “Untitled” 

(Natural History), 1990, on the permanent walls. Using twelve elements the work 

photographically charts a lexicon of cultural roles ascribed to Theodore Roosevelt, which 

are etched in the exterior walls of New York’s Museum of Natural History: Patriot, 

Historian, Ranchman, Scientist, Soldier, Humanitarian, Author, Conservationist, 

Naturalist, Scholar, Explorer, and Statesman. Superimposing the exterior of one 

institution onto the interior or another, “Untitled” (Natural History) points 

metaphorically toward the institutional framing of artists the Secession incessantly 

enacts. This inclusion also referenced the monograph on Gonzalez-Torres’s work I had 

been editing that was being released at the same time of the Secession show, in order to 

underscore editorial activity as a facet of my practice which is entwined with the 

exhibition medium. Installation otherwise consisted of an arrangement of works – both 

individually and collaboratively authored by Beck and myself, which I won’t detail here 

– and freestanding installation fixtures we fashioned specifically for the Secession which 

functioned as display architecture.  

 

11



  

 
 

 
       Julie Ault, Martin Beck, Installation, 2006, Secession, Vienna 
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Exhibition Anxiety 

 

The incongruity between the principles I proclaimed – “exhibition is an open form to be 

constantly newly engaged” – and what had become my routine relating to exhibition 

space was a dismaying dilemma that I wanted to address. There were other dilemmas as 

well, which seemed beyond my control. I had become increasingly disturbed by the gulf 

between the enormous energy put into making exhibitions and their temporal life and 

somewhat random usage. Employing the exhibitory form to cut together and present 

intricate compounds of artistic production and information and to stimulate subtle 

thinking seemed out of step with the average brevity of viewing time afforded them. 

Decipherability is further rendered superficial after the fact. Circulation of ephemeral 

situations to secondary audiences is important but inadequate. One or two installation 

photographs generally stand in as iconic representatives, a far cry from the involvedness 

of experiencing an exhibition. For me, the communicative effectiveness of exhibition was 

in doubt. To some degree, I’d lost my taste not only for creating exhibitions but also for 

visiting them. Sensitized to their limitations and discouraged by repetitious experiences, 

my passionate regard for the form as a site of excitement and possibility was waning. 

Another factor, which has only become discernable retrospectively, is the multifaceted 

change in the culture of museums and display. Over time, some of the strategies I had 

applied in exhibition work with Group Material and with Beck, as well as many other 

artists’ approaches, were being newly negotiated by museum curators, educators, and 

exhibition designers, which in a sense made “our” methods less necessary, changing the 

perspective for such work. The following discussion about one Group Material project 

and relevant cultural shifts observed several years later illustrates this condition.  

 

Group Material had engaged the temporary exhibition as its medium since 1980 in part to 

posit exhibition as forum, a material and visual dialogue designed around a thematic. The 

group purposefully used a salon-style installation strategy to diagram combinations of art 

and artifacts as social bodies rather than emphasizing individual elements or advancing 

the notion of art as autonomous activity. Group Material often used material and color 

devices to create symbolic layers of meaning in its exhibitions, which also challenged the 
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supposed objectivity of curatorial activity and purported neutrality of the white wall. The 

following recollection of the Americana exhibition made for the 1985 Whitney Biennial, 

provides an example of the collaborative’s exhibition making methods in terms of both 

deep curatorial design and surface materialization: 

 

Since the Whitney Museum defines its biennial exhibition as a survey of 

the most significant recent art, its very structure raises questions about 

criteria for selection, the politics of inclusion and exclusion, and the 

consequences of museum validation. In Group Material’s view, generally 

speaking, the Biennial [at that time] expressed an overdetermined narrow 

vision of art practices and production, manifest as a greatest hits of what 

had been previously validated through sales in the commercial galleries, 

with a trade-fair environment, and didn't attend to broader definitions of 

cultural production or social contexts. . . .  

 We developed an exhibition titled Americana and engaged 

critically with notions of what American culture is and how curatorial 

practices have supported a monolithic notion of American art. Group 

Material decided to make a model of our own biennial, a salon des 

refuses, of what was significantly absent, excluded through curatorial 

business-as-usual from the Whitney Museum. Americana took issue with 

the exclusivity and whitewashed picture of American art proposed and 

supported by dominant cultural institutions such as the Whitney, and in a 

non-didactic manner opened curatorial practice to scrutiny.  

Americana included work by overtly socially engaged artists, 

many of whom were women and artists of color and popular “commercial 

artists,” as well as store-bought objects from so-called low culture. In 

terms of the look of the show, it was designed to be dense and layered, 

viewed first as a whole (as democratic) rather than as discrete 

(autonomous) objects. Strips of Contact Paper, the inexpensive decorative 

self-adhesive wallpaper, in diverse patterns, mostly coded as “American,” 

were laid like stripes from floor to ceiling, forming a ground of diverse 
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designs upon which objects were hung. Over fifty artists’ works were 

selected for inclusion, as well as products from supermarkets and 

department stores. Store-bought items, such as a selection of laundry 

detergents, were installed in groupings that – with a degree of irony – 

demonstrated “freedom of choice.” A television was hooked up which 

broadcast whatever was on major network programming continuously. A 

washing machine and dryer dominated center stage as the only other 

sculptural elements. A soundtrack made up of songs “representative of 

America” sampled from various genres was on continuous play. The total 

effect of Americana was over-stimulating with no space in the room left 

“neutral.”3 

 

 

 

 
      Group Material, Americana, 1985, The Whitney Museum of American Art, New York 
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      Group Material, Americana, 1985, The Whitney Museum of American Art, New York 
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When Americana was shown in 1985 some critics regarded it as a pluralistic mess, and 

were particularly averse to the integration of popular culture and fine art. Furthermore it 

was characterized by some as a spectacle that did not belong in the Whitney Museum. 

For example Kim Levin lamented in the Village Voice,  

 

What is there to say about a Whitney Biennial in which the most 

provocative and subversive thing is a LeRoy Neiman hanging on the 

museum’s walls? It’s not the picture that’s provocative but the perverse 

fact: the shock of schlock being sanctified, even if it is done tongue-in-

cheek. What does it say about the state of our minds – and the state of art – 

that this is the hideous thrill of the day? Have we finally sunk so low? . . . 

If Group Material’s titillating, weakly rebellious installation lacks the 

grubby strength of the Times Square Show nearly five years ago, it does 

provide a hook to hang this year’s Biennial on: commodity time is here. 

It’s nice that Group Material tried to outwit the Whitney curators with its 

laundry room, even if it ended up doing the dirty work for them.4 

 

To which Group Material replied:  

 

Contrary to Kim Levin’s assumptions, Group Material wasn’t used by the 

Whitney to any greater extent than its resources and visibility were used 

by us to present a critical model of what we believe an American 

museum’s biennial should be. . . . Does Levin really believe it takes a 

clever critic to understand how institutions manipulate the meaning and 

reception of culture?  

If you really want a “radical shakeup,” why stop at the Biennial? 

The entire culture industry needs to be overhauled. Americana is but one 

small demonstration toward a program of cultural change. It was not 

designed for the Whitney, or for art critics, but for the large public which 

Levin contemptuously reduces to “students, tourists, novices, and art 

investors. 5 
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Of course that was twenty-five years ago, and the contemporary art museum is, in some 

respects, a different animal now. During the 1990s and the early 2000s, in the aftermath 

of controversies over grants made in 1989 by the National Endowment for the Arts 

(NEA) to exhibitions by Robert Mapplethorpe and Andres Serrano, which resulted in the 

field of contemporary art being branded as elite in the popular imagination as well as 

profound cuts in federal and state cultural funding, U.S. museum culture recouped itself 

in the public mind. The American art world of the early 1990s demonstrated an under-

siege mentality where many arts organizations sought to counter the charge of elitism by 

proving their social value to larger portions of the population and quantifying that value 

by engaging underserved communities and marginalized groups as well as dramatically 

upping middle-class visitorship. Institutions competed for corporate sponsors and paying 

audiences. Strategies for reinvigorating and redefining museums and their programs were 

implemented. At the exhibition level, popularizing devices such as interactivity, social 

(sometimes called relational) aesthetics, educational arenas attached to shows, and 

exhibition design as seductive device, were all embraced. Compulsory popularization has 

produced a mixed bag of results: lively atmospheres that are often incredibly crowded 

(the overpopulating of the museum); new publics for art; perpetual expansionism in the 

form of new buildings galore by celebrity architects; a multiplicity of visitor engagement, 

appreciation, and education programs; and more. These tactics have effectively drawn 

ever-increasing attendance at contemporary museums. New York’s Museum of Modern 

Art is a prime example. Following its lavish expansion / renovation by architect Yoshio 

Taniguchi, finished in 2004, visitorship rose dramatically – reportedly by about a million 

visitors annually, as did the price of admission, from $12 to $20. Formerly a destination 

to behold curatorial depth, scholarship, and innovation – from the work of Alfred Barr in 

the 1930s to Kirk Varnedoe in the 1990s, MoMA’s transformation to some degree 

deprioritized scholarship in favor of marquee appeal, monumentalizing, and spectacle. 

The MoMA effect treats every show like a blockbuster, from the Bauhaus (Bauhaus 

1919–1933: Workshops for Modernity, 2009–2010,6 to Marina Abramovi!: The Artist is 

Present, 2010. The lines outside and the always-crowded galleries attest to its 

mushrooming popularity. This mindset of growth changes the way museums view 
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themselves, their personnel, and their viewers, and both subtly and dramatically 

reshuffles priorities. 

 

As a consequence of these circumstances, exhibitions are commonly called upon to 

seduce and entertain viewers not only through the collection and interpretation of art and 

artifacts shown, but through aesthetic address – the creation of an object theater or 

spectacular environment, created with spatial and architectural techniques, alluring 

signage and way finding devices, textual and audiovisual interpretation and 

contextualization, graphic and photomural tools, wall treatments, customized display 

structures, and creative lighting. Exhibition design is symptomatic of this shift of 

attention to broad audience and has become prevalent to both positive and negative 

effect. In this set-up, viewer experience gets designed, if not engineered, on every level. 

On the positive end, presentation is being consciously attended to, distinct from 

bureaucratization of mechanical modernist style installation (“widely spaced at eye 

level”), which was de rigueur for some time, and it is often done so intelligently, with 

captivating results. On the negative end of the scale there is a fair amount of exhibition 

design that appears to rely on superficial use of color, graphic, and referential installation 

treatments to simply jazz things up.7 I perceive a discrepancy of intentions between “deep 

design” developed as content from an engagement with subject matter, material, and 

intangibles, exemplified by Group Material’s Americana, and superficial referential 

stylization imposed on a subject, that can result in as little as pulling colors from works to 

use as backdrop color or to create a sequence of colorful rooms. The current exhibition 

Leon Golub: Live & Die Like a Lion?, 2010, on view at The Drawing Center is a case in 

point. The exhibition consists of over fifty intimate drawings Golub made during the last 

five years of his life. A deep rust color that frequently occurs in the drawings has been 

used as a paint color to cover the gallery walls entirely. The small-scale drawings were 

then mounted equidistantly around the room on a uniform eye level. The compelling 

works are terribly undermined by the bold color, which there is no apparent reason for. 

Does such treatment stem from insecurity about the work’s ability to captivate viewers? 

This is but one very simple example of the tendency to “jazz things up,” “make works 
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sing,” “tweak the work,” etc. through “design motives,” in a bid to prove to viewers the 

museum is not the stuffy elitist white-washed place of yesteryear. 

 

The institutionalization of exhibition design is a sign of the times, and to some degree 

reflects legitimate efforts to revive and disseminate exhibitions and combat the highbrow 

stiffness implied in modernist style presentation modes. Witnessing this development has 

been exciting and disconcerting in equal measure, and has been a strange counterpoint to 

the methodical engagement with exhibition as context, and with display as discourse that 

I have been involved with over time. 

 

 

Professional Paradigm Shift8 

 

I have learned to heed such junctures of doubt like that encountered at the Secession as 

indication of an approaching production shift – in that instance, from creating exhibitions 

in art spaces to pursuing the portable enduring form of publication. But more on that 

advance later.  

 

Around 1990 I experienced a work crisis that led me to act on the elusive dissatisfaction I 

felt putting my energies into the art field at the time. My interest in art had in large part 

been for its perceived radical potential and social agency. However, I had been feeling 

increasingly uneasy about the way politics were sidelined and timidly registered in art 

institutions – how cultural politics functioned as a kind of compensation. I often reflected 

on Group Material’s complicity in this cultural scheme.  

 

A year later, when Group Material reconfigured the exhibition AIDS Timeline for the 

1991 Whitney Biennial, my frustration with this circuitry and our function reached a 

zenith. Whitney curator Lisa Phillips, who we likewise worked with on Americana, 

invited the group to restage AIDS Timeline, in the Whitney’s lobby gallery for the 1991 

Biennial. The exhibition was initially created for the Berkeley University Art Museum in 

1989 and re-versioned for the Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford a year later. AIDS 
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Timeline was composed of art, artifacts, documentary material, and information cut 

together in a chronologically structured tracking of the AIDS crisis in the U.S.  

 

Group Material was then composed of Doug Ashford, Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Karen 

Ramspacher, and myself. We were somewhat troubled with the Whitney’s embrace of 

AIDS Timeline in light of its institutional silence on the subject to date. Optimistically the 

Whitney curatorial team was sincere, but we could not help feeling Group Material was 

being asked to take care of their need to acknowledge the AIDS crisis, in lieu of ongoing 

responsiveness or a deeper commitment to addressing how AIDS was transforming 

society and culture. Felix and I had some misgivings about repeating the show, preferring 

to develop an altogether different strategy for addressing the subject of AIDS in an 

exhibition format, one that might, for instance, leave out artworks per se in favor of 

something more strictly informational. Karen and Doug were amenable with regenerating 

the Timeline and reluctant to beginning a project anew. However, it was important to all 

of us to use the platform one way or another. Unable to agree on a fresh start we opted to 

reconfigure AIDS Timeline one last time, reflecting the recent development and local 

specificity of the pandemic and responses to it. The exhibition was eagerly received; it 

was no doubt worthwhile, but the group’s practice did not develop through the rather 

perfunctory process. The situation was draining and highlighted Group Material’s stasis 

as well as individuals’ discontent. AIDS Timeline at the Whitney was the group’s sixth 

AIDS-related project in four years, which combined with personal situations and losses 

as well as other activist community involvements, produced a kind of emotional burnout 

and overload. We discussed taking a time-out to digest recent cultural shifts and to 

reinvent our practice, but it was difficult to actually get off the treadmill we’d been on for 

so long to make such a clearing.  
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     Group Material, AIDS Timeline, 1989, University Art Museum, Berkeley 
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     Group Material, AIDS Timeline, 1989, University Art  
     Museum, Berkeley 
 

 
    Group Material, AIDS Timeline (New York: 1991), 1991, Whitney Museum of American Art 
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I had been working in the collaboration since 1979. In need of change, and disillusioned 

with what I thought at the time to be the art world’s shallow co-opting relationship to 

sociopolitical practice, I enrolled at Hunter College in 1991 to study political science. 

The move was fueled by the fantasy of transitioning into politics proper, where I 

imagined a more rigorous context of ideas and collaboration existed, and a keener sense 

of cause and effect would be discernable. Coupled with a yearning to escape the art 

industry and its machinery that I was ambivalent about, made for a ridiculously naïve 

idealistic outlook going in. 

 

(The decision to go back to school coincided with personal change as well. Since 1980 I 

had been married to Andres Serrano, the artist whose photograph, Piss Christ, 1987, 

channeled the outrage and rhetoric of Donald Wildmon, director of the American Family 

Association in 1989. Wildmon launched a national campaign against public funding for 

the arts using Serrano and Robert Mapplethorpe’s exhibition, The Perfect Moment, as 

emblems of what he and many others perceived as the disastrous affects of governmental 

funding on the fabric of American society. Wildmon alerted Republican Senators 

Alphonse D’Amato (NY) and Jesse Helms (NC), and the NEA became the subject of 

heated debate in Congress and in the news. For many months beginning in May of 1989 

the controversy and Andres Serrano were discussed in the New York Times on a daily 

basis. While the art world largely defended Robert Mapplethorpe’s rights as an artist, 

Serrano lacked reputation, market or other support structure; many art world 

spokespeople seemed unable or unwilling to advocate on behalf of his work. Christian 

groups lobbied hard and made it clear to museums receiving public support that were 

they to exhibit Serrano’s work, they would be boycotted and memberships would be 

cancelled. Serrano and Mapplethorpe were used as political footballs. The pressures of 

the situation and the elongated period of debate it ushered in are difficult to convey. 

Witnessing up close how Serrano’s work and words were distorted in the media, the 

collective imagination, and even in the art world was demoralizing to say the least. It also 

provided an education into how publicity culture works. Publicization impacted Serrano 

dramatically as he went from being a relatively unknown emerging artist to an (in)famous 

one overnight. I won’t detail the affects on him or us personally, but the circumstances 
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sent us in different directions and we decided to part in 1990. My general art field 

disenchantment was further deepened by the NEA debate and the instrumentalization of 

an artist I was close to for the so-called Culture War. I suspect this fueled my desire to go 

into seek mode and return to school.) 

 

At Hunter College, I was surprised by the conservative terrain of the political science 

division, which appeared to be largely a state department and national security feeder, 

and by the cynical attitudes I encountered while working for two local politicians, first on 

policy research, and then in constituent services. While working as a research intern in 

New York State Senator Roy Goodman’s office, I was instructed to plow through various 

media reports and topical literature in search of problems that could be developed into 

research topics for the office. If an issue was then pursued, the goal was for the office to 

publish a report on the matter that Senator Goodman would present at a press conference, 

garnering news attention for his role as a community advocate. Identifying the right kind 

of theme to take up was tricky business; it had to be newsworthy, of interest to 

Goodman’s Republican constituency, with perhaps a touch of controversy. School 

dysfunction, environmental protection, landmark or land use debates, healthcare – all 

fine, us research assistants were told. “But don’t look into AIDS, unless it has to do with 

children, AIDS babies are ok.”  

 

Working at ground level constituent services for City Councilman Antonio Pagan was 

marginally more elevating given that an individual’s problem, for instance housing or 

utilities related might get temporarily solved, but this was primarily an exercise in 

navigating the intricate purview of city agencies in order to trace responsibility for 

specific problems. For example, toxic emissions from a restaurant affecting the residents 

in the apartment across the alley were surprisingly not the responsibility of any agency 

whatsoever because the fumes fell between the oversight cracks of the Department of 

Environmental Protection and Department of Buildings – they both thought it was the 

other’s dilemma.  
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An anecdote is not an argument, but these glimpses into the realm of politics deflated my 

idealism to the point that ultimately I concluded that mainstream electoral politics were 

more cynical than anything I’d experienced thus far in culture. Of course this was only an 

impression and was not anchored in any substantial experience or critical truth. The 

political field at large is obviously far from monolithic, but I was fixated on mainstream 

politics, which are more methodologically homogeneous than the expanded political 

field, which includes para, marginal, alternative, and anarchistic activities and structures. 

My generalization was absurd, and in hindsight it appears I used my “findings” as an alibi 

upon recognizing I lacked the desire and ability to effectively fit into the highly codified 

field; the idealistic attitude and arty style I brought to the table were grossly incongruent. 

The option I neglected to seriously consider was channeling my cultural and political 

interests into political culture in one form or another rather than focusing on the politics 

of culture. Nonetheless, I went running back to the art field to do precisely that, with 

nagging though relatively diffused disquiet in tow.  

 

After several years of one foot in one foot out, and a handful of projects, I initiated the 

disbanding of the group in 1996. At the time it was composed of Doug Ashford and 

myself; recent collaboration with two newer members since 1994, Thomas Eggerer and 

Jochen Klein was by then waning. Felix Gonzalez-Torres, who was a colleague in Group 

Material as well as my closest friend for many years, died from AIDS-related causes in 

January 1996. (Felix’s death at the age of 38 subtly influenced my professional decisions 

for a long time thereafter, a thread I will pick up shortly. For one thing, I adopted a more 

‘if not now when’ attitude and enacted changes I had long contemplated.) The letter I sent 

Doug captures my thinking on stopping our collaboration. 

 

Group Material has to formally come to an end. We’ve been in death 

throes for five years, despite some OK projects and travels. Group 

Material has been in a state of dissolution, not as we positively framed it – 

reinvention or shift. From my perspective we have not had a sustained 

vital satisfying practice for a long time now. Rather, we’ve been 

upholding a fiction of continuity. I have turned this situation around in my 
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mind excessively and every which way, but always arrive at this same 

conclusion. It’s necessary to articulate GM’s ending. 

Perhaps some of our confusion about continuing has come from 

being in between a group, a community, and an institution, and not 

wanting to lose histories or possibilities. . . .   

I’m clear that I do not want to work on any more projects as Group 

Material. . . . Neither do I want to negate GM’s history. I believe the best 

way to honor that history is to not allow it be watered down by doing 

lower-level, less compelling work. . . . Holding on to Group Material as a 

practice and identity obscures the necessary processes of identifying other 

ways of working.9  

 

With Group Material’s ending, I had the illusion of liberation. I was also paralyzed over 

how to proceed working. I felt self-conscious and didn’t want to be the one doing the solo 

album after the breakup that sounds reminiscent of the group only not as good. On the 

other hand, all my ideas and energy had gone into the collaboration for sixteen years, so I 

soon grasped that Group Material ending need not require I amputate my ways of 

thinking and working or switch gears altogether. Rather, I needed to shape new work 

structures, including individually, and possibly find new forms, while accepting that 

whatever was ahead extended from Group Material and was likely to overlap 

methodologically, as well as stylistically, to some degree. Naturally his didn’t happen 

overnight, but was a process of realization. 

 

Finishing at Hunter College I became nervous about the question rumbling in my head, 

“what’s next?” (So anxious in fact that I withdrew from school for a semester, toying 

with the idea of not finishing at all, until a close friend in academia poked through my 

ambivalence and convinced me I should get the Bachelor’s degree I had been working 

toward.) While visiting a show at The Drawing Center one day I ran into Ann Philbin, its 

director, who asked exactly that, “what’s next?” At a loss, I simply said I had no idea. 

She suggested I work up a proposal for an exhibition project for The Drawing Center, as 

part of a competition for a substantial project grant offered by the New York State 
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Council on the Arts NYSCA). That proposal was selected and I embarked on the research 

and exhibition project, Cultural Economies: Histories from the Alternative Arts 

Movement, NYC, 1996, The Drawing Center, New York. For a host of reasons, including 

that Congress, since the end of 1989, had decimated public funding for contemporary art, 

the alternative nonprofit art network was on the verge of becoming history. The NYSCA 

grant was a call to historicize some aspect of the alternative arts field, with the intention 

of ultimately resuscitating it. Cultural Economies proposed to analyze the growth and 

decline of the movement, focusing on its preconditions and economic and sociopolitical 

contexts as well as its artistic and community realizations. Cultural Economies included 

artworks by individuals and groups who were closely identified with particular 

alternative endeavors, in combination with ephemeral material and photographic 

documentation that charted the activities of a range of alternative art structures. I 

compiled a set of adhoc dossiers on a range of spaces and groups, which constituted a 

research and reading area at the core of the exhibition. A sequence of articles that report 

on relevant activities and conditions drawn from daily and weekly press records (1969–

1995), which stress real time, accessibility, and the newsworthy quality of alternative and 

adhoc events, comprises the accompanying catalogue.10 

 

 
      Julie Ault, Cultural Economies, 1996, The Drawing Center, New York 
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Cultural Economies was the first project I organized individually post-Group Material. It 

was motivated by a perceived collective need to examine the then current juncture of the 

alternative arts network, and by the desire to understand my personal history, given that 

Group Material’s practice was rooted in the contexts Cultural Economies took up. The 

project also enacted my professional shift from the group into a solo action. Exercising 

my individual voice in public was both welcome and formidable. Not belaboring and 

debating every thought and decision with collaborative partners was a new luxury as well 

as an unfamiliar responsibility.  

 

I believe this turn toward historicizing was additionally stimulated by the university 

studies which, through the lenses of political science and art history, equipped me with 

new analytic tools and a deeper grasp of history as a field of study and operation. And 

clearly, Group Material’s earlier foray into history writing in AIDS Timeline was a 

foundation. Until then I had no sense of connection to history, of how personal and public 

narratives intertwine. Young and naïve, I’d been relatively ignorant of history in general 

and antagonistic to the idea of the past as subject matter. But the accumulation of life 

experience and endings – the AIDS-related deaths of many young friends and colleagues, 

parting from Serrano, disillusionment over artistic and political agency, Felix’s death, and 

the dissolution of Group Material, brought the notion of history “home.” New awareness 

of “having history” and of being “in history” took hold, which was both enlarging and 

inhibiting. Although I am somewhat reluctant to probe the specifics for fear of over-

psychologizing and getting into it all, it seems that Felix’s death was a particularly 

influential context on my turn toward historicizing, (the need to decipher events and 

contextualize? as a distancing device?), and on another shift I would make, toward the 

relatively lasting form of the book as preferred medium.  

 

 

Under the Umbrella Artist 

 

While reviewing the announcement materials for Cultural Economies before they went to 

press I found that they read, “Curated by Julie Ault.” Shocked by the curatorial 
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identification I rejected the characterization and changed the material to read, “Organized 

by Julie Ault.” The distinction mattered for the reasons mentioned earlier – to sidestep 

the connoisseurship connotation, to stress subjectivity, to invoke artistic license, and 

because I did not want to give up the relative autonomy the artist role entails. 

Instinctively I felt I would be treated less deferentially if I were a curator, that I would be 

expected to sympathize and identify with institutional agendas over others. Remaining an 

artist was strategic. Artistic integrity could always be invoked at moments of conflict. 

And after all, I was an artist; despite that what I was doing involved and resembled 

curating and was later to morph in other directions as well. 

 

Having a somewhat investigational relationship to form means I frequently take on 

methods from other arenas as part of my art practice. In addition to adopting curatorial 

activities, I’ve turned to editorial pursuit as artistic practice, using publication as a primary 

medium for translating exhibitory thinking into a distributable form. I sometimes employ 

text as medium, and sometimes take on an apparently design role. This is not linear 

development. What I learn in one area influences and cross-connects with what I do in 

another. Recurrent refreshing is built into this practice that depends on openness to form 

and new ways of working, as well as on the exchange between and joining of modes. 

 

Authoring artistic identity fluidly and subtlety is a formidable challenge given how 

cultural forces label. Even though artists have for decades moved freely between media 

and methods, I find myself variously described as an artist, curator and, since operating in 

publishing, an art historian. Perhaps the particular confusion arises due to the contingent 

and ephemeral aspects of my practice, and because there is nothing at stake market-wise 

to necessitate or encourage firm definition. The discussion of professional categorizations 

and the art world division of labor they attest to is by now familiar, possibly even 

disingenuous to some degree. On the one hand, artist, curator, critic, historian are no 

longer regarded strictly as fixed positions either in theory or in practice, but rather, are 

widely interpreted as inclinations and processes. Many people’s overarching practices are 

hybrid; they move between arenas of agency and ways of working, even if they identify 

as one over another for professional expediency. On the other hand, twentieth century 
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divisions are slow to dissolve. Even as the art system seems to, in principle, embrace 

hybridity, indeterminacy, and free flow, these are frequently contradicted by ground level 

conditions. Consider for instance the criticisms and sniping over curators Catherine 

David, Hans-Ulrich Obrist, or Jens Hoffman, for example, who have been perceived as 

getting too (overtly) involved in the production of ideas and art, instead of facilitation,  

and thereby eclipsing the artist. How loose or intact the categorizations remain depends 

from what vantage point in the art field, academia, or society at large one sits. (Try 

explaining an indeterminate art practice to the immigration officer at JFK or Heathrow.) 

The classifications of curator, artist, critic, and historian are permeable yet they can still 

function as boundaries that are raised strategically – for career or territorial purposes – 

and just as easily retracted. Mirroring this flexibility, I sway between insisting on the 

artist handle for its openness, answering to curator or art historian when specific goals are 

served by that identification, and regarding these classifications as irrelevant and 

outmoded. Personally I’ve grown tired of objecting to short-hand labels of mode as well 

as efforts to assign genre, including political art, community-based, institutional critique, 

and relational aesthetics. Regardless of resolve, one cannot control the tides of 

perception. Rather than repeating the debates ad infinitum I often opt for the path of  

least resistance. 

 

 

From Closets to Histories 

 

AIDS Timeline had been benchmark for Group Material in terms of research. We engaged 

in a more rigorous investigation than ever before in order to comprehend and portray how 

AIDS was allowed to develop into a far-reaching national crisis. The group researched 

the fields of medical and scientific industries, governmental statistics and policies, media 

representations – particularly stigmatization of people with AIDS which linked 

representation to public opinion and allocation of resources, and grassroots and activist 

responses by affected communities. A chronology of information from those arenas 

resulted; primarily driven by the timeline text complied by the group.  
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While we believed our research to be legitimate, none of us were academically trained 

(or, in retrospect, had common sense on that score it would seem); we did not keep track 

of sources whatsoever as we selected and compiled information. We simply presented the 

pieced together totality as a web of uncontested facts, without stating their context, which 

for exhibition purposes seemed acceptable. Regarding history as construction, we cut and 

pasted our collected version of the chronology of AIDS.  

 

The exhibition received a great deal of critical attention as well as visitors. When 

University of California Press showed interest in translating the project into a book form, 

we realized our limitations and opted out of a publication on the grounds that it would 

have been irresponsible without a thorough evaluation of the information and citation of 

sources – daunting tasks we were ill prepared to take on.  

 

The difference between exhibition and publication in this case illustrates the “anything 

goes” mode endemic to the art field, which I was ambivalent about. Like many artists, 

Group Material sometimes used vague methods and employed a scattershot approach to 

history to elaborate complex subjects. This tendency among some artists of our 

generation became somewhat prevalent and problematic in the 1990s as interdisciplinary 

became a seductive buzzword in the art field, and artists loosely and sometimes 

inaccurately embraced the notion. Although Group Material did not define its work as 

interdisciplinary, there is a relation in terms of function. On the other hand, the freedom 

to interconnect ideas – whether imaginatively, rhetorically, or in a Dadaist spirit – as 

proposition rather than proof, is one of the productive characteristics and graces of art. 

Embarking on solo work in the mid 1990s, I found it difficult to project deeper in the 

direction of rigorous scholarship or poetic articulation. 

 

Carrying out research for Cultural Economies entailed visiting a myriad of alternative 

spaces and individuals associated with groups and art activism in order to gather material 

and conduct interviews. During the process I encountered a motley range of saving 

habits, from perfectly organized and conserved, comprehensive archives to a closet piled 

high with water damaged boxes (the latter in an active reputable organization). Some 

32



  

peripheral entities were only traceable though scraps of information, and some seemed to 

exist only in hearsay: I simply came up empty-handed.11 The goal was to apprehend a 

dimensional representation of the origins, missions, structures, methods, and programs of 

a wide range of peripheral entities – to decipher the who, what, when, where, how, and 

why of the key activities under scrutiny. I found out that some organizations have 

extensive, completist archives that document every public moment and breeze, but omit 

informal processes that are potentially revealing and enlivening – the effect being 

somewhat flat. I hungered for informal and behind the scenes material capable of 

situating me in the struggles and social relations of the moment. The yearlong research 

process for Cultural Economies demonstrated the randomness of the archive and raised 

questions about what becomes history. For the first time, I realized the latent potential of 

archiving to shape history, and witnessed the consequences of exclusion, especially as I 

was forced to reluctantly omit certain groups and organizations from representation in the 

exhibition due to lack of substantial information.  

 

With no associated objects or available documentation circulating, peripheral and 

ephemeral ventures are marginalized and excluded without fanfare. Such histories 

frequently remain unwritten – it takes money to archive and to write history. Access to 

organizational and interventionist models of contestational, marginal, collaborative, and 

activist practices was at stake. Art history carefully eclipses its omissions, which affects 

not only our understandings of past events but ultimately regulates production, 

encouraging certain practices and discouraging others by example. 

 

 

For the record 

 

Aware that Cultural Economies would only be on view a couple months, and of the 

limited distribution of the catalogue, I considered deepening and extending the 

investigation with a book. Documentation of New York City’s highly influential 

alternative art culture of the 1960s, ’70s, and ’80s was largely ephemeral with limited 

circulation, much of which took the form of press write-ups and anniversary publications 
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commemorating the histories of particular alternative spaces. I felt it was important to 

register a contextual and analytic portrayal of alternative spaces, structures, practices, and 

events within a given parameter into the enduring public record. A book might safeguard 

against their disappearance.  

 

Part of the initial allure of publishing for me was that it was unknown and somewhat 

mysterious terrain I had little experience of. (Group Material had generated only three 

publications in its seventeen years of work, two were exhibition catalogues and the last 

was a book, Democracy: A Project by Group Material, 1990, which was a branch of the 

group’s project at the Dia Art Foundation.12) Had I defined myself academically or as an 

author I may well have been uneasy about the resolution and permanence that publishing 

seems to impose, which is even more dramatic for art historians than for contemporary 

artists, who are expected to be flexile. Historians are anticipated to take a position, not to 

continually change their minds, means, and focus. Generally speaking, books lean toward 

containment, which is potentially incongruent with critical thinking. But this is a 

simplification of form and function, a generality that has exceptions and which can be 

countered or taken up differently in practice. Clearly no media is inherently conformist or 

activist, despite being fraught with trends and histories. We’ve witnessed a considerable 

range of agendas and modes of exhibitions unfold over time. I favor affording books the 

possibility we project onto other media such as film, exhibition, and architecture. In this 

particular situation, while resolution was not a goal, permanence was, in so far as any 

book or cultural manifestation can be considered enduring.  

 

The Drawing Center agreed to partner with me on pursuing a book, but did not have any 

resources available to produce one beyond allocating administrative assistance. In order 

to insure a place in sanctioned art discourse it seemed important to work with an 

established academic publisher. I had neither publishing nor editing experience. 

Nonetheless I charged ahead, in part because I thought I had an excellent and unexplored 

subject that surely would garner interest, and in part because I didn’t know any better. 

Blissfully ignorant of the protracted process to come, I made contact with a couple of 
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editors. Although there was initial interest the discussions quickly evaporated. Money 

was a key obstacle. 

 

I wanted the volume to consist of newly commissioned texts by authors representing a 

range of topics, methods, and perspectives, as stated in the eventual book’s introduction: 

 

Alternative Art New York (1965–1985) is composed of four intermingled 

layers of information: texts, images, documents, and a chronology of 

alternative structures. It is structured as a forum that recounts and analyzes 

histories from multiple perspectives. It is informed by my experience 

working collaboratively in this very field and is commensurate with its 

dialogic underpinnings. To convey histories, especially those emerging 

from philosophies of self-representation and cultural civil rights, is a 

challenge. No one person can bring together information, experience, and 

analysis of recent histories with the same vividness and intellectual rigor 

that multiple authors and voices can. Assembling a group of writers who 

employ different methodologies and styles to investigate their subjects is 

intended to highlight the value of each of these divergent processes for 

understanding and communicating histories. One of the tenets of the 

alternative arts movement has been the merit of dislodging restrictive 

categorizations and hierarchies (of mediums, of types of cultural practice, 

and of identity structures). Bringing together investigatory methods and 

writing styles which ordinarily are not joined – academic, journalistic, 

empirical, and hybrids – is in keeping with that principle.13 

 

University presses do not normally compensate authors or editors; it is assumed the 

institutions they are employed by support them. However the majority of invited authors 

were not academically affiliated, and neither was I. It was unacceptable to ask people to 

delve into research and writing without compensation, nor did I want to do that myself. I 

applied to the New York State Council for the Arts for money to pay editorial, author, 

and design fees, as they had given a substantial grant for the original exhibition and 
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catalog. NYSCA awarded another grant for the book. With fees covered and an 

additional subvention for the copublisher on the table, through pure happenstance, 

University of Minnesota took on the project. That fortuitous story is worth recounting, an 

example of the informal way things sometimes happen. 

 

Having encountered one obstacle after another and still lacking a publishing commitment 

after two years of shaping the book’s structure and focus, establishing its participants, 

funding, and attempting to secure a publishing context, I emailed the proposal to a friend 

expressing my frustration. I was on the verge of sacrificing the project. Unbeknownst to 

me, she happened to be hosting a friend of hers at the time, who was the coeditor of a 

series of books for the Social Text Collective produced through University of Minnesota 

Press. She spontaneously showed him my proposal and he said, “I want to publish that 

book.” I was ecstatic. The ball started rolling soon after.  

 

Working with University of Minnesota Press (UMP) ultimately held both pros and cons. 

The press is highly revered and has excellent distribution, which makes an attractive 

context. The developmental input I got from the academic review process that all 

potential titles are subject to was quite helpful. The extensive copyediting done in house 

was exemplary and consequent. UMP’s marketing experience provided a valuable 

perspective that influenced a range of decisions, including the book’s title. Doug Armato, 

the press’s director, was keen to include the key words “alternative,” “art,” and “New 

York,” in the title to insure its appeal and that researchers could easily find it. At the time, 

I felt the solution Alternative Art New York, 1965–1985 was reductive and compromised. 

I argued for the original title, Cultural Economies: Histories from the Alternative Arts 

Movement, NYC. Armato advised me to “trust your publisher,” and in due course as I 

learned more about databases, search terminology, and the codes of the archive, I realized 

he was right.  

 

On the negative side, UMP is a big machine that strictly adheres to its modus operandi, 

which made for several conflicts. Their relatively generic books are designed in-house. 

From my perspective, a book about visual art should reflect that focus and specifically 
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engage people with its visuality and design. I explained that as an artist I wanted a 

consulting role in determining the book’s optical and material presence. However the 

press was categorically opposed to my having a say in the look of the book beyond 

indicating where illustrations should be positioned, and whether they should fill a quarter, 

half, or full page. Nonetheless it was agreed that UMP would be given half of the 

NYSCA grant to hire an outside designer, who I would have a role in choosing in order to 

help shape the book. Yet when it came time to submit manuscript to design process, 

communications with the press became vague and dropped off. UMP executed an in-

house design using a preexisting template, but nonetheless kept the funding allocated for 

a designer. One editor refused to show me the book cover in advance because “we don’t 

normally allow authors to be involved.” Eventually she gave in, although when I made a 

suggestion for its improvement I received no response.  

 

I relate these details not as gripes but because they speak to a division of labor between 

editorial and curatorial, between handling text and visuality that I still find antithetical to 

the way I work, but was instructive at that time. The press identified and often treated me 

generically as a professor (correspondence always began Dear Professor Ault, which I 

was not), whose sole role was to supply manuscript according to a contract that outlined 

editorial control as well as every detail down to the point size and typeface it should be 

submitted in. All other involvement was mistrusted, and was either an uphill battle or 

simply denied.  

 

None of this outweighs the advantages of publishing Alternative Art New York: 1965–

1985 with UMP. It was an appropriate and effective context borne out by the currency of 

the book over time. (It went into second printing in 2010 thanks to another subvention 

from NYSCA.) The academic stamp of approval insured its use as a course book. 

Although I was disturbed to be excluded from the design process and ambivalent about 

the outcome at first, I now regard the book’s standard academic-press appearance as an 

asset. The volume’s distinction lies in its subject terrain and the methods by which they 

are taken up while tapping academic authority, identifiable in its very look. Its 
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nonspecific convention is effective, on a par with the so-called neutral authority of the 

white cube. 

 

The ephemeral activities, events, and practices that formed New York’s alternative art 

network made an ideal subject through which I began apprehending the consequence of 

both archiving and publishing. Recently I donated all the research material that was 

collected during the making of the exhibition and the book to the Fales Library and 

Special Collections at NYU, where it forms a substantial resource for others to consult. 

 

      
Julie Ault, ed., Alternative Art New York 1965–1985 (Minneapolis: University of  
Minnesota Press and The Drawing Center, 2002) [and below] 
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New Models, Diverse Forms  

 

During the period of Group Material winding down, while finishing the political science 

studies which outfitted me with new knowledge and rhetorical skills, including the ability 

to argue from a perspective I don’t personally share, and at the same time working on 

Cultural Economies, I was attentive to research driven artistic practices that use the 

exhibition medium, including those of Fred Wilson, (Mining the Museum, 1992), Fareed 

Armaly, (Brea-kd-own, 1993, and Parts, 1996), Renee Green (Import-Export Funk 

Office, 1992), and Martin Beck (Produktion Pop, 1996, and storage displayed, 1997). 

Additionally, the emergence of collaboratively organized research exhibitions and 

“exhibition as production space” for cultural and political practices taking place in 

Europe, for example in the Shedhalle in Zurich under the direction of Renate Lorenz, 

Ursula Biemann, and Marion von Osten (Game Girl, 1995, Nature TM, 1995, Sex & 

Space, 1996), and at Kunstverein Munich under the extended guidance of Helmut Draxler 
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(Die Utopie Des Designs, 1994), seemed connected to the decentralized thematic 

expositions of Group Material. Most importantly, they were further evolving models of 

complex exhibition production in which historical inquiry, critical narratives, and active 

social and political engagement intermingled in fresh formalizations. All of this was 

fortifying food for thought at the stimulating intersection, where I contemplated how to 

renew my work interests and reconfigure structures. Using what forms, and with whom? 

 
Martin Beck and I began collaborating in 1998, with Outdoor Systems, a project engaging 

issues of display and production of space that unfolded in a variety of sites over time, 

including billboards, exhibitions, and publications. We continue to work together on a 

project-to-project basis. Since 2000 we have intermittently provided curatorial counsel 

and created designs for exhibitions when we are particularly interested in either the 

subject terrain or the curatorial approach being employed. We took up this type of work 

as an extension of our exhibition making practices. In that capacity the shift in exhibition 

design policy from meaningful articulation to superficial stylization was particularly 

apparent. Although our collaboration has formed a major branch of my practice the last 

ten years, I refrain from detailing its character here, as it does not speak to the subject of 

archiving and historical representation as clearly as my individual focus does. 

 

Engaging Sister Corita 

 

I work as an artist using ephemeral forms such as exhibitions, in contrast 

to making tangible art objects. Typically, I investigate something I am 

moved by, and share that search through installations, publications, and 

events. This practice has curatorial and editorial dimensions, and 

sometimes involves discovering a sensibility I want to connect to. So it 

was with Sister Corita.14 

 

In 1996 I began a long-term relationship with the work of Corita Kent [1918–1986]. The 

previous year I received one of her silkscreen prints as a gift. Based on the maritime 

international signal for the letter “o,” the composition is a brilliant yellow and red field 
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with the words “O my god” written on it. After living with the work for a while, I felt the 

need to learn more about the artist. I visited the New York Public Library (this was 

before internet primacy) and found a book illustrated by Corita as well as a couple of 

articles, one of which contained the reproduction of a 1962 print composed of red, 

yellow, and blue discs titled wonderbread.15 The idea of a Catholic nun appropriating 

product design to make a beautiful abstract pop work of art took me by surprise. 

 

I learned from the article that Corita had lived at the Immaculate Heart Community (IHC) 

in Los Angeles between 1938 and 1968 so I gave them a call. Sister Stephanie Baxter 

oversaw the collection at the time and welcomed me to visit. Analogous to barging into 

publishing in part because I had no experience, not being raised Catholic meant I had no 

predisposition or inhibition about visiting the convent.16 (My parents migrated from 

Protestant Congregational to the Bahá’í Faith to numerous new age organizations, 

including the Brotherhood of Mt. Shasta when I was growing up. Their constant seeking 

was somewhat tedious at the time, but seems to ultimately have played a healthy role in 

my internal formation.) A few weeks later I visited the IHC and encountered the 

extraordinary: hundreds of Corita’s prints, one more exciting than the next for its graphic 

innovation and spirited language combining advertising slogans with literary and 

scriptural extracts. Her work from the sixties in particular captivated me with its dazzling 

colors and compositional exuberance, political convictions, populist character, 

playfulness, and insightful recodings of commercial slogans. I was amazed that such an 

inventive body of work was neither celebrated in the art world nor recorded in art history.  

 

Subsequent visits to the Immaculate Heart were as exciting as the first and were infused 

with Corita’s presence. Her prints cover every wall in every room. The women who work 

there consistently reference her creative principles in conversation. I poured over the 

informal archive; more prints, press clippings, publications, writings, as well as Corita’s 

extensive slide collection. Corita was an avid photographer, documenting her travels, her 

students’ work, and happening-style Mary’s Day processions she and her colleagues 

choreographed in the mid sixties. She was inspired by Charles and Ray Eameses’ 

photographic documentation of the everyday. Her slide archive formed a visual pool for 
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teaching and was inspiration for her artmaking. It includes the categories cookies, toys, 

ads, presents, flowers, seeds, billboards, puppets, trade fairs, mountains, artists’ work, 

coke bottles, signage, and boxes. This image collection greatly illuminated Corita’s 

creative production and process. 

 

I informed Stephanie of my desire to show Corita’s work in an exhibition at the 

Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford, which would juxtapose her 1960s prints with 

graphics, media, and art works from the 1980s by artist, designer, and AIDS activist, 

Donald Moffett. I warned her that it was to be a three-way dialogue in the form of an 

exhibition: that I would be the third artist, creating a bold display environment. She was 

enthusiastic and open-minded. As we discussed logistics, Stephanie confided, “we’re not 

really set up here for shipping the prints – it would be much better if you just buy the 

ones you want for the show and take them with you.” (I’m still not sure if this was a 

marketing ploy or not.) I chose nearly fifty prints, went and bought a portfolio at a nearby 

supply store, and carried them back to New York, all the while feeling like a bandit. The 

serigraphs were priced the same since the ’60s, from $25 to $100 each. 

 

Power Up 

 

The exhibition Power Up: Reassembled Speech. Sister Corita and Donald Moffett, 1997, 

Wadsworth Atheneum, and 2000, UCLA Hammer Museum, extended some of the key 

exhibitory ideas I’d been working with. For instance, the lively atmosphere of Power Up 

was rendered educative and functional by integrating ephemeral materials and resources 

gathered during my research, which informed and deepened my understanding of Corita 

and Moffett, their works, and the periods the works were made in, into the display. Art, 

artifact, and documentation intertwined non-hierarchically in the installation. Three-

dimensional multipurpose fixtures designed to accommodate this ancillary material and 

encourage viewers linger in the environment acted as platforms, seating, and display 

surfaces. Power Up’s exhibition design derived from the aesthetic features and key 

strategies of Corita and Moffett’s artworks. The intended effect was that upon entering 

the exhibition the viewer crossed into a dynamic visual and contextual environment.  
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       Julie Ault, Power Up: Sister Corita and Donald Moffett, Interlocking, 2000, 
       UCLA Hammer Museum, Los Angeles 
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When I first encountered Corita’s work Group Material was ending and I was looking for 

role models. I found a woman of many talents, insights, causes, and networks. I identified 

with Corita’s collaborative spirit, and the community she was a part of. During the 1960s 

the IHC was embroiled in dispute with local church authority over their interpretation of 

the Vatican II decree. I was inspired by hers and their creative drive in the face of 

oppressive authority structures, and by hers and their courage to go their own way. In 

1968 Corita left the convent and the church; a year later the IHC dispensed with their 

vows and reorganized as a voluntary community inspired by religious ideals, beyond 

church authority. I admired Corita the artist, Corita the catalyst, and Corita the teacher, 

and mostly, her ability to fuse celebration, aesthetics, and critical consciousness in her 

practice of life and art. Although we never met, she has been an immense mentor. 

 

 
      Corita in her classroom at the Immaculate Heart College, Los Angeles, c. 1966 
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       Corita teaching serigraphy at the Immaculate Heart College, Los Angeles, c. 1960 

 

 

Divergent Archives 

 

When Stephanie retired in 1997 she was replaced by Peggy Kayser, who had museum 

experience. Kayser formalized the collection into the Corita Art Center, raised the print 

prices, and sought to fill out their archive as well as make it archival. One day in 1999, 

Peggy mentioned that perhaps some of the gaps I had encountered in their collection 

might be filled in with a visit to the Corita collection at the Grunwald Center for the 

Graphic Arts at UCLA. I had been researching for three years, yet had never come across 

this crucial fact of another archive! Apparently, Corita had a casual conversation in the 

mid-1960s with a UCLA professor, during which either he suggested or she offered that 

her personal collection of serigraphs eventually be donated there. Twenty years later, 

with no further discussion or formal agreement, Corita specified the gift to the Grunwald 

in her will, and left her remaining inventory, slide archive, and paper trail from the 1950s 

and 1960s to the IHC. I wanted to make an exhibition with Corita in Los Angeles and this 

opened the door. The Grunwald is connected to the Hammer Museum, and Ann Philbin, 
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whom I worked with on Cultural Economies at The Drawing Center, was its new 

director. She was enthusiastic about the idea, which would be the first showing of their 

Corita collection. Ironically Corita had insured the conservation of her work on paper by 

giving it to UCLA, yet it had not been consulted once at the Grunwald in the decade plus 

since her death. In 2000 an expanded version of the Power Up exhibition was created for 

the Hammer. 

 

The IHC and the Grunwald Center are capable of telling different stories about Corita’s 

work, by way of what is included as well as what is excluded in the respective 

collections. Even the site of the archive affects the interpretation of what is archived. In 

an essay about the process of learning about Corita through the two institutions I 

observed some key differences. 

 

The Grunwald is an archival archive within which everything is 

catalogued and well protected. Its chief responsibility is to conserve and 

protect its holdings for perpetuity. . . . The director of conservation 

dictates how and with what frequency materials in the archive can be 

exposed to public view. Works on paper are particularly vulnerable to 

light. Therefore, unlike in the IHC, Corita’s prints were not hanging on the 

walls but are stored in darkness. . . . After I had got through the formality 

of the Grunwald Center, Corita’s flat files proved to contain treasure upon 

treasure. I came across many works I had not been previously aware of, as 

well as ones I knew only from reproductions. The collection also 

contained numerous variations on compositions which demonstrated that 

Corita recycled ideas. . . . While the Corita collection housed at the 

Grunwald was tremendously exhilarating to explore, I couldn’t help but 

notice the sharp contrast of that environment to that of the IHC. The 

center’s sober and bureaucratic milieu seemed an unlikely match for 

Corita’s artistic legacy, at least on the surface. But, although I was initially 

sorry to see so much energy, color, force, and passion lying dormant in the 

storage facility, were it not for the Grunwald’s conservative attitude and 
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protection, her works might have prematurely and unnecessarily 

deteriorated, or, worse yet, might not even exist any longer.  

. . .  

The Grunwald archive, though seemingly complete as it contains one of 

nearly each of her prints, depicts Corita’s artistic practice through the 

relatively coherent, enduring form of art objects. But even taken as a 

whole, her prints provide only a partial picture. Other interpretations of 

her artistic practice emerge once the frame of research is expanded to 

include the IHC ephemera collection. Looking at images such as the ones 

of the visually dynamic Mary Day processions Corita choreographed, or at 

pictures of advertising signage she fragmented through cropping, offer an 

expanded perspective of her creative practice and impact upon 

understandings of Corita’s prints as well.17  

 

 

 
      Installation by Corita, Los Angeles, c. 1965 
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Come Alive! Publishing Corita 

 

In addition to the exhibitions, brochures were made for both.18 I wrote about Corita’s 

practice in several European art journals and lectured on her work in various art 

institutions in the late ’90s.19 Martin Beck and I published an extensive essay on Corita in 

the prominent design journal, Eye in 2000.20 But despite all this engagement it nagged at 

me that there was no book about Corita’s art written from a current perspective. 

Exhibitions and leaflets are ephemeral. Books last, and as I learned with Alternative Art 

New York, they have the authority to confer historical legitimacy. Unfortunately, in 

consultation about a potential Corita book with the Grunwald director, we found 

financing to be prohibitive, particularly considering that no high quality photography of 

Corita’s prints existed and would be costly to make. I put the idea on hold after a couple 

of years of getting nowhere. 

 

Then, out of the blue, at the beginning of 2005, I received an email from Elinor Jansz 

informing me of her London based enterprise Four Corners Books. She expressed interest 

in Corita’s work and wondered if I could imagine making a volume on the subject. I was 

ecstatic and we began planning immediately. Four Corners was a relative newcomer; at 

our point of contact they had only released three titles. The book we produced, Come 

Alive! The Spirited Art of Sister Corita, 2006, built a strong word of mouth and garnered 

a great deal of press attention. It went into second printing in less than a year of its 

publication, evidencing a thirst for Corita’s fortifying buoyant sensibility.21 It seems 

logical to conclude that a highly regarded university press (for example M.I.T.) or 

renowned specialized trade press (such as Phaidon) is not necessarily requisite for 

effective broadcast or for circulation to flourish. In this instance, the combination of a 

worthwhile untapped subject, a confirmed author, an apt and well-produced object, and 

good distribution work effectively. (Four Corners Books had no track record or U.S. 

distribution but as I had recently edited a monograph on Felix Gonzalez-Torres, which 

was distributed with the American company, D.A.P., we were able to secure similar 

distribution for Come Alive!) I do not mean to suggest that the affirmative reception the 
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book acquired would have been different with a larger or more established publisher, but 

the book itself certainly would have been. 

 

Large presses tend to rely on the established series, formats, and design they formulate to 

distinguish the identity, interests, and niche of a particular imprint. This is 

understandable, and a good match in many instances, but can make for disjuncture when 

a subject and / or editorial approach warrants different methods, structure, and form. 

Customary procedures preempt other ways of doing things, meaning certain subject 

matter and methodology can either get excluded, or if engaged, done so routinely at the 

cost of concession and even distortion.  

 

Four Corners Books is a small hands-on independent operation run by Elinor Jansz and 

Richard Embray. They specialize in books as projects by artists and books about art, 

tailoring each volume to the specific needs of the venture rather than plugging content 

into existing process and form. Elinor and Richard take on projects that require their 

developmental input on every level, in my experience, making for absorbed 

collaboration. Reminiscent of an alternative art space in the best sense, Four Corners is 

artist and author centered. While editorial control is typically and contractually the 

domain of publishers, Four Corners’ contracts outline responsibility within an alliance of 

trust in which editorial control rests with the author or artist. Four Corners resists 

codifying itself or its titles, is open to shifting format and works with a variety of 

designers, finding a suitable match for each project and its unique requirements. (Of 

course it remains to be seen if they will continue to work in such a customized manner 

over time or as they expand.)  

 

Four Corners’ open form orientation meant I could consider structure and ingredients as 

well as scale and mode freely and creatively, which in the case of Corita was a real asset. 

Their approach resonated with my philosophy of exhibition as an open form, which I was 

now applying to publication. Such prospect distinguishes and furthers my publication 

work as artistic practice. The only limitation was budget, but even that increased 

dramatically as we developed the book concept and excitement brewed. I was invited to 
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suggest a designer I thought would bring a special perspective to Corita, and selected the 

London-based Nick Bell who, for many years, was design director at Eye magazine 

where Martin and I had published “All you need is love: pictures, words and worship by 

Corita Kent.” Nick Bell’s content-driven design engagement resulted in a fresh and 

illuminating visual materialization that I learned from. So I thought of him immediately 

as an apt partner for the book. He agreed, and Richard, Elinor, Nick, and I spent two days 

initially discussing Corita, the material, ideas, and goals for the book. That dialogue 

produced the scheme as we thought through the meaning of each aspect of the potential 

volume: scale, production specificity, printing method, image character and treatment, 

textual modes, audiences, relationships between textual and image layers, hard or soft 

cover, retail price, number of pages, atmosphere and feel, and more.  

 

Using a conventional monographic format for a book on Corita was neither a default 

decision nor the result of plugging Corita into an existing series, but a strategy of 

providing a familiar authoritative frame through which to view her exceptionality. Given 

that the majority of the powerful and vivid images in Come Alive! had not been 

previously published, the importance of reproducing the serigraphs and selected images 

from Corita’s slide library of ephemeral events such as Mary’s Day happenings with as 

high quality as possible, called for a large-format layout. This determined the page size. 

Los Angeles photographer Josh White agreed to photograph the prints at a nominal fee, 

in part because his mother was a huge fan of Corita in the sixties. Once he was working 

on this, Josh was so excited by her work that he offered to photograph all of it free of 

charge for the IHC so they could have a high quality image data base for their archive. 

The IHC’s existing photography was made adhoc and had frequently been deemed 

unpublishable. The new documentation has allowed Corita’s work to circulate in 

reproduction far more widely since. The archive photographs diverge dramatically in 

quality from the this new documentation; each required a different treatment so we 

separated them into sections of the book, departing from my initial desire to intermingle 

Corita’s ephemeral and lasting forms throughout. Instead, at Nick’s suggestion, we 

treated the serigraphs as plates in order to get the most out of them production wise and 

make a strong uninterrupted showing of her 1960s prints. 
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Corita juxtaposed fluorescent colors to elicit dynamic effects in many of her serigraphs of 

1967 and 1968, making a visual affinity with both political graphics and psychedelic 

concert posters from the time. A four-color printing method would distort and flatten 

them. Although it was very costly and complex to implement, a print mediator, Martin 

Lee, was engaged to oversee using fluorescent inks on a few plates. We shipped my 

Corita serigraphs to London so they could be consulted for accuracy during pre-

production and printing. These options are simply not within the realm of possibility of 

university publishing or large trade publishers like Phaidon but such production decisions 

and their execution greatly affected the book.  

 

My essay in Come Alive! advances the notion that although the signature on the prints 

was Corita’s, deeper inquiry shows that the IHC art department’s achievements as well as 

Corita’s artworks were the results of social processes and myriad collaborations. Since 

the essay explores Corita’s practice beyond process and printmaking to include teaching 

and events she choreographed in the collaborative communal context of the Immaculate 

Heart, we imbedded her own photos from the archive in it. The plates follow and, 

together, function as a visual essay by Corita, whose “word as image” mode is clarified 

by this arrangement. The final print reproduction contains a text by the poet, Jesuit priest, 

and anti-war activist Daniel Berrigan: “When I hear bread breaking I see something else; 

it seems almost as though God never meant us to do anything else. So beautiful a sound, 

the crust breaks up like manna and falls all over everything, and then we eat; bread gets 

inside humans.” This leads immediately into an essay by Berrigan, who was a close 

friend and colleague of Corita’s, which vividly portrays her spirited personality and the 

tumult of the 1960s in the Catholic Church and at the IHC. Berrigan’s medium is 

language so Nick Bell created a spatially and typographically generous treatment, to 

visually stress voice. Come Alive! sought to represent Corita’s creative methods, her 

work, and the context it derived from, and do so in a dynamic visual manner – an 

important aspect of the representation. The monographic format made sense given the 

goals. I believe fossilizing Corita was avoided by the particular narratives and nuance 

expressed in Come Alive! 
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  Julie Ault, ed., Come Alive: The Spirited Art of Sister Corita, (London: Four Corners Books, 2006) [and below] 
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Divergent Exhibitions 

 

Come Alive! The Spirited Art of Sister Corita was launched in London in the fall of 2006. 

Concurrently a small show was mounted at Between Bridges, a gallery run by the artist 

Wolfgang Tillmans, and a selection of Corita’s slide archive was imbedded in Beck’s and 

my show, Installation at the Secession. The book publicized Corita far more widely and 

effectively than individual exhibitions and writings had. Tillmans is known for having his 

finger on the pulse of culture’s cutting edge and his interest in Corita gave the book 

added traction.  

 

Pioneering curator and museum director Kasper Koenig saw a copy of Come Alive! and 

immediately wanted to stage a solo exhibition of her work at the Ludwig Museum in 

Cologne. He had not known Corita’s work and was floored by it. Having already 

produced my ideal Corita installations I did not relish the idea of working on another 

ambitious exhibition at the time or developing a new exhibition perspective. However it 

seemed important to broadcast her art and I agreed to co-curate a modest show with one 

of the Ludwig’s assistant curators, Nina Guelicher. Resources were not abundant, so all 

things considered, a conventional show using the museum’s usual display tactics and 

publicity templates was planned. Previously I had freely shaped presentational formats to 

complement Corita’s vital art. I did not critically consider in advance how it would be to 

work this other way around – plugging Corita into existing means rather than fashioning 

a suitable framework from scratch. 

 

The exhibition, Luete wie wir, Grafkiken von Sister Corita aus den 1960er Jarhren 

(People like us, Graphics of Sister Corita from the 1960s), 2007, was nonetheless a hit, 

attracting many visitors and extensive media coverage. The Ludwig is known for its 

extensive collection of Pop Art, which Koenig wanted to bring Corita’s work in dialogue 

with. It was also the most prestigious institution to exhibit her serigraphs in quantity to 

date. Koenig acquired fifteen prints from the IHC’s Corita Art Center for permanent 

collection, specifically to supplement the Pop Art holdings. While Corita’s works had 
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somewhat haphazardly made their way into numerous museum collections in former 

decades, the Ludwig acquisition was focused and intended to register Corita into the 

trajectory of Pop their collection demonstrates. On the surface this was all good news, 

however I felt both excitement and a degree of compunction about her work being 

institutionalized in these ways. 

 

Serigraphs are the most lasting and coherent of the mediums Corita employed, but in 

addition to prints and other publication formats, she produced large temporary exhibitions 

and choreographed events and celebrations held at the Immaculate Heart College where 

she taught and chaired the art department in the mid-1960s. Corita primarily considered 

herself a teacher. These facets of her practice and the generative community context she 

lived and worked in were alluded to in Luete wie wir, but are not expressly taken up when 

the serigraphs are displayed exclusively. After the exhibition was over, one could visit 

the Ludwig’s permanent collection, assume Corita was a printmaker, and leave it at that. 

However, when the frame of reference is redirected a different perspective of Corita 

unfolds. Realizing I was complicit in potentially truncating her practice,22 and my own, as 

the exhibition lacked the specific “artistic” engagement I usually applied, was disturbing.  

 

During the fall of 2007 I stayed in Malmo on an IASPIS residency with the express 

purpose of working on a project with a not-for-profit exhibition space, Signal. My initial 

idea was to develop a dialogue with Signal’s four principles, Carl Lindh, Emma Reichert, 

Fredrik Strid, Elena Tzotzi, to critically and fruitfully examine their mission and Signal’s 

relationship to its local and larger contexts, their working process and curatorial methods, 

and programming and implementation. I was to bring a new voice to the mix and share 

some of my art field experience, including using collaboration methods. I considered the 

dialogue itself to be the project, which would not necessarily result in something tangible 

such as an exhibition but would hopefully have a variety of subtle and observable 

consequences.  

 

The directors of Signal and I began a series of in depth discussions as planned, but they 

also wanted an exhibition for their space and were enthused by Sister Corita. They 
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proposed we coproduce a Corita exhibition as an action oriented manifestation of our 

dialogue – a testing site for the issues we were discussing. In the aftermath of the Ludwig 

I was keen on using the opportunity to bring forward dimensions of Corita’s practice that 

were less prominent in that presentation. The result, Wet and Wild: The Spirit of Sister 

Corita, 2007–08, contained no silkscreen prints but instead focused on the ephemeral 

aspects of her creativity and teaching methods. A slide show curated from Corita’s 

archive conveyed her context at the Immaculate Heart College’s revolutionary art 

department in Los Angeles in the 1960s, and was displayed on two perpendicular screens 

similarly to how Corita screened films in her classroom. Baylis Glascock’s documentary, 

“Corita Kent: On Teaching and Celebration,” from 1964 was on continuous view nearby. 

Key publications by Corita such as the Irregular Bulletin, Footnotes and Headlines, 

1967,23 and the inexpensive box of offset prints she made for Pilgrim Press in 196824 

were taken apart and displayed on the walls. The usable exposition was furthermore 

activated as a platform for events that link contemporary design, pedagogical, and 

cultural practices to Corita’s methods. Wet and Wild was organized in collaboration with 

Signal as well as the graphic design team New Beginnings. I was eager to freshly engage 

Corita’s sensibility with others and build up ideas for the spatial display, accompanying 

events, and brochure jointly. This effort resulted in an expressive environment that 

functioned as exhibition, research arena, and frame for events including a silkscreen 

workshop deriving from Corita’s appropriation of advertising slogans, and a debate about 

art educational methods. 

 

While my first two exhibitory explorations of Corita had exposed her printmaking 

alongside documentation of her and the IHC’s ephemeral practices, the Ludwig and 

Signal shows together provided a similarly wide view of Corita. Wet and Wild was the 

antidote to Luete wie wir, Grafkiken von Sister Corita aus den 1960er Jarhren, and  

vice versa. At the time I considered the Ludwig show as something of a personal failure. 

However in retrospect I think it was productive beyond its broadcasting function. It clued 

me in more specifically to the vulnerability of work such as Corita’s in the cultural 

economy. Each exhibition had its strengths and spot lit essential lessons through the 

processes of negotiating Corita in these differently scaled and operated institutions. 
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      Julie Ault and Signal, Wet and Wild: The Spirit of Sister Corita, 2007, Signal 
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Entering the Canon, Expanding Art History 

 

In different ways the book Come Alive! and the Ludwig exhibition infused Corita with art 

historical legitimacy. Being a populist, Catholic, woman artist had rendered her work 

marginal, even nonexistent, in art history discourse. Corita regarded printmaking as “a 

very democratic form, since it enables me to produce a quantity of original art for those 

who cannot afford to purchase high-priced art.” Her large editions of silk-screens were 

deliberately priced inexpensively. Her artwork did not primarily circulate in the fine art 

system, which she perceived as elitist, nor had it ever achieved “fine art” status in the 

eyes of art world professionals. Although some prints were sold from galleries, including 

one in Los Angeles run by her sister, they were also sold from churches, community 

centers, and vans driven by IHC members to various cultural and religious gatherings. 

Despite Corita’s foresight in bequeathing her print collection for permanent conservation 

to the Grunwald Center, exhibiting and most significantly historical representation in 

publication form were requisite to reanimating her artistic language.  

 

Having been inspired by Corita’s creative production and pedagogic work it seemed 

natural to share it – to circulate and analyze her work and communicate its historical 

context. Several other likeminded artists and curators have sought to transmit Corita over 

the last decade, and her work is now represented in the New York Chelsea gallery, Zach 

Feuer. Judging from the responsive interest of viewers across generations as well as the 

fields of art, design, pedagogy, history, religious studies, and more, Corita’s cultural 

contribution is significant and vitalizing. Her artistic and graphic innovations of the 

1960s speak freshly to current art and design practices. Her political consciousness and 

anti-war stance are relevant again. Her playful recasting of advertising lingo for spiritual 

purpose captivates viewers. The warmth of her address is inevitably “cool.”  

 

Although she did not aspire to fine art classification, one result of renewed viewership is 

that Sister Corita Kent is currently being registered in the Pop Art canon via inclusion in 

exhibitions in American and European museums – the Whitney Museum for American 

Art, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, the Hirshhorn, MASS MoCA, MoMA P.S.1, 
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the Pompidou in Paris, the Kunsthalle in Vienna, among many others. Vexing questions 

emerge about what is gained and lost with these developments. 

 

Corita’s exceptional qualities are potentially narrowed as her work is established in the 

art field. Her serigraphs qualify as fine art and can therefore enter the account of modern 

art that curators and museums tell through art objects. Only rarely does that narration 

extend to address generative social contexts and ephemeral activities. The IHC and larger 

sociopolitical environment Corita worked in get invoked in press write-ups but are 

usually not visible in tandem with the presentation of her prints. Corita’s crucial context 

is obscured – perhaps unintentionally, simply by retrofitting her prints into survey shows 

and museum collections under the header Pop Art. In time, context may be altogether lost 

as they move about, accompanied by an increasingly simplified blurb about their maker, 

revised repeatedly to incorporate the styles of hosting institutions. Of course this danger 

is not specific to Corita but potentially applies to all art. However in her case there seems 

to be a lot to lose.  

 

On the other hand Corita changes and complicates the discourse of Pop – which has been 

something of a done deal – and of post-war art history. American Pop Art is almost 

exclusively the domain of male artists, including Rauschenberg, Johns, Hamilton, 

Warhol, Oldenburg, and Lichtenstein. (I am frequently asked if Corita knew the work of 

Andy Warhol. I’m sure she did, but I often wonder if Warhol knew the work of Sister 

Corita.) Furthermore, Corita’s inclusion in the formal discussion of recent art history, 

which I must add is neither consistent nor assured in the long-term, highlights previous 

exclusionary modes and therefore fissures historical narrative. One wonders, what else 

has been marginalized and barred from the grand story of art as told by objects and 

approved practices? How hermetic is the canon? Can it be expanded? What does it take 

to do so? Authorized history is challenged by the reemergence of what has been omitted, 

again and again. 

 

While I’ve outlined what happened in the case of Corita, questions also emerge about the 

different trajectories that might ensue if an academic historian entering through the front 
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door of history writing, rather than an artist using the side door had identified her as a 

worthwhile subject. Would Corita be even more celebrated? Would American museums 

jostle to acquire the remaining coveted prints? Would other scholarly investigations 

ensue as a result, further insuring her “place in history?” Depending on the status of the 

imaginary art historian, a tentative yes to all of the above. But would Corita have even 

been approved as a subject by a doctoral advisor or publisher? If so, in what type of 

program? Given Corita’s compound marginality, particularly the Catholic connection and 

populist position, it seems unlikely that any art history PhD program in the U.S. would 

support the subject nor can I imagine there are advisors familiar enough to take on 

dissertation oversight. Cultural studies, philosophy and religious studies, and education 

are more likely settings. Yet even in those disciplines, I am only aware of one such 

dissertation – unpublished, by Barbara Loste, made at the School of Education at 

Gonzaga University.25 Would a scholarly undertaking find a publisher? Judging from 

recent titles in major university presses’ art departments it seems unlikely. I suspect it 

would be difficult in the absence of marquee appeal and either academic or collector 

backing to potentially lubricate the market. Given that it hasn’t happened yet, I argue that 

entering art history through the side door, as an artist engaging the role of historian and 

amplifier, has proved an effective alternative for writing previously overlooked histories 

into the record. This parallels the situation with the NY alternative art field. Although in 

that case I believe it was simply a matter of time before art historians would have taken 

on the subject.  

 

 

Institutional Pathologies 

 

In March of 2010, while participating in a conference at University of Southern 

California (USC) – “Museum of Ideas,” a well-known museum curator declared her love 

for the museum at the outset of her presentation – not only the one she works for, but 

generally announcing, “I love the Museum.” Melodramatically my mind wandered during 

her presentation. 
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I used to love the museum. I thought it could change. But like any ill-fated 

attraction of opposites built on faith that transformation is possible 

through love, our relationship went awry. You hold on for too long, 

believing in miracles. Believing in Love. Wanting to channel its 

transformative power.  

 

The museum seemed to really want change – even invite it. That’s how we 

met. Its desire to absorb change was met by my – our – longing to be 

heard, understood, recognized, and attended to. The museum offered itself 

– an embrace – a safe place where we could envision and represent 

ourselves, speak openly, intimately, and critically. We affected one 

another. We shared. There was sympathy. We respected one another’s 

desires and limitations. It was great. It couldn’t last. The publicness of our 

relationship sealed our connection as well as its fate. 

 

There were one-night stands, flings, and long-term relationships. We were 

passed around. Telling us what we wanted to hear. (I want you.) Always 

seducing. (I need you.) Never satiated, we went from one museum to the 

next. Believing in the merit of our performance, our righteousness. It felt 

good to love and be loved, but in the morning the yearning for more 

intensified.  

 

In hindsight, it went on too long – locked in codependency, needing the 

museum to function, to be. We knew too much. We’d gone behind-the-

scenes. Mystery was destroyed. Authority dissolved. Respect lost, as well 

as hope. Too many compromises all around. Resentments accumulated. 

“You promised you’d change!” We didn’t realize the tenacity of the 

museum’s conservative core. Its commitment to self-preservation.  

 

Finally, there was only dead space between us. Nothing that hadn’t 

already been said. We knew each other’s thoughts, moves, and 
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capabilities. Nothing to look forward to. No adventure. Only routine and 

repetition. Faded passions. Faded interests. Stale mate. We grew apart. 

We went in different directions.  

 

I used to regard museums optimistically, as places I wanted to know better and contribute 

to. Why did I no longer regard them as particularly provoking sites? What changed for 

me internally and in culture in recent years? 

 

Economic transformation of the museum sector is one factor. The financial dependency 

of U.S. museums on the private sector and paying audiences is largely a twenty-first 

century phenomenon, a repercussion of public funding deterioration, which has dramatic 

and subtle affects on the who, what, why, and how of programming. This is symptomatic 

of a larger shift toward privatization of government programs, from prisons to education. 

Bureaucratic and business model mind-sets with competition at their core currently guide 

all variety of arts institutions; fixed procedural rules that are insensitive to practitioners 

and do not accommodate diverse ways of thinking and doing are part and parcel. Artists 

and art are treated somewhat generically, thereby narrowing the scope of possibility to 

shape projects and exposure freely. In this set up institutional reproduction powers up 

while draining creative practitioners, short-circuiting ideas, and shortchanging viewers.26 

Museums were never independent but the widespread allegiance to a modernist 

conceptualization of art as independent – even if in part illusory, in conjunction with 

reliance on individual patrons and, beginning in the 1960s on governmental support that 

broadened the scope of access and resultant programs, seems a relatively considered and 

in some respects more open-ended context. Within that arrangement there was a capacity 

for critique as well as institutional reflection compared to the burgeoning aggressive 

overcapitalized cultural economy of the early 2000s and the “anything can happen – as 

long as it brings in revenue” version of programming, witnessed for example at the 

Museum of Modern Art. At post-expansion MoMA this general position has resulted in 

an ascendancy of art as spectacle through sensationalized exhibitions that read in part as 

gimmickry. Popularizing the museum visit in this way comes at high cost.  
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On another note, a change in my general orientation was set in motion a few years ago: I 

grew tired of fulfilling the role of diagnostic opponent. While critically taking issue with 

how things are done as well as broadcasting alternative methods, subjects, and models 

had been sincere and imperative throughout my career, I reached something of an internal 

limit once I recognized the pattern of call and response that was defining my artistic 

identity as well as guiding my relationships with institutions. Being independent, and 

unaffiliated has made me well positioned to challenge status quo conditions and shake 

things up momentarily, through exhibitions, teaching, speaking, consulting, and writing. 

While I was motivated by the idealistic belief that critical and outspoken participation in 

the art system constructively contributes to its transformation, after twenty-five years in 

the field it seems apparent that while some things change the big picture stays relatively 

static. It took me a long time to comprehend that the temporary transgressions I set forth 

were primarily symbolic and ultimately simply part of the process. Witnessing 

institutions of all size and attitude fixed on preserving their authority and infinitely self-

reproducing as though solvency and existence were enough has been to some extent, 

dispiriting. Reality trumped fantasy. The mystery, excitement, and challenge of creating a 

museum exhibition diminished as my experience increased – not speedily, but over time. 

 

 

Book as Exhibition  

 

I used to get irritated when people said things like, “have you ever thought about turning 

this exhibition into a book?” believing they were misguided in wanting to limit the role of 

exhibitions to leisure activity or simply lethargic (“visiting an exhibit should not be 

work,” “too much to read standing up.”) The separation of exhibition and publication 

seemed yet another outmoded division of labor worth disputing in practice. Traditionally, 

exhibitions present art without a lot of on-site explanation save the occasional 

disembodied wall text. Judgment is implied in the very selection and fact of presentation 

as curatorial authority speaks for itself. Further elucidation is contained in an 

accompanying catalogue, charged with the task of conveying background information 

and expert interpretations that contextualize the exhibited works. On the surface the 
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division between exhibition and publication seems pragmatic. However this partition of 

formats encourages the belief in objective curatorial authority as well as transcendent 

aesthetic experience while relegating scholarly elaboration and historical representation 

to a portable more intimate form, thereby differentiating functions of art and of 

audiences.  

 

I have long been interested as a practitioner and an exhibition user in exhibitory situations 

that take up the operations commonly associated with publication, not simply by 

lengthening wall texts but by using visual, spatial, and discursive tools among many other 

strategies. For example, in one of the Impressionist galleries at the Musée D’Orsay in 

Paris, two versions of Claude Monet’s Woman With Parasol hang in proximity. Rather 

than a traditional aestheticized presentation advancing a single painting as an uncontested 

masterpiece, by seeing them installed together we have access to art history and are better 

able to grasp the project of impressionism. The two works are not mounted on the same 

plane but on either wall of a corner so they don’t cancel each other out visually. I found 

this simple installation act highly illuminating, the painting themselves are made to speak 

volumes of information normally exposed in didactic wall texts and accompanying 

publications.  

 

While I have mainly favored presenting in-depth investigations in the social space of an 

exhibition hall – treating exhibition as a contextual environment in which the research 

that informed and deepened my understanding of the subject, works, materials, and their 

conditions are somehow integrated into the display, at some point I became less defensive 

about the separation and considered the challenge of making a book instead of an 

exhibition. An appealing thought given some of the growing frustrations with the 

exhibition form described earlier. How could an exhibition covert into a book? What 

would distinguish such a book, what might it book be like and look like? Previously 

collapsing publication terrain into exhibition, I subsequently wanted to collapse 

exhibition into publication. An added incentive: the book form requires no secondary 

representation but indefinitely represents itself. A bid for some semblance of durability 

for my work was also a factor, and remains so, though I doubt I realized it or would have 
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admitted it at the time. In some ways I fell into making books; they fit my temporary 

needs, aims, and temperament. Like many production shifts this was both purposeful and 

happenstance. Felix’s death and my own aging set the stage for producing lasting objects 

in book form that might negotiate the clash between ephemerality and the enduring. 

 

I began making self-contained, self-sufficient books, distinct from catalogues that 

accompany exhibitions, beginning with Alternative Art New York, but I would say began 

employing the mode even more consciously for the Corita book, Come Alive!, and in the 

dialogic monograph, Felix Gonzalez-Torres also published in 2006, by steidldangin.27 

Publishing permitted me to create lasting objects and largely circumvent the museum and 

art space circuit that, from my perspective, had become temporarily staid.  

 

Rather than detail the thinking process and resulting volume on Gonzalez-Torres here, 

which essentially translated methodological features of exhibition practice into the course 

of making a book as well as set the stage for future undertakings, I will delve into this 

line of inquiry through the example of Show and Tell: A Chronicle of Group Material, 

which has been produced wholly in the context of my doctoral research.28  

 

My application to do doctoral research in Visual Art at Malmö Art Academy, Lund 

University, occurred at a specific juncture. Having fulfilled all my exhibition, book, and 

project commitments, I was eager to carve out a substantial period of time unburdened by 

institutional agendas, production deadlines, and the pressures of reputation in order to 

deeply engage a creative analytic method of inquiry and practice under the dual purpose 

header, Retrospective / Prospective. My application proposed the following: 

 

My research will be two-fold: working through my relationship to form, 

intent on form-finding anew, as well as gaining understanding and 

analysis of art field coordinates for current and future work. I am planning 

to shed work structures that structure me. To perceive new interests and 

continue authoring an artistic identity according to my present I need to 

force a clearing and carve out a period of time that is unencumbered by 
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production deadlines, which is how I have been working for some years, 

and unburdened by prospects defined by past interests, enterprises, and 

resulting expectations. I want to consciously embrace transition, 

reengaging creativity rather than over focusing on production and 

representation . . . . My research armature will be an overarching project 

of retrospective assessment and apprehending prospective for new work 

focus . . . . My plan is to retrospectively articulate an understanding of 

various incarnations of my collaborative and solo art practices and 

perform an archeology of past work involvements and their features, 

contexts, effectiveness, reception, as well as discover the formative 

consequences on my ways of thinking and working.29 

 

 

Group Material, For Example  

 

In the practice of History (in academic history and in history as a 

component of everyday imaginings) something has happened to time: it 

has been slowed down, and compressed. When the work of Memory is 

done, it is with the things into which this time has been pressed . . . . In the 

theatre of the past that is constituted by memory . . . we think we know 

ourselves in time, when all we know is a sequence of fixations in the 

spaces of the being’s stability – a being who does not want to melt away, 

and who, even in the past, wants time to ‘suspend’ its flight. In its 

countless alveoli space contains compressed time. That is what space  

is for.’ 

        —Carolyn Steedman30 

 

Language has unmistakably made plain that memory is not an instrument 

for exploring the past, but rather a medium. It is the medium of that which 

is experienced, just as earth is the medium in which ancient cities lie 

buried. He who seeks to approach his own buried past must conduct 

66



  

himself like a man digging. Above all, he must not be afraid to return 

again and again to the same matter; to scatter it as one scatters earth, to 

turn it over as one turns over soil. For the “matter itself” is no more than 

the strata which yield their long-sought secrets only to the most 

meticulous investigation. That is to say, they yield those images that, 

severed from all earlier associations, reside as treasures in the sober rooms 

of our later insights – like torsos in a collector’s gallery. 

       —Walter Benjamin31 

 

Stories condense time the way maps miniaturize space. But somehow 

condensing time seems to distance the past from us rather than to bring it 

closer. What unfolds in a story – what really happens in a story – is 

language. Whenever something is said there is also silence.  

       —Matthew Buckingham32 

 

 

Group Material’s cultural practice was temporal and the forms employed were primarily 

ephemeral. When the group formally disbanded, in 1996, I was intent on preserving its 

ephemerality, on not becoming history. I resisted our work being defined or objectified in 

a monograph by an art historian, and reserved the right to cohere our history at some 

future point. Soon after I wrote: 

 

The fragments that contribute to any history can be selected and 

configured to make a particular structure – to shape the past and / or to 

mobilize the present. That Group Material has an interest in it’s own 

historicization, in how it’s done, is intrinsic to the group’s working 

paradigm. Producing such a book is enticing “as a project” in which the 

investigative and representational methods Group Material utilized would 

be mirrored and enacted in relation to its own history. Conversely there is 

a certain appeal in preserving the ephemeral aspect of the entire project by 

not bringing documentation together in one packaged history. . . . There 
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are certain challenges specific to a process of the historicization of the 

conditions and impacts of group activities. For a complex understanding 

of activities that sought to divert and subvert master narratives it’s 

important to propose alternatives to streamlined narratives that operate 

along linear logic in which one thing leads to another. Providing an 

orderly view or encapsulation of debated events and meanings is to some 

extent a revision of events whereby conflicts and contradictions are 

ultimately resolved, at least in their representation.33  

 

I continued representing the group’s work through live narration and writings, and 

responded to inquiries on a case-by-case basis. As the only founding member who 

remained until its conclusion I felt a responsibility to keep recounting the group’s 

practice. Long-term member Doug Ashford has done similarly. Previously preferring 

collaborative representation whenever it was feasible, once the group formally dissolved 

we decided to represent it separately, speaking from individual perspectives.  

 

In retrospect I believe describing Group Material during the years since it ended has been 

as much about concealment as exposure.34 Telling has supplied me with the illusion of a 

positive, active relationship with the past, while in actuality routine narration and 

automated responses have prevented deep reflection into the collaborative’s legacies and 

my experiences within its framework. (For instance, the question What is Group 

Material? triggered the recitation of a succinct explanation.) Despite live empirical 

explanation that renders the past vividly, I have to some degree perpetuated a static 

storyline of Group Material. 

 

After a decade of active narration and historical management, I decided it was time to 

relinquish responsibility as well as control and address Group Material’s history more 

deeply and with lasting effect. I needed to tackle the material traces that had infiltrated 

every closet, cabinet, and spare spot in my apartment, as well as the psychic traces that 

permeated memory. Getting the collection into a public archive was the first objective. 

Collecting material saved by other members as well and joining it all together in an 
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archive would permit researchers access to Group Material in a more coherent way than 

previously possible, and open the opportunity for academic engagement. 

 

Interest in Group Material had been consistent since its conclusion and has increased in 

recent years. Perhaps curiosity persisted so because it remained indistinct and 

unhistoricized. Access has been fragmentary, mostly articles and interviews in 

newspapers and magazines, mentions and reproductions in books, one extensive essay by 

Jan Avgikos in But Is It Art?: The Spirit of Art As Activism, 1995,35 and interviews and 

writings produced by former members after the group ended. Googling Group Material 

furnishes scanty information. Anyone wishing to gain in depth overview has confronted 

this scattershot condition. To really dig in requires a formidable process of chasing down 

and piecing together information as well as carrying out primary research, such as 

probing former participants. This sketchy state of information has made it possible for 

people to mythologize Group Material and project onto its practice, tilting it in different 

directions  – activist, curatorial, socially minded, aesthetically subversive, as well as 

variously labeling the practice to suit their purposes – populist, community-based, 

political, institutional critique, relational aesthetics. 

 

 

Life and Death in the Archive 

 

External interest notwithstanding, defying archiving as a life-extending strategy has 

proved to be somewhat deadening. In retrospect resistance seems futile. As Norman 

Mailer commented on a visit to the archive he was to donate his papers to, “We all wind 

up in boxes anyway.”36 Perhaps this is faulty logic, but alternatively, it seemed that 

archiving might enliven and expand. Despite that archival institutions are regarded as 

crypts, they provide access to information for historiography and for “mobilizing the 

present,” thereby insuring the possibility of infinite connection and use. In other words, 

archives are living entities.  

 

Near the beginning of Archive Fever Jacques Derrida asserts that: 
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If there is no archive without consignation in an external place which 

assures the possibility of memorization, of repetition, of reproduction, or 

of reimpression, then we must also remember that repetition itself, the 

logic of repetition, indeed the repetition compulsion, remains, according to 

Freud, indissociable from the death drive. And thus from destruction. 

Consequence: right on that which permits and conditions archiviation, we 

will never find anything other than that which exposes to destruction, and 

in truth menaces with destruction, introducing, a priori, forgetfulness and 

the archiviolithic into the heart of the monument. Into the “by heart” itself. 

The archive always works, and a priori, against itself.37  

 

Derrida goes on to shed theoretical light on how archiving and the archive are 

conditioned by interrelationships between life, death, and revivification. “On the one 

hand, the archive is made possible by death, aggression, and destruction drive, that is to 

say also by originary finitude and expropriation. But beyond finitude as limit, there is, as 

we said above, this properly in-finite movement of radical destruction without which no 

archive desire or fever would happen.”38 

 

As I consciously began reconsidering Group Material (even before reading Archive 

Fever) I fleetingly wished that neither I nor anyone else would have saved any trace, or 

that a fire would have destroyed all evidence, so that the quagmire of the archive and its 

complex interactions with authority, history, death, the present, and the future would not 

require transaction.39 But given that the material was in hand and historical awareness 

was in mind, along with the desire to relinquish the responsibility of live mediation, it 

seemed crucial to address how Group Material’s archive would be cohered and 

contextualized to reside in an archival institution.  
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One Way of Ending 

 

The AIDS activist collective Gran Fury was formed in 1988 as an agitprop branch of the 

AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP) in order to exploit the power of art to end 

the AIDS crisis.40 Like Group Material, Gran Fury used mass transit, the street, and print 

media to distribute their succinct slogans (for example, Kissing Doesn’t Kill, and, ART 

IS NOT ENOUGH. TAKE COLLECTIVE DIRECT ACTION TO END THE AIDS 

CRISIS) and drew on the support of art institutions to produce temporary installations, 

notably at The New Museum of Contemporary Art and at the Venice Biennale. By the 

mid-1990s, feeling their usual methods were not up to the task at hand and unable to 

reinvent their practice, Gran Fury disbanded and at once donated their document 

collection “as is” to the New York Public Library (NYPL) for it to be archived and made 

public. For the most part the members also ceased representing Gran Fury verbally. In 

1995 they distributed a flyer titled “Good Luck . . . Miss You,” which articulated the 

origins of the group, its general strategy, and some of the personal and cultural reasons 

they were splitting: 

 

By 1993 the effort involved became too demanding for different members. 

Most people worked full-time if not more, running their own businesses. 

More importantly, for all the effort involved, it began to feel routine. We 

had settled too clearly into one way of working. As the AIDS epidemic 

had evolved, along with the governmental and institutional responses to it, 

the early solutions are no longer appropriate.41 

 

Gran Fury members thereafter directed all inquiries to the NYPL even though it took 

several years for the collection to be archived and made available for public use. They 

were pragmatic in cutting the cord, which perhaps was more straightforward for them 

than it could be for Group Material given their much briefer collaboration. I envied how 

they had handled the transition, but could not imagine similarly discontinuing to 

represent Group Material and felt obligated to see what we had started not only to the end 

71



  

but also beyond. Since Group Material had been my sole art practice for seventeen years 

my identity was entangled with the formation and it was hard to just “let go.” (It’s 

tempting here to make an analogy to romantic break ups: Gran Fury opted for a complete 

separation method, with no further discussion, and Group Material choose the one foot in 

one foot out technique of remaining accessible and continuing to speak.) 

 

The appealingly uncomplicated choice would have been to simply deposit Group 

Material’s collection with all its arbitrariness and absent narration into a library when the 

group dissolved, and let archivists handle it per usual procedure. However, it seemed 

abrupt to simply designate what was in hand on a given date as “the archive,” and Group 

Material’s paper trail was further dispersed among former members. Chiefly, I had been 

too close to the whole thing to let go and wanted the distance of time to both build up 

individually and develop a different and less emotional perspective on the group than I 

had at its finish. 

 

 

False Evidence 

 

Most archives exhibit a fragmentary and perhaps even random dimension in terms of 

what is included and what is excluded. Documents and artifacts are not intrinsically truth 

telling. Archivist Marvin Taylor sometimes regards archives as “false evidence.” In her 

review of two recent books concerned with history writing Jill Lepore asserts “There is 

not and never can be any such thing as true history [English writer William] Godwin 

insisted: ‘Nothing is more uncertain, more contradictory, more unsatisfactory than the 

evidence of facts.’ Every history is incomplete; every historian relies on what is 

unreliable – documents written by people who were not under oath and cannot be cross-

examined.”42 Several years ago, I analyzed my experiences researching Sister Corita 

during which I came to similar conclusions:  

 

Because they are repositories of documents or “facts,” archives seem to 

tell the truth, and they do so with a degree of authority. Archives tell 
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truths, but they can also “lie” through omission, or mislead. Connecting 

the dots between discrete documents and discovering relations between 

pieces of information – producing meaning – is what is at the heart of 

research. But the “facts” housed within a particular archive are not 

necessarily systematic. They are often fragmentary, disconnected from 

context, and sometimes even random. Crucial pieces of information which 

might answer questions, suggest particular narratives, or unlock mysteries 

are not necessarily archived.43 

 

Deficiency in the archive is inevitable, as is discrepancy. Some gaps stimulate research, 

but some are better filled, such as fleshing out the collective’s archive with individual 

members’ material. While there is no assured way to mitigate the uncertainty of the 

archive or the relationships between truth, evidence, and memory, without exercising an 

absurd degree of control, I was reluctant to accept the situation at face value. I wanted to 

test the ability of the Group Material archive to communicate despite its omissions, and 

address the ways it came up wanting. This could be considered a case of founder’s 

syndrome: an overprotective attitude and inability to let go. Mainly though, Group 

Material’s concernment with discursive practices and representation, combined with a 

preoccupation with historical analysis and history writing in my work since the group 

ended, compelled fresh consideration and participation cohering the archive and 

stimulating its use. 

 

 

Permanent Host 

 

The inevitability of formulating the Group Material archive in a publicly accessible 

institution gained traction upon meeting Marvin Taylor, who in 1993 founded the 

Downtown Collection at the Fales Library and Special Collections at NYU.44 I was 

immediately impressed with Taylor’s focus on documenting the New York downtown 

arts scene that evolved in SoHo and the Lower East Side during the 1970s through the 

early 1990s as an arena of directly and tangentially interconnected individuals, 
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collectives, communities, and practices. Taylor seeks out complementary collections that 

cross-reference and contextualize each another. The Collection encompasses art, 

literature, music, theater, performance, film, activism, dance, photography, and video. 

The Downtown Collection has internal coherence.45 Additionally, Taylor regards 

archives as living entities and has generated a vibrant collection and a decidedly non-

stuffy research atmosphere that counters the cliché of the archive as somber crypt or 

bastion of elitism.  

 

The Collection’s broad cultural reach seemed the ideal context for Group Material’s 

ultimate “institutionalization,” particularly as Taylor, clearly an activist archivist himself, 

was excited by the notion of Group Material’s collection being consciously cohered and 

structured by former members, even though the more common course is to simply deposit 

a relevant collection with its randomness and gaps intact and let people make what they 

will of it.  

 

Institutionalizing the archive implies “closing the casket,” but it simultaneously involves 

opening up and multiplication through use and interpretation. The archive is a primary 

source for potentially infinite production of history. According to Mark Wigley, 

“Archives of historical documents are not quiet, stable repositories for inactive traces of 

old work. To enter an archive is to enter a space of questions rather than answers. 

Archives provoke experiment by challenging our assumptions and emerging forms of 

practice. Far from a collection of inert fossils, the archive is an incubator of new life.”46 

Group Material’s archive would relocate agency from the group as working entity to 

others who activate its bodies of information, including for historical representation. 

Institutionalization, or instituting, also entails a reassignment or sharing of authority with 

the Downtown Collection and NYU as permanent hosts.  

 

The Downtown Collection is preferable in this instance to the MoMA library or other art 

museums because it has a broader cultural base than “fine art,” and specifically 

documents the cultural environment of downtown New York where the group’s practice 

germinated and evolved. An educational institution seemed a better match for Group 
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Material, which was originally incorporated as a New York State educational 

organization. While MoMA and the Getty are prestigious, they are also perceived as 

elitist and can be off-putting to some visitors. The Downtown Collection is accessible to 

anyone who wants to visit and they have ample staffing, funding, and resources. 

Additionally, their average turnaround time for processing archives and making them 

accessible is a year to eighteen months. By way of contrast, the New York Public Library 

can take up to five years to process material and is reliant on governmental funding – 

often dwindling or in jeopardy.  

 

Despite the collaborative’s sketchy saving methods, there remains an informative and 

exciting pool of documents, photography, and artifacts that chart Group Material’s 

process and practice. Included are minutes of meetings from the group’s first year and a 

half of activity, internal communiqués, original proposals, announcements, press releases, 

exhibition statements, press responses, correspondence, project files, installation 

photography, snapshots, working notes and notebooks, exhibition soundtracks, research 

and source material, publications and books, and artworks and ephemera that were used 

in projects. Taylor’s enthusiasm came through loud and clear during his initial site visit to 

my apartment; we were on the same wavelength and the arrangement was sealed. 

 

 

Testing the Archive 

 

Embarking on the concrete project of Group Material’s archive and historical 

representation I formed dialogues with two people who had minimal foreknowledge of 

the group or the period. Both situations came about organically. Rasmus Røhling was an 

art student I met while visiting Århus Art Academy. Subsequently he visited New York 

and we informally worked together for several weeks – the dialogue eventually extending 

much longer. Sabrina Locks, a student at Bard Center for Curatorial Studies, did her 

summer internship with me while I was conceptualizing the archive endeavor. I had both 

Rasmus and Sabrina read through the paper trail of the first year of Group Material’s 

activities, which includes meeting minutes, internal correspondence, mission statements, 
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press releases, press articles, and a motley selection of other material. I wanted to get 

their impressions of the data and find out how effectively it communicated to uninformed 

readers, see how they used a document collection, and gage their interest in particular 

facets of Group Material. Their responses helped me think through which aspects of the 

group’s practice and production might be of particular interest to a younger generation of 

artists and curators. To stimulate our discussions we read key texts on history writing and 

archiving by Hayden White and Derrida. Sabrina and I met several times with Marvin 

Taylor to discuss the Downtown Collections’ archiving philosophy and procedures and 

think through a fitting approach to the process ahead. Both Rasmus and Sabrina became 

primary intellectual partners throughout the making on the archive and the book.  

 

Witnessing their interpretations, enthusiasm, misunderstandings, and puzzlement 

illuminated and delimited the capacity of the material to convey Group Material. Rasmus 

and Sabrina were each taken aback by the group’s business-like meeting minutes from its 

initial year, which did not reconcile with Group Material’s looser persona. What the 

archive does not tell is the group diligently documented its process in order to meet 

guidelines for New York State incorporation as a not-for-profit organization. Once 

incorporated, the minute taking stopped. As the group shrank from twelve to three 

members the group communicated in person and by phone, and the paper trail of internal 

dialogue dwindled. Another example: Sabrina and Rasmus were perplexed by two 

consecutive sets of minutes – one week listed ten group members, the following only six. 

Inexplicably the record made no note of the heated resignation of four members, 

accounting for the discrepancy. Sabrina and Rasmus’s initial engagement with the 

material clarified that some qualifying narration was essential to portray Group Material 

with more dimension and accuracy than archival material with its holes and silences is 

capable of. Sabrina and Rasmus’s initial engagement with the material clarified that some 

qualifying narration was essential to portray Group Material with more dimension and 

accuracy than archival material with its holes and silences is able to. This formative 

period of discussion and conceptualization produced an array of ideas for projects that 

might take place in the archive to help achieve this goal.  
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Proposed Subprojects 

 

Context 

A Group Material chronology will be developed as a project that extends 

GM’s process and methods and forms. This chronology could accompany 

the archive as part of the finding aid and front matter providing contextual 

and historical information. It might also be for publication, possibly as a 

section of a larger book. The chronology could also be cohered as a 

website which links with other information, including individual 

documents, images, sites. The chronology may be composed by numerous 

people and will include objective and subjective information.  

 

Configure, Reconfigure 

Analyze and depict Group Material as bodies rather than as a body. Each 

time the constitution of the group changed, GM became another body, 

which expressed different goals and produced differentiated projects. This 

dimension, as well, as the fields of interconnections GM had with other 

individuals and social bodies over time could be traced through diagrams, 

lists, texts, and sociograms that depict and play with GM and its 

composition across time. The archive’s organizational structure could 

perhaps itself be sectioned according to the group’s various incarnations. 

 

Narration 

Conduct interviews and oral histories with members of Group Material. 

These could be uploaded into the front matter of the archive, could be part 

of a chronology / context website, as well as be used in publication 

formats. Extend the interviews to include people in various roles and 

relations vis-à-vis Group Material: artists who participated in exhibitions, 

collaborators, curators, institutional liaisons, art critics, art historians, 

funding agents, installation crew, guards who looked after the shows, 
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viewers, etc. Individuals’ empirical narration and commentary on the 

subject would collectively portray the subject. This could be edited to 

form a section of a publication, as well as used in the finding aid and 

timeline, etc. This idea picks up on the Chaos as Usual47 model – a book 

on Fassbinder consisting of interviews and statements from people who 

worked with him, which creates a kind of 360 perspective on his process. 

Fiction and journal as possible modes of telling; think about speaking 

voice in general (GM on GM) and in particular. 

 

Documents 

Annotate documents from various perspectives. Annotation can show 

various layers of processing and multiple perspectives. Annotation is text 

that doesn’t go on the physical element. These texts can be put on 

collection, series, subseries, or folder level in the archive and its finding 

aid. Select documents to form a focused body for publication (i.e. GM’s 

first year), perhaps as a section for a larger publication. During GM’s first 

year, minutes of meetings were kept and lots of internal communiqués 

changed hands including loose notes on ideas for exhibitions and GM’s 

mission, proposals for splitting the group (since it began splintering almost 

as soon as it started), and various position papers. There is also a good trail 

of how GM represented itself that year, and the reception to its projects.  

 

Images 

Make a sequence of images that show Group Material’s development of 

exhibition as a medium through installation photography, which 

demonstrates how the group regarded the projects. In the earliest years 

pictures primarily focus of individual works rather than exhibitions 

overviews. As GM developed its purpose and form, this changes: 

exhibitions as visual forums are increasingly stressed. Such an image trail 

also demonstrates GM’s increasing awareness of, and investment in, 

representation, its own history, and archiving. This sequence could be 
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used as a slide show, or in conjunction with an essay as part of a 

publication. Other visual sequences will be organized including a selection 

of images that have become iconic through repeated circulation, perhaps 

juxtaposed with “outtakes,” and images that show the chronology of 

projects – to be used variously. 

 

Reception 

Chart the critical reception to Group Material’s work over time – ’80s, 

’90s, and beyond. A selection could be collated and potentially published 

to show what Group Material’s practice and projects have meant during 

various cultural periods.  

 

History 

Collaboratively make a history project such as a publication, which might 

bring together in some fashion much of the above. 

 

Methods and principles 

Initiate inventive interpretations of key aspect(s) of GM’s practice (as 

projects) in order to activate those methods / principles in the present 

tense.48 

 

Also emerging from the initial brainstorming period was a set of points, issues, and 

questions that caption the entire investigation and articulation. 

 

How is the threat of disappearance felt?  

How does it manifest and propel the thinking behind the archive?  

Archives deaden and enliven, expose and suppress; archive as endpoint and beginning, 

archive as set of paradoxes.  

 

How does bringing documentation together imply shaping / making history? 

How do artifacts – whether material or informational – communicate?  
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How to address the complexity of a period and the climate of conventions and 

perceptions that informed the making of a specific project?  

Can contexts be in effect communicated?   

 

How does the archive archive? How will this archive structure the content of GM?  

How will it construct relationships to the present and future?  

What limits to place on reproduction rights, exhibition use, and restagings?  

Is the archive archiving a form? Is the gesture of archiving a formal gesture?  

Where does the archive end? What defines its frame?  

What are the criteria for inclusion and exclusion?   

What tense is the archive?  

 

What kind of continuity existed in GM externally? As a public persona? Internal 

continuity? How will these continuities cohabitate in the archive?  

What purpose has making private processes, the group’s collaboration for instance, 

public?   

 

What is the import of GM working in “our” archive? 

How does the subjective transform material to a public sphere without manipulating it?  

What can the collective subjective do when given the chance to write its own history?  

What archival structure and practices will animate and complicate without over 

determining meanings?  

 

What is gained and lost in the process of subjecting ephemeral and peripheral activities to 

conservation? From inducting them into history?   

How to make what is missing evident as a layer of historicising?  

How to give voice / space to the fragments; gaps as essential to its historical memory? 

What kind of suitable forms can be shaped to embody the historicising processes, 

gathered knowledge and diverse purpose that drive this inquiry? 

Can one effectively challenge history writing while writing history?  
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Archiving Group Material using a hands-on activist manner was to involve deliberately 

configuring material for transfer to a public entity in conjunction with generating 

discourse and contextualization in the process. In this situation, archiving was considered 

to entail initiating investigations and catalyzing historiography along newly perceptible 

directions that would emerge while reviewing the amassed documentation, and 

reconsidering the acts and histories at stake.  

 

 

Armature and body 

 

In anticipation of cohering the archive archiving issues apparently stimulated a dream one 

night. My mother, grandmother, and I were poking around my great aunt’s house. The 

old farmhouse had been renovated but my vague memories of how it once was lingered 

behind the superimposition. As if I were a little girl I stood on a chair and opened the 

kitchen cupboard. Aunt Jo’s dishes and cans and boxes of food were intact inside. I was 

very excited that this one pocket revealing her lived experience and way of arranging 

things still existed in the midst of the once familiar environment in which all other 

material traces had been erased and exclaimed, “we have to protect this, this is special, 

these are Aunt Jo’s things just like she used and kept them.” 

 

I first learned about “original provenance” in discussion with Marvin Taylor. Original 

provenance refers to the organizational configuration of things as they were saved, which 

is then applied in the archive. (I recently had another moving experience of how things 

are saved, this one while awake, when I visited my Aunt Dot’s house several months 

after she died. I drifted aimlessly, opening closets and cupboards, looking for indications 

of her presence. Upstairs in her bedroom, I opened one of the bureau drawers and 

discovered it was filled with brightly colored bows and ribbons waiting to be reused. An 

optimistic collection. Aunt Dot. Instantly I recalled her gleeful salvaging and a lifetime of 

Christmas and birthday celebrations.) How things are saved: Taylor encourages 

maintaining such formative features when transferring collections to the library because 

an individual or group’s procedures, priorities, and principles are revealed through its 
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organizational systems. Group Material’s material traces had been dispersed since 1983 

when the collaborative decided it would no longer maintain an exhibition space or 

headquarters and instead function nomadically, working from members’ homes and aided 

by the temporary infrastructural support of art institutions that invited GM to make 

projects. The prospective collection was actually a commixture of several individuals’ 

saving habits and classification systems stimulated by idiosyncratic, conceptual, and 

practical factors. The resulting amalgamation of methods is emblematic of the 

collaboration. This somewhat unruly composite structure was worth preserving to a 

certain degree, as opposed to rearranging, as some repositories might, according to an 

archiving system organized by material type (for example, uniting all correspondence, 

press releases, etc. chronologically). However, in keeping with the logic of original 

provenance the group’s archive would remain sectioned according to individual 

members’ collections, and categorized as such, for example, Julie Ault Papers, Doug 

Ashford Papers, Marybeth Nelson Papers, which seemed antithetical to how Group 

Material was conceived, regardless of the separate paper trails. This would have in effect 

degrouped the group. Conversely, I sought to regroup material into a larger framework – 

The Group Material Archive – in lieu of distinguishing individuals’ savings. Within that, 

the logic of original provenance and adhering to significant saving methods such as the 

random mixing of source material where advertisements, newspaper clippings, theoretical 

essays, popular cultural artifacts, and brochures combined without designation, order, or 

hierarchy, was preserved. These situations attest to the consequence of negotiating each 

aspect of archiving in relation to the specificity of Group Material as opposed to 

completely relinquishing influence over archiving methods as Gran Fury had done. 

 

According to renowned archivist Thomas Staley, “Ten per cent of an archive represents 

ninety per cent of its value.”49 Decentralized, members kept their own paper trails or not. 

Some of what was saved is of ambiguous value and much that should have been kept was 

not. Things got lost and thrown out early on because as barely solvent young New 

Yorkers we had space constraints and moved frequently. Other things got lost or 

discarded due to carelessness and lack of historical consciousness. (I regret to say that 

due to the constraints of my apartment I dumped whole files and boxed of material more 
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than once, thinking “we’ve finished these projects and don’t need to keep all this paper 

anymore.”) The material I’d stored for years included what I had saved as well as that 

given to me by former members Tim Rollins and Mundy McLaughlin upon their 

departure, and whatever was in Felix Gonzalez-Torres’s files when he died. Doug 

Ashford kept a lot of material stored at his house as well as his ongoing notes tracing 

projects as they developed, which were integrated into the archive. It was important to 

solicit all former members for documents, notes, and images in order to make the most 

coherent multifaceted and multivoiced archive possible. Building the archive is ongoing; 

some individuals’ papers have been folded in and some are forthcoming.50 

 

The material traces of Group Material finally came out of their boxes, closets, and 

crannies of dormancy to temporarily inhabit a space at the Fales Library in fall 2008. The 

situation was an “archiving laboratory” in which the conceptual and practical activities 

and procedures involved in organizing and preparing Group Material’s archive for 

permanent residency in the Downtown Collection were actively integrated. While 

formalizing the archive sought to make Group Material newly public, the process was 

also conceived as a laboratory in which to investigate the logic, structure, implications, 

and practice of the archive. This processing and research site produced a fertile ground 

for generating new contributions to the archive. The HBO detective series “The Wire,” 

which posits evidence rooms and bulletin boards as active contingent sites for discerning 

narratives, patterns, and contexts around the cases the detectives are working on, inspired 

the archiving laboratory.51 We thought of ourselves as detectives “solving the cold case” 

of Group Material. 

 

I spent several months processing the material in its soon-to-be permanent home: 

handling, reading, and looking at every paper, image, and item; taking note, cross-

referencing, recollecting, and reflecting. After just a few days of reading the early papers 

as well as encountering information long blotted from memory, I was shocked to discover 

I had unwittingly been telling a fair number of inaccuracies – lies even, while imparting 

stories about Group Material these past years. I read further and the divide between 

recollection and fact expanded. Certain retrieved information was basic while some 
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signaled that Group Material was much more complex and debatable than I had 

meanwhile fabricated and perpetuated. The more I reviewed the more deeply I 

understood the malleable and fallible nature of memory, and memory repeatedly threw 

documentary fact into question. Alternatively edified and mystified, the experience 

demonstrated the utter insecurity of the categories subjective and objective.  

 

I cannot say I have had no inkling of the essentially loose relationships between memory, 

history, and accuracy. After all, how could activities spanning seventeen years with a 

total of twenty core participants across that period be portrayed all-inclusively in 

memory, in conversation, or with a typical presentational format? When invited to art 

institutions to provide an overview of Group Material for instance, I usually sought to 

convey a sense of the collaborative’s origins, structure, contexts, process, changing 

composition, chronology, aims, agendas, aesthetics, and use of forms, as well as present 

numerous exemplary projects and discuss their reception, even though fitting all this into 

a sixty-minute show-and-tell scheme was unwieldy and reckless. I was uneasy with 

expediency and habitual representation and sometimes was disinclined to speak about 

Group Material whatsoever, but felt accountable since there was no comprehensive 

published source to direct people to.  

 

Determining the criteria of what would be included in the archive – delimiting what is 

Group Material and what is not, is more complicated than it initially appeared. For 

instance I had several large files filled with articles, advertisements, brochures, flyers, 

bumper stickers, etc. that are indicative of popular and subcultural activities of the 1980s 

and early 1990s. I culled from this resource pool for research and teaching during the 

period and Group Material derived elements from it for exhibitions and publications. It is 

impossible to say what was clipped or preserved for general interest and what was saved 

with Group Material in mind. Artifacts gathered by other members may also be included 

therein. Furthermore, Group Material’s shared interests and perspectives essentially 

informed my thinking and looking during that time. While only some items can be traced 

to the group’s projects, it seemed to me that the whole lot should be part of the archive as 

it speaks to its contexts. How would other members feel about parallel files in their 
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cabinets? Is this too much information to make accessible? Would it make more sense to 

specify only ephemeral items exhibited or published in the official production of the 

group be included? Should shared references that informed Group Material’s internal 

processes and underpinned its production be omitted from or contained in the archive? 

(Taylor agreed that general source materials are additive and they are part of the archive.) 

 

Questions of privacy and publicity and inside and outside also arose. Is there information 

that should be withheld to respect the private machinations of group interaction? What 

are the ethics of exposure, of history? Should personal reflections on Group Material 

from our notebooks or sketchbooks be put into the archive? Are some things too personal 

to expose? Unwilling to discard or hide anything due to its personal nature, I decided if 

had been saved then it goes in the archive, regardless of embarrassment. The overarching 

goal is to make Group Material transparent as is possible to people beyond our lifetimes. 

 

The ethics of exposure came to the foreground for me while researching for making the 

book on Felix Gonzalez-Torres. In the late 1980s, Gonzalez-Torres, who lived in New 

York, frequently corresponded by letter with his boyfriend Ross Laycock, who lived in 

Toronto. Ross died early in 1991 and Felix retrieved the letters he had sent him, joining 

them with the ones he had received. In 1991 Felix photographed fragments of some of 

Ross’s letters up close, which he formatted as framed photographs and photographic 

puzzles. Marieluise Hessel, an art collector and the major benefactor of the Bard Center 

for Curatorial Studies, acquired several of Gonzalez-Torres’s works including one or 

more of these photographs. Evidently she and the artist had a conversation about the 

actual letters and she asked him to consider the Curatorial Center’s Library become their 

permanent home. As far as I know nothing contractual ensued between them, but the 

artist is said to have agreed in principle. Some years after Felix died, Andrea Rosen, who 

represents his work, sought to follow up on Hessel’s and Felix’s agreement. (Unwilling 

initially to give up the original love letters, she had a set of archival copies made for the 

purpose.) I read the complete correspondence in search of insight into Felix’s thinking 

and work. The letters held promise on that score, particularly as Felix was often quoted to 

claim his Ross was his public, the person he made his work for. Having been friends with 
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Ross and had a close friendship with Felix I felt all the more entitled to read the letters, 

and all the more embarrassed once I did. From my perspective, with the exception of one 

letter that contains a drawing of two clocks and refers to his work “Untitled (Perfect 

Lovers),” 1991, very little if any of their contents provide information into Felix’s 

practice or work or adds to its understanding beyond what is accessible in his works 

themselves or writings about them. Neither Felix or Ross could have guessed at the start 

of their relationship that the letters would be read by others; they are very personal and 

clearly written with privacy in mind. After reading the private correspondence I advised 

Andrea to reconsider and perhaps not make them accessible in the context of the 

curatorial center’s library, where they would sit separated from his other correspondence 

and papers stripped of their context. However, she wanted to honor what she believed to 

be his wish and proceeded as planned.  

 

Do I have an ethical double standard here? For I published the beautiful letter Felix sent 

Ross with the side-by-side clocks drawn on it along with a selection of letters he had 

written to Andrea Rosen, and others in which he spoke about his work in the book I 

edited. Including them there was additive as they represented another aspect of Felix’s 

voice in relation to his work, interviews, and writings, and, through his words stressed the 

importance of his dialogues with Ross and Andrea. Perhaps a future researcher will 

ascertain some work related significance I did not in the letters now available at Bard. I 

have no right to close that door out of protectiveness. The situation generated questions I 

have since grappled with abstractly. Are some things too personal to expose? Who makes 

the judgment? What are the ethics of destroying private material? What and who is being 

protected in their withholding? Will such privacy matter twenty years from now, fifty, a 

hundred? 

 

Recalling an exchange with his brother at his mother’s funeral, in Nothing to be 

Frightened of, 2008, Julian Barnes wrestles with related issues. Who can speak for the 

dead? What validity do claims made on behalf of the deceased have? Barnes narrates his 

disappointment over his niece arriving at the funeral in a car other than his mother’s car, 

which she ostensibly gave her granddaughter after having a stroke. “‘I think Ma would 
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have wanted C. to come in her car.’ . . . [My brother] pointed out that there are some 

wants of the dead, i.e. things which people now dead once wanted; and there are 

hypothetical wants, i.e. things which people would or might have wanted. ‘What mother 

would have wanted’ was a combination of the two: a hypothetical want of the dead, and 

therefore doubly questionable. ‘We can only do what we want,’ he explained; to indulge 

the maternal hypothetical was as irrational as if he were now to pay attention to his own 

past desires.”52 Barnes’ brother’s logic echoes my thinking in relation to Felix’s wishes 

when he was alive that Andrea Rosen feels committed to enforcing, despite that no one 

can say if he would want that still, were he making decisions in shifted contexts with 

different bearings.   

 

While I wanted to limit the reading of Felix and Ross’s correspondence, Andrea, who 

oversees Gonzalez-Torres’s estate, was countering my desire to publish snapshots of 

Felix in my book because his policy had been to reject requests for his image; preferring 

pictures of his work circulate. I wanted to print casual pictures of Felix with his family 

and with Ross in a chronology in the book. Andrea was understandably resistant but after 

much impassioned discussion we agreed on publishing some of what I’d selected, as long 

as they were small – less than a quarter page. Her commitment to Felix and what she 

perceives as his desires are laudable. She, like any estate executor, is charged with the 

formidable responsibility of balancing competing agendas of privacy and publicity, of 

what the deceased wanted and what makes sense in the present, of then, now, and the 

future. 

 

An idea comes to mind thinking about Group Material’s archive, whether information 

and documentation (or facsimiles) from individuals and institutions Group Material 

worked with should also be sought out and integrated into its archive. Wouldn’t potential 

understandings of Group Material be meaningfully elaborated by such inclusivity, despite 

that active pursuit to fill out a collection is generally frowned upon as a threat to the “fair 

play” of the “as is” archive and its authenticity. Taylor is against actively filling out the 

archive and prefers to collect overlapping collections, so I left it at that, also as it would 

require time and financial resources to do otherwise. 
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What about material that played an informal role in our practice? For example the 

exhibition The Castle, 1987, included a soundtrack of “easy listening” versions of 

revolutionary songs that is part of the archive. But what about two other then-current 

cassettes – Public Enemy’s “It Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back,” and the 

Beastie Boys’ “Licensed to Ill” – which we listened to incessantly during the month of 

preparations and installation of that project while in Germany? I have no doubt they 

affected our attitudes and subtly influenced the installation. Should they be in the 

archive? Would their inclusion require annotation, which may result in information 

overload? Does that matter? What is too much detail, too much information?  

 

I realized one could spiral out of control making more and more connections to 

information and items that would texture and deepen understandings of Group Material, 

and essentially end up “turning over the iceberg.”53 But to a point, these speculations are 

warranted. What defines the archive’s parameter? The archive can be contracted or 

expanded depending on how these questions are engaged.   

 

Another notable factor determining the very substance of the archive is that some Group 

Material members are intensely invested, some are detached, and others are dead and 

uninvolved in its history. Such disparity proliferates from the archive. Some members 

took notes and saved them, others did not. The majority of the archive was formed from 

what I had in my apartment and Doug had at his house. Doug had an eye to personal 

archiving and habitually kept his own notebooks, which are now archived. No one else 

saved his or her notes or notebooks. However lamentable, the asymmetry of individual 

reflection in the archive is reality.  
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Delimiting Use 

 

The transfer to the Downtown Collection necessitated imagining future use. Exemplary 

scenarios need to be conjured including those beyond our lifespan. Our general approach 

is free access, for whatever purpose desired, including reproduction rights. However, the 

thorny question of reconstruction requires further conceptual negotiation. The nature of 

Group Material’s temporal and context-specific work places limits on remaking art 

(installations, projects) from the archive, but directives and restrictions nonetheless need 

to be articulated.  

 

In recent years several curators have asked us if Group Material exhibitions and projects 

could be reconstructed. If material ingredients of an exhibition were to be gathered from 

the archive and other sources, and installed according to photographic documentation of 

the original manifestation, the result would be a cross between artwork and artifact. There 

is no replacement for the actual experience of an exhibition, which makes a good 

argument for the research value of re-creation. However, one has to take into account 

what is missing. Group Material’s exhibitions spoke from and to particular contexts 

during specific times. Aesthetic practice and social practice merged in the projects, which 

usually involved layers of collaboration in and beyond the group. The social processes 

involved in creating a project, which were part of the work, would be absent from any 

reconstruction. Contexts cannot be replicated. It is impossible to reproduce the climate of 

circumstance and perception and understanding for events.54 For the time being the 

Downtown Collection has been prohibited from loaning material for reconstruction 

purposes, but certainly this issue needs to be redressed periodically. 
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     Group Material boxes in the Lewis Carroll room at the Fales Library, NYU, 2008 

 

 
     Sabrina Locks and Julie Ault in the Group Material archiving lab, 2008  
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Analog Meets Digital 

 

Whether or not archiving institutions digitize their paper holdings and make them 

accessible for online use is an issue of much recent debate. “We are always on the 

threshold between the past and the future, but we are also currently in the midst of an 

extended transition between the paper and the digital eras,” stated Richard Pearce-Moses 

in his Presidential Address at the Society of American Archivists Annual Meeting in 

2006.55 Harnessing technology to generate digital libraries, potentially for universal 

access, is at the core of the digital revolution in archiving. Availability of information for 

as many as possible for as little cost as possible to the individual (financial, time, or 

otherwise) seems desirable. But it is worth examining the prospective advances and 

losses involved in translating paper archives to digital files in tandem with instant 

availability via the Internet.  

 

The positives are obvious: unconstrained access is convenient and, more significantly, it 

appears to be democratic. Geographic distances are overcome as information is widely 

and indiscriminately circulated to remote users. The ability to access archives in a digital 

environment attracts non-traditional users who are unlikely to visit an archive. 

Additionally, the aura and authority of the archive as the institutional foundation of 

legitimate record dematerializes. Allegiance to analog and ink-on-paper appears to 

uphold the culture of the archive as a distinct place, preserving heritage, atmosphere, 

authority, and exclusivity. Digital archiving assumes the progressive role and the 

naysayers of unrestrained electronic distribution are largely considered conservative 

luddites.56 

 

But before accepting the digital archiving revolution, it is advisable to imagine the 

consequences of this fairly new option. The “placelessness” of the web eclipses the 

experience of the archive as physical context. Papers are made immaterial in their 

converted electronic state. In this setup, documents and artifacts are flattened, the nuance 

of materiality is leveled, and texture is forfeited. Paradoxically, as historical material 

becomes nearer to its user the electronic delivery platform also produces disconnection 
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between researcher and document. The vital experience of conducting hands-on research 

in the archive potentially disappears, as does access to tangible detail and impression 

which looking and touching entails.  

 

Another factor is the formidable expense of technology and labor involved. Librarian 

Brewster Kahle makes a case for “universal access to everything,” which is also the 

motto of the organization he founded in 1996, Internet Archive, and puts forward cost 

guesstimates for digitizing all the books in the Library of Congress, as well as loose 

documents, audio recordings, and video and film annals.57 The extensive investment of 

time and money that is required to generate electronic archives from existing material 

collections in a sense preselects institutions, the well-endowed Getty Trust for example, 

as pioneers of the so-called democratization of the archive. But the pioneer spirit fueling 

digital archiving operates in both not-for-profit and commercial entities (such as Internet 

Archive and Google Books). The excessive expense organizations assume to digitize in 

turn relieves individuals of the costs associated with research travel and time dedication, 

which in principle opens up the possibility of delving into all kinds of exploration that 

was previously out of reach for many. Most public institutions are intent on electronic 

storage and access and clearly the future of archiving pre-digital age documents, images, 

and artifacts will combine analog and digital preservation.  

 

In her stock-taking essay about studies done on information seeking behavior in the 

digital environment Krystyna K. Matusiak notes:  

 

Digital libraries are complex systems that serve a diverse audience, 

involve multiple cognitive tasks, and often pose usability problems.9 Many 

researchers comment on disoriented user behavior and feelings of 

uncertainty and confusion in the process of searching for documents in 

digital libraries.10 . . . Disorientation occurs because of the overloading of 

short-term memory and user’s difficulty in forming a mental model of the 

information space.58  
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On the positive end, because digital archiving is a field in formation, the tendencies, 

problems, and preferences of user behavior are being studied and the conclusions taken 

into account by information designers and web developers. For example how do people 

seek and retrieve information? What mental models guide users’ methods? What are the 

affectivities of keyword searching compared to browsing? How can points of access be 

provided for navigating complex unfamiliar systems? Pearce-Moses cites Beth Yakel and 

Polly Reynold’s work on transforming finding aids interactively so that users comments, 

questions, and discussions can be integrated into finding aids that were formerly the 

domain of archivists. They are also developing responsive finding aids that recommend 

“relevant content based on searches,” which is already standardly used by Amazon.com 

and other commercial sites.59 The electronic archive environment is bound to research 

and development for the forecastable future, which results in users influencing the digital 

archive design and possibly even client-authored modes.  

 

The discussion here focuses on electronic formatting of analog collections and does not 

get into the emergent issues around the dominance of digital means that have rapidly 

replaced earlier communication media – a condition which necessitates archiving take on 

entirely different methods of storage, preservation, and use. “Born-digital” information 

and interactive user-sharing sites such as Flickr create the possibility for continual 

archiving and ongoing instant documentation. Uploading personal stuff that friends can 

interface for instance (Flickr, Facebook) is a communication form but is not necessarily 

forever. The longevity of such data is uncertain. Paths and trends of correlated data 

management are just now taking shape and whether or not pools of accumulated data will 

be maintained as lasting archives is unknown.  

 

The general reasons for archiving probably won’t change, but the means have and will 

continue to. Technology and form are also content, which will exert unforeseeable affects 

on archiving and researching methods. No doubt as more and more information becomes 

available public expectation for access will expand and make new demands. The 

problems of rapidly changing technology will require massive amounts of data transfer 

and rounds of updating to new storage and delivery media, another costly commitment. 
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Kahle poses fundamental questions to the larger community, “Will access be open or 

proprietary? Will it all go under digital rights management, or are we going to help push 

some of these systems to be more open to fulfill the democratic ideals that are baked into 

our profession? Will the future of libraries and archives be public or private?”60 

 

As digital multiplies we have to wonder what will become of paper archives. In a recent 

essay D. T. Max recalls, “I once asked [Thomas] Staley [director of the Harry Ransom 

Humanities Research Center at University of Texas at Austin] what role he saw the 

Center fulfilling fifty years from now, with its boxes of yellowing rough drafts typed out 

on manual typewriters and piles of letters written with fountain pens by candlelight. 

‘There will be these bastions, whether the ruins of Athens or these archives, and they will 

be all the more valuable, he said.”61 

 

The tempo of archive use has traditionally been determined by cycles of requesting and 

reviewing material and consulting archivists and finding aids to ascertain what’s 

available and what’s next. “Archives are like books without indexes: you know in a 

general way if you’re interested in the subject, but there is no shortcut to finding out if 

what you’re really looking for is in there. . . . The finding aid is an overview of what an 

archive contains – drafts, letters, newspaper clippings, foreign contracts – but it does not 

detail what each item says, who is mentioned in it, or why it matters. Usually, the only 

person to have read the entirety of an archive is the author, and the authority on its 

contents is the scholar who has studied it the most.”62 When working with actual material 

where one is dependent on the call and response with librarians, research routes are 

customized at a careful pace and researchers tend to inspect reasonably cohesive bodies 

of material. Electronic access profoundly influences the pace of research. Internet speed 

permits, and to some degree encourages a more restless and scattershot approach to 

recovering and discovering, resulting in irregular and labyrinthine paths of investigation.  

 

The web model of data organization and its instantaneity liberates information from 

traditional frameworks. It also appears to short-circuit thought processes and instigate 

reorganization and disorganization. Neuroscientists are finding that electronic abundance, 
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excessive net interaction, and Internet use in general are capable of rewiring our brains 

and producing fractured thinking and lack of focus.63 I do not mean to suggest either 

orderliness or disorder is inherently beneficial to a general notion of historical research, 

nor do I want to generalize methods of knowledge gathering. These observations are 

intended to raise questions about some key differences between these forms of archive 

and the research methods they inspire. 

 

Instant universal access to seemingly everything. Microsoft’s 1994 ad campaign “Where 

do you want to go today?” promptly comes to mind. The researcher’s information pursuit 

is a different game altogether from the scholarly hunt of former times; continually 

stimulated by cross-linking possibilities built into web and internet formats, the vastly 

increased volume of “finds” outpaces anything imaginable in the analog archive. Variety 

of sources is key; one can go from here to there to anywhere, which is simply not 

possible in a physical archive. The potential for incidentally cross-connecting information 

across traditional topic, subject, and disciplinary boundaries during a standard 

information seeking session on the Internet seems newly productive. Start any search of 

an event, person, or topic on Google and within thirty minutes you will have traversed a 

considerable array of material from wildly divergent sources that no doubt led you to 

unexpected places and unintentional cross-connections. Or you can visit the New York 

Public Library digital gallery and view, for instance, the entire catalog of Gran Fury’s 

graphic interventions and installations within minutes. Perhaps not so much is lost in 

digital versions of texts, but the physical character of the AIDS activist graphics is 

dramatically reduced to uniform screen-size likenesses, which, though technically 

comprehensive, are nonetheless deficient. Once seen, a visit to the archive to view the 

material in person becomes less imperative, and may even seem superfluous. The 

explosion of information and open access is paradoxical; it excites and engulfs, and 

channels and destabilizes simultaneously. 

 

This crucial discussion factored into identifying an appropriate archive for Group 

Material. At first glance digital access seems congruent with Group Material’s populist 

orientation. However I was already veering toward NYU’s Downtown Collection. Taylor 
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has not sought to digitize and has no plans yet to do so, in part because he believes in the 

consequence of researchers’ experiences consulting and handling actual material in the 

archive. All things considered the benefits of the Downtown Collection outweighed the 

possible advantages of digitalization and the threat of empirical education in the archive 

being bypassed in lieu of instant availability helped settle the decision. That said, as 

digital continues grow, it seems likely that the Downtown Collection will eventually 

digitize a substantial part of their holdings in order to go with the flow of archiving 

trends, but there is no rush. 

 

 

Archive Authority 

 

Carolyn Steedman asserts, “The historian’s massive authority as a writer derives from 

two factors: the ways archives are, and the conventional rhetoric of history-writing, 

which always asserts . . . that you know because you have been there. There is a story put 

about that the authority comes from the documents themselves, and the historian’s 

obeisance to the limits they impose on any account that employs them. But really, it 

comes from having been there (the train to the distant city, the call number, the bundle 

opened, the dust . . .),” from having scrutinized actual documents, made connections 

between them, and passed judgments on their relevance as puzzle pieces in the history 

being shaped.64 Authority is awarded to she who makes the effort and invests the time in 

persistent pursuit of her subject, even sacrificing along the way. The credible historian 

proves her worth by overcoming whatever obstacles may ensue including vast amounts of 

labor, personal investment, blockades to information, misinformation, profound 

contradictions, and the riddles imbedded in the silences and gaps in the archive.  

 

The ceremonial character of entering and deciphering the archive abruptly vanishes as 

archives are digitized and at every turn made available online. But does it stand to reason 

that the “historian’s massive authority” simply gets dispersed equitably in one fell swoop 

as formality gives way to informality and analog yields to digital? Over time, such 

technological innovation is bound to transform the future of historical representation. To 
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what degree is the authority of the electronic archive undermined by the state of 

placelessness, eventually rendering it less influential and diminishing the role of the 

historian and status of history writing in the process. Does the archive sustain its import 

when anyone can use it? What deems historical representation credible when anyone can 

write it? If historical representation is always in part concerned with broadcast, control, 

and galvanizing the present in which its investigation and methods occur, does it 

potentially become obsolete when the archive is constant, omnipresent, and open to any 

and all participation?  

 

Steedman’s claims that, “The Archive then is something that, through the cultural activity 

of History, can become Memory’s potential space, one of the few realms of the modern 

imagination where a hard-won and carefully constructed place, can return to boundless, 

limitless space, and we might be released from the house arrest that Derrida suggested 

was its condition.” Although Steedman does not necessarily envision the obsolescence of 

the archive, this theoretical reality of history (memory) unbound is echoed by Pearce-

Moses fantasy that “In the best-case scenario [of the future], no one ever asks, “What is 

an archivist?” because we are an integral part of people’s lives. Records are more than a 

commodity. Archives are more than a place. Records are reliable, authentic memory ever 

present in people’s lives. Archives are the focus of a dynamic community. . . .65  

 

The archive is not history but history writing and representation emerge from there, the 

archive is a site of production based on a controlled pool of sources. Steedman states 

“The Archive is made from selected and consciously chosen documentation from the past 

and also from the mental fragmentations that no one intended to preserve and just ended 

up there . . .”66 Not everything is preserved. In the electronic environment where 

utterances, images, and events proliferate randomly and indefinitely will we find that the 

entire notion of history writing is eventually rendered irrelevant and redundant? Will 

historical representation and history writing per se – the mediation of annals and memory, 

the making and interpretation of meaning from the archive using the medium of language 

be necessary if the archive is opened in such a way that anyone and everyone can 
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contribute to it, access it, and construe it at anytime or all the time? (Another complex of 

questions might begin, what happens to individual and collective memory in this shift?) 

 

Another dream triggered by archiving anxiety: I was in the company of a distraught 

woman who had inherited an artist’s estate and was holding a press conference about the 

artist’s death. There was the sense that she was beset so after it ended I stuck around to 

help field calls and visits. The estate, which she was to represent, included a lot of 

photographs. A doctor came calling to offer his services. She wouldn’t see him but I 

spoke with him. He was very nice and claimed that because he was a bona-fide doctor; he 

could help “read” the photographs accurately. I believed him and recommended the 

woman contact him when I passed on his card to her.67 Following Freud’s assertion that 

all dreams are expressions of wish fulfillment, my simplified interpretation is that I would 

like an expert to come to the door and take on the responsibility of archiving and 

interpreting Group Material. Relationships to authorizing and authority are tremendously 

complex and harbor untold latent dimension. The dream tapped into my lingering 

childish desire to have things determined and conclusive. Yet this couples with awareness 

of the futility of such hope as well as critical consciousness about power structures and 

the social relations that expert authority embodies. 

 

Though avidly consumed and to some degree venerated, when history is at stake, 

narration from the horse’s mouth so to speak is regarded as problematically subjective 

and quasi-legitimate. The written record (imprint) is generally privileged as trustworthy 

authority. Of course neither archives, written or spoken histories are unbiased. Various 

authorial modes embody specific expressions of authority. Memories and histories 

intertwine and actively condition and contextualize any event, throwing contradictions 

into relief and potentially rendering resolution absurd. Derrida highlighted this 

counterbalance: 

 

In spite of resorting to what he holds to be a model of auxiliary 

representation, he [Freud] invariably maintains a primacy of live memory 

and of anamnesis in their originary temporalization. From which we have 
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the archaeological outbidding by which psychoanalysis, in its archive 

fever, always attempts to return to the live origin of that which the archive 

loses while keeping it in a multiplicity of places. As we have noted all 

along, there is an incessant tension here between the archive and 

archaeology.68  

 

With all this in mind, it became clear that Group Material should not be reduced to 

memory or record, but can most constructively be articulated and elaborated by the 

dynamics between multiple bodies of information, between multiple ways of telling and 

knowing. 

 

 

From Archive to Book, Impression to Imprint 

 

Books, as repositories and containers of record and histories are a literally 

conservative medium.  

—J. Abbott Miller 

 

Three years after disbanding, an art historian who I profoundly respect and is also a close 

friend of mine as well as Doug’s, proposed writing a book on Group Material. This 

occasioned the opportunity to think through the scenarios of an art historian making the 

first book on Group Material in contrast to us doing one. I can think of no finer scholar or 

author, but it was nonetheless clear that our collaboration – mine in particular since I had 

been in the group from start to finish and informally held the role of archivist, would 

entail a great deal of work, commitment, and trust. The timing was not good for me 

personally as I was involved in advancing a solo practice and beginning to collaborate 

with Beck as well. It also struck me as too soon for a book. Primarily though I thought we 

should reserve the right to cohere our history in the way we saw fit at some later point. I 

feared this art historian’s authority would define Group Material’s work according to her 

perspective and interests, which she said entailed emphasizing the aesthetic dimension of 

the practice. As a newly tenured art history professor in a prominent university she was 
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under pressure to publish, searching for the right subject. This dictated the academic 

mode and publishing context for the potential volume. I was disinclined to partner on 

Group Material’s first book with these added pressures of external career and institutional 

agendas in the mix. Ultimately we rejected the prospect. Other less formulated invitations 

came about in the ensuing years although none as compelling as the earliest. All were 

discouraged and we continued the course of adhoc representation.  

 

The prospect of former members making a book was an open question that had surfaced 

intermittently since Group Material’s conclusion. I was abstractedly committed to 

making a book at some time, but didn’t know when that would be and was waiting for the 

right time personally, professionally, and culturally. During the process of researching 

and conceptualizing the archive it had become clear that a book would be an ideal form to 

contain and distribute many of the subprojects that were under consideration. A website 

could have functioned similarly but I have no experience with that and was told it would 

be extremely costly. Books are for the record and still carry more authority than websites. 

They last and can be reprinted. My experiences with previous publications that 

introduced unhistoricized subjects (the alternative art movement, Sister Corita) made 

obvious the power of publication to affect discourse and recent art history.  

 

 

What Kind of Book? By Who? With Who? 

 

Because collaboration with a publisher impacts every aspect of a book, it is important to 

weigh the options and match project with publisher well. What type of publisher was 

suited for this title – academic, art house, trade, independent? What interests define a 

particular publisher? What books would ours be alongside? What is the scope of their 

editorial and financial resources? It would take money to make a high quality book; full 

color was imperative given Group Material’s consistent use of bold color. What is the 

publisher’s distributional scope? Far-reaching and focused distribution is desirable, as is 

broad access via Amazon. Who has editorial control? Editorial control in the hands of the 

editor(s) was a must for this project. One obvious choice would have been an academic 
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press with a solid publishing context, editorial resources, and good distribution. However 

control always rests with academic publishers and I did not want to face a frustrating 

process of competing agendas and uneasy compromises. Equally important, most 

university presses are suffering financially and have been for years, so they are not keen 

on expensive-to-produce books. Cultural publishing burgeoned in the 1990s but as most 

publishers downsized in the last decade they have not been taking risks and are producing 

books formulaically, in part, because it’s cheaper than addressing the form, structure, 

content production, and design of each title anew. Furthermore, university presses – even 

those devoted to visual art – do not normally privilege the visual dimension of their 

books beyond a marketable arresting cover. My experience partnering with University of 

Minnesota Press on Alternative Art New York: 1965–1985 is typical. No matter how I 

tried to change the terms of the book’s visual and material production – even supplying 

subsidy to hire a designer and upgrade paper, the press resisted. I did not want to confront 

a similar situation for a subject I was so closely affiliated with. I decided that despite their 

relatively brief track record the London-based Four Corners Books was the ideal partner. 

Having experienced their capability on the Corita book, I felt confident that we could 

work well together editorially, creatively, and materially, and we already had a climate of 

trust from our previous collaboration. Four Corners’ principles, Elinor and Richard were 

immediately enthusiastic and we agreed to work together again.  

 

It was clear by then that a self-historicizing endeavor would ensue. But what would have 

been so problematic if an art historian, an outsider to the group, would have written the 

first Group Material history? Essentially, authorizing an historian to write Group 

Material’s initial history would by definition produce a grand narrator, and establish a 

primary interpretation of the work. Most likely any art historian taking on the subject 

would be influenced by academic convention and be obliged to situate Group Material’s 

work in an art historical genealogy, thus entering the group into dialogues with canons or 

counter-canons. Academically rooted art historians are required to make a mark by 

staking out new territory and a particular position. Any art historian who would take on 

such an ambitious project would do so in part because there was no book on Group 

Material and it would be a worthwhile and alluring subject from both an intellectual and a 
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professional perspective. Although it wouldn’t necessarily prevent Group Material from 

producing a book, once a subject is addressed and material used, it becomes more 

difficult to get a publisher and usually a monograph eclipses other monographs from 

being made for at least several years. Art historians are required to publish and to do so in 

academic publications, where editorial control lies with the publisher. It is a rare for an 

author to have editorial control. So what happens when conflicts over method and 

meaning occur in the production of a manuscript? My past experiences and others’ I’m 

privy to reveal that the publisher has the upper hand and more often than not compromise 

gets skewed toward the publisher’s perspective, which naturally embodies marketing and 

institutional agendas. This is neither good nor bad by definition, but was worth taking 

into account in this case. On the other hand, an outside researcher would bring a fresh 

view to the subject, with the advantage of having relative objectivity in shaping a 

perspective. A respected author would also expand Group Material’s reach through his or 

her own audience. Certainly an academic press would likewise expand the public for 

Group Material. Biases notwithstanding, in relation to Group Material it seemed to be 

realistic about the kind of historicizing treatment the group’s work had so far attracted 

and was likely to, and the institutional and publishing limitations an author would face. 

 

The practice of art history is of course much more diverse than my prejudice portrays. 

There exists a vast range of art historian from cheerleaders to hyper-commentators in 

search of critical truth; from those who exclusively engage the written record to gather 

information and subject it to a specific manner of description and accepted modes of 

cross-connection and interpretation to more idiosyncratic undertakings and innovative 

methods and forms. Art history results from any number of subjective and public 

motivations. (Confession: I feel unduly annoyed reading art history and criticism that 

focuses on situating an artist’s work in a lineage of reputed artists, which is not to say a 

social context. Or by the aroma of boosterism. Or the kind of (mostly American) art 

history writing institutional curators are prone to that states in the first paragraph, 

“Clearly so-and-so is one of the most important artists of the twentieth century.” Or the 

kind in which the ambition and authority of the author overshadows the subject. Or that 

which relies on fanciful stretches, say to link an artist’s practice to an historian’s 
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fascination with Buddhism. These are subjective prejudices and I can certainly think of 

examples of the last two varieties that I give exception to [Dave Hickey, Dick Hebdige]. 

On the other hand I feel illuminated by art history that creates multiple points of entry to 

its subject and fashions a dimensional consideration. Or that which contextualizes and 

questions. Or that which digs deep to excavate the conditions of the work and its 

contexts. Or that which privileges the perspective of social process. Or that which reveals 

it’s subjective stake in the matter. Genet’s brilliantly reflective piece on Giacometti being 

a case in point.69 Or the kind of art history that is unafraid to problematize its own 

authority. Caveat: a lot of artists love to complain about the dearth of solid art criticism, 

the absence of serious historians who are up to the job. The job being to write about their 

(our) work. All to be taken with a grain of salt.)  

 

The book I envisioned would expect readers to interpret Group Material for themselves in 

the spirit of the group’s exhibition practice, while a single-authored declarative would 

short-circuit that process to some degree. A documentary primer by members of Group 

Material does not close down the possibility for future titles by historians. In fact, the 

book that subsequently came about, Show and Tell: A Chronicle of Group Material 

makes future scholarship more likely.  

 

Two exemplary models of self-historicizing heavily influenced my thoughts on how to 

approach a volume on Group Material. Using different narrative methods both Eames 

design. The Work of the Office of Charles and Ray Eames70 and Michael Asher, Writings 

1973 – 1983 on Works 1969–1979 present a completist compendia of work without 

interpretation.71 The Eames office book comes close to being a catalogue raisonné but 

the Asher volume does not really fit the category; it is survey that exhibits Asher’s 

editorial hand by use of an outwardly objective mode, which clearly extends from 

Asher’s materialist practice. Both books are structured by chronology: the Eames’ 

complex production from 1941–1984 (designed objects, furniture, slide shows, films, 

exhibitions, lecture series projects, and graphic campaigns) and Asher’s sequential 

organization of a decade of works. Pictorial history figures in largely in each.  
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Eames design is organized by year. A list of the then-current staff and notations of 

temporal professional activities including lectures, events, and publications appears in a 

running band at the top of each page. Additionally the strip contains reproductions of the 

occasional announcement card and many private snapshots – some of which show the 

Eameses in playful mode. The rest of each spread (about four fifths of very page) is filled 

with a project description and related pictorial material – photographs, drawings, plans, 

and documents. Photography is not perfunctory but approached creatively here 

privileging dynamic images of products and projects, many of which show usage. Images 

of process also proliferate. There are differently sized images and scale shifts within and 

across images further accentuating the lively visual attitude of the Eameses’ design. Grids 

of images, for instance, film stills, occur intermittently. A great deal of information is 

packed into each layout; the book resembles the Eameses’ information dense exhibitions, 

for example, Timeline: “Men of Mathematics,” 1966. The book effectively balances 

density with a clear methodical system and page design. 

 

Eames design is a comprehensive trek through the history of the office. The team of three 

author-editors, which includes Ray Eames, have evidently mined the office archive 

thoroughly for visual material and data as well as anecdotal information in the 

descriptions, which often highlight procedural moments that otherwise leave no trace. 

The descriptive mode is past tense and simple. Consider one example from 1945.  

 

Experimental Chairs 

As orders for war-related plywood products declined in anticipation of 

war’s end, the Molded Plywood Division applied the knowledge and 

expertise gained from working on the war projects to chairs and other 

furniture with renewed intensity. The long period of experimentation and 

germination, supported by the company’s wartime work, culminated in a 

number of prototypes that could be adapted to assembly-line production. 

Concepts were worked up into full-scale models in both wood and metal in 

order to resolve technical and aesthetic problems. Several two-part 

prototypes were built with compound curves in the seats and back sections. 
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Many types of leg solutions were tied in model form and in full size, 

including three-legged and four-legged wood and metal versions, T-

sections, and rockers. The chair legs incorporated an axial movement with 

a back-to-front tilt. 

     One of the most difficult obstacles to surmount was that of connecting 

material to material to join one part of a chair to another. Although the use 

of flexible rubber disks attaching the back and seat sections to the 

connection spine afforded a measure of resiliency, the method of attaching 

the disks to the wooden parts was a problem. Different kinds of glues and 

other methods were tried and discarded. Staff member Norman Bruns 

conducted numerous partially successful experiments with electronic cycle-

welding, continuing the ideas attempted by Eero Saarinen and Charles for 

the “Organic Design” chairs.72  

 

The second model, Michael Asher, Writings 1973–1983 on Works 1969–1979 attests to 

the artist’s conviction to resist interpretation of his work. The works are organized 

chronologically under headers formatted with date first, title of work, institutional venue, 

place, e.g.: 

 

May 11–June 28, 1969 

The Appearing / Disappearing Image / Object 

Newport Harbor Art Museum 

Newport Beach, California 

 

Each project is elaborated by Asher’s first-person description and a selection of 

photographs of the sites, the works in situ, floor plans, and announcement cards. The 

author conveys the precise data of each architectural site the works respond to as well as 

all relevant dimensions of the transformation that the works perform. Reproductions are 

extensively captioned. The book contains no design embellishment; it is a seemingly dry 

and straightforward communication of the works in their full material detail.  
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Michael Asher is known for his refusal to interpret his work. Even when confronted with 

plausible deductions he resists agreement or disagreement in favor of leaving meaning 

open. For example, an exchange between he and Buchloh during the question and answer 

period following Buchloh’s lecture at the Santa Monica Museum on the occasion of the 

artist’s 2008 solo exhibition turned on subtleties as Asher listened intently, filled in some 

information gaps, but nimbly detoured conjecture and foreclosed conclusion.73 Open to 

interpretation is a tenet of Asher’s practice, which he abides by in all representation. 

 

Asher’s book seeks to provide the reader with as much specificity as possible excepting 

the artist’s intentions (beyond those self-evident in the description of what he did) or 

mention of reception to the work – either of which signify “reading” and could therefore 

predispose or direct the viewer. The following example demonstrates the artist’s 

explanatory manner. The who, what, when, how, and where are all covered – only the 

why is missing. Nonetheless, or perhaps because of this, I find his narration generous, 

scintillating, and effective in its aim.  

 

January 8–January 11, 1973 

Gallery A402 

California Institute of the Arts 

Valencia, California 

 

Gallery A 402 was a student-run gallery where exhibitions were organized 

by Suzanne Kuffler, who was at the time a graduate student at the 

California Institute of the Arts. The gallery functioned as an exhibition 

space for both artists and students to make their work accessible to the 

Institute community. In late 1972 I was invited to exhibit a work there.  

 The gallery measured 27 feet 7 inches by 16 feet 8 inches, with a 

ceiling height of 9 feet. Two rows of fluorescent light fixtures – the 

gallery’s only source of light – extended the entire length of the room. The 

floor was covered with brown wall-to-wall carpeting. A series of 

rectangular wall facets – floor-to-ceiling wall projections which formed 
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short strips of wall surface or wall planes on a north-south and east-west 

axis – interrupted the exhibition wall planes, breaking up any continuity 

that the installation space might have had as a rectangular volume. There 

were two rectangular wall projections on the east side and one large 6-by-

9 foot wall projection on the west side. Looking straight ahead into the 

southeast corner of the room, there was another short rectangular wall 

projection. All of these projected wall surfaces were permanent and 

accommodated utilities and air-ducting. Only the southwest corner was not 

interrupted by any projections.  

 Given this architectural configuration, I developed a proposal for 

all of the white wall surfaces. My idea was to paint the six parallel, 

opposing surfaces on the north and south side with the white Dunn-

Edwards paint that was normal used for wall surfaces throughout the 

Institute. The seven east-west surfaces I wanted to leave as they were, 

yellowed, spotted with fingerprints, and broken through in various places.  

 It didn’t occur to me to tell the gallery director what I planned to 

do, other than saying that I would paint the gallery. The morning I arrived 

to do the installation, I found all the walls freshly painted. I was really 

shocked because it was like having painted the work away. After thinking 

about it for a couple of hours I decided to adapt the idea slightly. I kept all 

the east-west opposing wall surfaces painted with Dunn-Edwards Beau-T-

Wall-White since the gallery organizer had used that paint. On all of the 

north-south opposing wall surfaces, I then applied Sherwin Williams Nu-

White. Both paints were matte-white, and close in tone and value, but the 

Nu-White was intended to diffuse the light from the fluorescent fixtures 

while the Dunn-Edwards carried the light. The interior surfaces were 

identifies therefore in terms of their distinct response to light rather than 

their chromatic difference.74 

 

Buchloh states in his Editor’s Note that:  
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This volume . . . is an attempt on the side of the author and the editor to 

make accessible to readers and viewers the documents of an artistic 

practice that one could characterize as being both extremely ephemeral 

and transient . . .The book’s paradoxical function – to document as 

discourse what operated as practice at one time (or, to be more accurate, as 

both, practice and discourse) – results partially from the fact that the work 

seems to have generated the same resistance on the side of the institutions 

(and the historians and critics and collectors) that it performed itself with 

respect to the notion of visual culture that they represent. . . . It is one of 

the paradoxes of this book to transfer from practice to discourse what was 

defined as a temporally and spatially specific and efficient operation. . . .” 

 

Group Material shares points of contact with the Eameses (collaboration, complex 

shifting production) and Asher (ephemeral site- or institution-dependent practice) as well 

as with the goals of both books. Eames design draws from the archive; it combines 

efficiency and depth to create a precise expression of the design team’s work and 

sensibility. Secondary representation is essential to trace Asher’s work. Michael Asher, 

Writings 1973–1983 on Works 1969–1979 retrieves and extends the artist’s practice 

congruently. Both of these self-motivated and generated books inspired my thinking 

while developing a fitting approach, form, and format for Group Material’s historical 

representation.  
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  top: John Neuhart, Marilyn Neuhart, Ray Eames, eds., Eames design (New York: Harry N. Abrams,1989);     
  bottom: Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, ed., Michael Asher, Writings 1973–1983 on Works 1969–1979  
  (Nova Scotia: The Press of Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1983) 
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Certain criteria lingered in my mind for years: the book would be self-generated and not 

be grounded in outside expert perspectives; informative presentation of the group’s 

process and projects would form its basis as opposed to interpretation; it would use a 

chronological rather than thematic structure so as to further avoid construal though 

emphasis and classification; it would reflect Group Material’s methods, principles of 

practice, and style. The schematic went through various permutations but this general 

strategy to compile a chronicle of Group Material persisted. I moved from speculation to 

actual planning in 2008, twelve years after the group’s end. The proposal for the book 

follows: 

 

Chronicle: A Project by Group Material is the first monograph on the 

New York based artists’ collaborative known for its sociopolitical art 

practice. The book is being organized in keeping with the methods and 

aims Group Material employed. It is initiated and guided by Julie Ault; 

other former members are providing input in varying degree, most notably 

Doug Ashford. 

The book is structured as a chronology that charts the origins, 

processes, developments, and projects of the group’s activities. Consisting 

of pictorial and textual elements brought into dynamic relations, the 

volume draws heavily from Group Material’s archive, including original 

documents, photographs, drawings, correspondence, artifacts, and 

anecdotal information. Its chronographic form takes account of multiple 

perspectives and descriptive modes. Group Material’s projects will be 

rendered in the chronology though installation photography and 

information from original proposals, exhibition statements, 

announcements, press releases and responses. A portrayal of the group’s 

practice by Sabrina Locks will examine the social relations of one 

emblematic exhibition, AIDS Timeline, and feature newly conducted 

interviews ranging from participating artists and organizations to the 

commissioning curator to audience members. The book as a whole will 

demonstrate, describe, conserve, and historicize Group Material’s cultural 
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practice. Essays by group members Doug Ashford, Julie Ault, and Tim 

Rollins will further illuminate the methods and principles of Group 

Material’s practice. 

 

Who would ultimately organize, edit, and author the book remained an open question for 

some time. Since I had initiated the project I was in a guidance role as well as its de facto 

organizer. But my hope was that other members, specifically Doug Ashford and perhaps 

more minimally Tim Rollins would collaborate on generating the volume. In keeping 

with this, the working title I had in mind was Chronicle: A Project by Group Material in 

order to relay to the group’s only other book Democracy: A Project by Group Material. 

But I wondered on what grounds Group Material could legitimately tag the book. What 

exactly would make it a Group Material project? Editorial participation of multiple 

members? Merely employing the principles of Group Material’s practice? How much 

involvement by how many members would qualify for collaborative authorship / 

editorship? Doug and I talked about some scenarios and agreed that whatever happened, 

we wanted the book to be accurately credited. For instance if he and I edited the book, we 

would be listed individually and not credited as simply Group Material. Another thought 

was that other interested parties, for example Sabrina and Rasmus, might join in. Inspired 

by reading about the collective of mathematicians who coauthored numerous books under 

the pseudonym Nicolas Bourbaki, I considered concocting a fictitious art historian who 

could be attributed with a volume that would in fact be collaboratively generated. Of 

course obscuring multiple identities behind a fictional historian is unlikely to work in 

current culture as it did in the 1930s and 1940s. And ultimately I realized my desire to 

fudge acknowledgment was misguided. 

 

How did this play out? Doug was involved in a couple of meetings with the publishers 

and he and I met periodically, during which I brought him up to date on the decisions, 

direction, and progress, and he was invariably in agreement. Despite his enthusiasm and 

willingness to review information, substantive participation did not unfold in terms of 

methods, direction, or coediting, primarily because, instead, Doug decided to focus his 

energies into forging a substantial essay for the book. (Tim contributed with a brief essay 
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as well.) Former members Thomas, Mundy, Marybeth, Hannah, Peter, Lili all expressed 

enthusiasm and Mundy in particular reviewed the chronicle text when it was ready. 

Others reviewed relevant entries and provided further information. I invited Sabrina and 

Rasmus to propose contributions; Rasmus however got accepted to California Institute 

for the Arts to do his graduate studies and could only participate with critical feedback on 

the book generally. Sabrina engaged AIDS Timeline as a case study in our social process 

of exhibition making, resulting in a set of interviews with various practitioners involved 

in the project, which forms new research in the archive and is excerpted in the book. 

Although no one from the group emerged copartner in terms of organizing or editing the 

book, it did not strike me until deep in the publication’s development that the subtitle, A 

Project by Group Material, would simply not be accurate. Not only was I primarily 

responsible for the book’s structure, methods, and ingredients, I was shaping it according 

to specific interests in historical inquiry I’d developed in my solo work, particularly book 

making. I thought about modifying the subtitle to “A Project About Group Material” and 

simply omitting an editor credit altogether to keep authorship vague, however the 

publishers rejected the idea. Ultimately it was clear in the discussion with Four Corners 

Books that naming myself as the editor was honest, and it was essential to take 

responsibility for the work. 

 
 

Show and Tell: A Chronicle of Group Material 

 

Each person who sits down to write faces not a blank page but his own 

vastly overfilled mind. The problem is to clear out most of what is in it, to 

fill huge plastic bags with the confused jumble of things that have accreted 

there over the days, months, years of being alive and taking things in 

through the eyes and ears and heart. The goal is to make a space where a 

few ideas and images and feelings may be so arranged that a reader will 

want to linger awhile among them . . . . But this task of housecleaning (of 

narrating) is not merely arduous; it is dangerous. There is the danger of 

throwing the wrong things out and keeping the wrong things in; there is 
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the danger of throwing too much out and being left with too bare a house; 

there is the danger of throwing everything out.  

       —Janet Malcolm75 

 

Tackling the mission of recuperating Group Material as a two-pronged “housecleaning” 

operation involved gathering and organizing the pool of material to constitute the archive 

and simultaneously distilling from that body of information to make the book. Malcolm’s 

wise words seemed to speak directly to me as I embarked on compiling for the book and 

specifically the chronicle that would be its main section. Faced with the paradox of 

having too much and not enough, I was reminded of several occasions giving 

presentations on Group Material, where I found myself randomly accessing a massive 

muddle of memory, unable to balance detail and background in a proportional fashion. 

Determining what to include in the book and what to leave out felt like a weighty 

responsibility complicated by my collaborator status that made the process easier in some 

ways but also more complicated than I imagine it might be for an impartial historian.  

 

Each aspect of cohering the archive and making Show and Tell: A Chronicle of Group 

Material, 2010, embodied specific and abstract purpose. While retrieving Group Material 

for myself, for the group, and with the larger purpose of public representation in mind, 

inhabiting the dual roles of observer and observed created a central methodological 

challenge, which at times was confounding. Flipping between my own and other 

members’ muddle of memory as well as the accumulation of material sometimes felt 

dizzying. But, ultimately my insider relationship to the subject in conjunction with a 

more independent association to the potential for archives to shape historical 

representation seemed to productively balance one another. 

 

Compiling and editing information into a coherent mass was a concrete task at the outset. 

Sounds reasonable, but what are the risks of this endeavor? For one, coherence implies 

organization and management of an unruly body of material, which is double-edged. The 

editorial process of including and excluding sounds reasonable – choices must be made – 

but it is also a somewhat violent process. Why include this and not that? Bits and pieces 
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of information get ripped from their contexts. Ultimately much more is abandoned than 

incorporated. I feared that an orderly synopsis would by definition advance a reconciled 

representation that is a poor substitute for the complexity of lived experience.  

 

It is still somewhat uncommon for an art historian or institutionally affiliated curator to 

reveal their vested interests in engaging particular subjects, or to expose and reflect their 

own psychic context that inevitably fuels work. As one curator recently told me, “art 

history is not written using first names.” But I could not, and did not want to erase my 

subjective investment in the showing and telling operations the book enacts and instead 

choose to highlight subjectivity as an inherent dimension, which whether hidden or 

exposed factors into all history writing.  

 

The guidelines and criteria I concocted are laid bare in the end section of my essay 

contribution to the book, “Case Reopened: Group Material.” What follows is that 

descriptive segment divided into parts (in red) which I reflect on here, revealing the 

deeper logic of the methods and choices, and inquiring of them further.  

 

Private and public information intertwines throughout the chronicle, as do anecdotes and 

facts, snapshots and installation photographs. Selecting documentation and bringing it 

together to form textual and pictorial layers, determining placement and juxtaposition, 

and deciding on the content and mode of accompanying narration are all aspects of 

shaping Group Material’s historical representation here. Chronology is considered a 

somewhat open structure, within which readers and users of the book are invited to make 

meaning of and cross-reference the imbedded information and material ingredients.  

 

What is intended by this structured interlocking of public and private? The making of the 

group as a specific context along with its structure and process are inseparable from its 

public creations, yet the bulk of existing representation focuses on the group’s projects. 

The aims are to widen the focus to include conveyance of internal and behind the scenes 

workings in each layer of published material, to stress aspects of the process that are 

otherwise invisible, and to emphasize the symbiotic relation between the collaboration 
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and the exhibitory formations it produced publicly. The book takes its ingredients from 

the archive, which embodies both private and public material.  

 

How is this different from other versions of art history writing? Representation of artistic 

process and private information features into some art history writing, though inclusion 

of the latter in art writing beyond the basics is largely considered irrelevant and frowned 

upon as journalistic or sensationalizing. It is not unusual for anecdotes to be worked into 

some art writing, and Phaidon’s monographs regularly incorporate snapshots of the artist 

in back matter. However, there are tacit boundaries between biography, art history, and 

art criticism. Biography is often perceived as a guilty pleasure that sullies more 

intellectual genres. 

 

Why is this public-private principle important in this case? The distinction here if of form 

and emphasis. Snapshots and formal installation photography alternate on equal footing 

in Show and Tell. A four page incendiary letter Tim Rollins wrote to the group in 1980, A 

PROPOSAL FOR LEARNING TO GET THINGS OFF OUR CHESTS; BEHAVIOUS, 

DISCIPLINE AND OUR PROJECT, is exposed in full, alongside press releases and 

write-ups that represent a more harmonious collaboration. (Just a snippet: “Sometimes I 

wonder if there hasn’t been a strain of mononucleosis artificially introduced into the 

group by the biological warfare department of the CIA. The endless wind-blowing, the 

‘working out’ of polemics that common sense should tell us can only be resolved in 

practice – all this I suspect gets us quite depressed.”76) Contradictory evidence is at the 

heart of the archive and prominently figures into a dimensional portrayal of Group 

Material. Why publicize Tim’s contentious letter? Tim’s letter rants and rails with 

emotion and rhetoric that unquestionably communicates major clashes in the group in its 

first months; it also shows how seriously he regarded the collaboration and what was at 

stake with Group Material’s overarching project. Janet Malcolm nailed the significance 

of correspondence in her tour de force on the subjects of biography, documentary truth, 

and vulnerability of the archive, The Silent Woman. 
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The letters were abashingly real. They brought the story that Anne and 

Olwyn had told me back to its emotional source. I felt like the possessor of 

a great prize – the prize that the narrator of The Aspern Papers goes to 

such extreme lengths to try to get. Letters are the great fixative of 

experience. Time erodes feeling. Time creates indifference. Letters prove 

to us that we once cared. They are the fossils of feeling. This is why 

biographers prize them so: they are biography’s only conduit to 

unmediated experience.77 

 

Group Material’s actions are presented here as reference points in a larger cultural 

discourse, and contextual conditions are suggested by use of a variety of means. Group 

Material authored documents, reprinted in their original form and scale, compose one 

layer of information in the chronicle. The methods, contents, and visual character of these 

documents are valued as “original language.” They vividly convey GM’s motivations – 

what we perceived we were doing at the time, and demonstrate the group’s shifting 

rhetorical strategies, as well as the cultural vocabulary of particular moments.  

 

What thinking generated this idea and solution? Group Material came to life in the 

archive. I was struck by the vividness and changing character of internal correspondence, 

minutes of meetings, exhibition proposals, press releases, and project announcements the 

group had fashioned. Emotional intensity is palpable in early communiqués, proposals 

and press releases are borderline bombastic, topics and debates of the times are glimpsed 

through language, and graphic design bespeaks period styles. It occurred to me that a 

selection of those documents could convey the group’s intentions, motivations, and 

actions far better than writing that depicts from the distance of time, either by those inside 

or outside the group. So I decided to animate the documents in the context of the book. 

This material would commonly be regarded as research, a starting point for history 

writing, rather than an endpoint to be presented.  

 

Is the scrapbook a relevant model? Perhaps these traces could be substance for a 

scrapbook but the analogy ends there, due to design. In fact, despite the multiple layers of 
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motley material that compose the chronicle, the goal was not avoid a scrapbook 

sensibility and bring the elements into a carefully designed formal system that stresses all 

the incorporated material as primary and equivalent.  All of the documents are 

reproduced at actual size. The majority are U.S. letter size, which resolved the page 

dimensions for the book. One aim is to encourage they be regarded as primary texts 

rather than ancillary items or illustrations. Nick Bell clarifies his graphic design logic for 

their treatment: “All documentary images bleed off page edges. So as not to elevate them 

to the status of art works as would be the case with framing them within margins. Other 

elements on the page are sometimes placed over these images so long as important parts 

of these images are not hidden. This prevents these images from becoming too precious. 

Images / documents butt up against each other in the gutter.”78 Presentation is a primary 

agent for situating things, including the past, in the present. The look, feel, and 

atmosphere of the book are engaged to speak of Group Material. I asked the design team 

to not copy Group Material’s style but to situate its evidence in a visual field that 

translates the group’s sense and spirit, and to draw on Group Material’s exhibition 

principles in activating every inch of a room in book form. 

 

The guiding text that filters throughout the chronicle imparting otherwise inaccessible 

circumstances, facts, and anecdotes is written in a depersonalized present-tense mode. 

This method of telling intends to situate readers in the times of events, as well as suggest 

collective subjectivity, distinct from a retrospective individual perspective.  

 

How did you come to this decision about narrative point of view, and how are the desired 

results achieved? This text was conceived as though a knowledgeable but unspecified 

guide is matter of factly stating information in the midst of the documents and images 

that make up the chronicle. This necessitated a third person perspective. The text 

combines the functions of caption, report, digression, disclosure, and background – 

blending casual commentary into a formalized stream of information. The guiding text 

was built from three strata: the hard data of the archive, my memory, and the 

recollections of other group members I consulted. No author is named at the chronicle’s 

outset but at the end states it is written by Julie Ault. The informal revealing tone 
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employed derives from lived experience, coalescing subjective and objective knowledge 

into a seamless voice intended to anchor and augment the archival matter. How could this 

have been done differently? Alternatively the guiding text could have been written from a 

first-person viewpoint, suggesting myself or another group member is the participant cum 

narrator who reflects retrospectively. However, I sought a common voice to avoid that 

kind of “post-post this is what really happened” point of view associated with the 

technique. The grand narrator outlook of a single group member (“I remember”) or first-

person plural (“we did”) is likewise eluded. Then again, it could have taken the form of a 

primary analytic survey written from a first-person historian’s vantage. However that 

technique positions the author as decoder and reaffirms the division of labor between 

artist as creative producer and critic as interpretive judge. An art historian writing a 

survey essay would likely consult the same sources of archive and former members, yet it 

is highly unlikely she would select and commit identical information to print, or do so in 

a similar manner. Most would consider the information recounted in the guiding text 

simply as raw material.  

 

Why use the present tense to explain past events? What are the implications of this? At 

the outset of writing the guiding text I had to decide what tense and perspective to use. 

Having no background in physics I consulted Dan Falk’s clear explanation of scientific 

conceptions of time, In Search of Time. The Science of a Curious Dimension.79 Falk’s 

discussion of how language is used to depict past events indicating either a tensed view 

of time – “the everyday notion of time in terms of past, present, and future” that speaks 

from now, or pointing toward a linear model that situates events as fixed in relation to 

other events on a timeline, resulting in a “timeless array of events” unrooted in the 

concept of now, inspired me to test writing the guiding text both ways to better 

comprehend the effect of tense.80 For example: 

 

In December of 1980 Tim submitted a proposal to split the group into two 

completely independent bodies that share only the responsibility of 

maintaining the space. 
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December 1980. Tim submits a proposal to split the group into two 

completely independent bodies that share only the responsibility of 

maintaining the space.  

 

The tensed version invokes the voice of a narrator, begging the question who is speaking? 

And with what authority? Whereas the “timeless” timeline version does not. Rather, 

information seems to be self-evident, and builds on other information alongside it to 

articulate a block of time. Subjecting past events to present tense telling perpetually 

places readers in the time of the articulated events, rather than the time of the telling 

(retrospective vantage).  

 

What tense is the archive? Carolyn Steedman’s words speak to this condition: “Foucault 

suggests . . . that History clutters up and occupies our memory. At the same time, History 

(the formal written history, or history-writing) has provided a way of thinking about what 

is in a particular place – a place which for the moment shall simply be called Memory. To 

interrogate that place, we have to be less concerned with History as stuff (we must put to 

one side the content of any particular piece of writing, and the historical information it 

imparts) than as process, as ideation, imagining and remembering.”81 If one conceives of 

the archive as a place for infinite use, connection, and reproduction – “a space of 

questions rather than answers,” an “incubator of new life” as Mark Wigley purports, then 

the archive is in principle timeless and up for grabs.82  

 

Several topics are carried through the guiding text, such as the continuities and 

discontinuities of GM’s composition, and how Group Material structured itself and 

financed its work. Private workings, conflicts and contradictions endemic to group 

process are likewise articulated. (Certain complex circumstances within the group are 

expressed vaguely although “the silences and absences of the documents always speak to 

us.”)  

 

What are the editorial criteria? The trains of information that run throughout represent 

the kind of knowledge – much of which is “inside” or behind the scenes – that is crucial 
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to understanding the internal process of Group Material over time as well as the who, 

what, when, where, how, and why, but would otherwise not be present or traceable in the 

documents and images. Some information is central (“Summer 1986. The group had 

stopped requiring monthly dues a couple years previously, and now regularly receives 

NEA funding for general operating costs and NYSCA support for special projects. For 

the most part, hosting institutions finance the respective exhibition and project costs.”), 

and some is incidental (“1994. The resulting Democracy Wall costs one-hundred times 

more than Da Zi Baos did in 1982, as it cannot be directly attached to the façade and 

requires special rigging.”)83 The topic lines were determined while newly investigating 

Group Material through the archive over time and appealing to other members’ recall. 

Information is pieced together from multiple documentation and composite memory.  

 

Variances are integral to collaboration. Highlighting moments of internal discord is 

honest and also counters the tendency towards revisionist resolution in historical 

representation. For example:  

 

July 1980. With the prospect of going public getting closer, interpersonal 

tensions and ideological conflicts escalate. The agenda for the July 22 

meeting includes: “open, general discussion of Group Material’s purpose 

with a consideration for current personal and practical tensions operant in 

the group.” 

 

And 

 

June 1991. A hampering degree of tension and discord has been 

percolating in the group, which largely goes undiscussed except casually, 

one-on-one. Everyone feels somewhat at a loss about direction and over 

how to digest larger cultural and political changes of the past few years in 

relation to collective practice. Also in question is how to simultaneously 

use, remain true to, and transcend the group’s history. Felix seems 

depleted by collaborative process and is primarily advancing his 

120



  

individual voice as an artist. Julie feels the group has been on a treadmill 

too long and has a crisis in faith about the art field as a working context. 

She goes to college to study political science, with a potential shift from 

the cultural field to mainstream politics in mind. Doug has been 

increasingly devoted to teaching and investing his energies in the 

classroom and pedagogical pursuits. Karen is heavily involved with the 

women’s health care and reproductive rights movement and frequently 

expresses disinterest in, and antagonism to, the field of art beyond using it 

as a site for activism. Somewhat undefined interpersonal conflicts are also 

present.84 

 

As a whole, the guiding text derives from and represents a close reading and distillation 

of the archive and associated memory similar to the descriptions in Eames design, 

although using narrative present tense and sporadic casual tone. 

 

Shouldn’t some things remain private? Is there a responsibility to let bygones be bygones 

and positively portray the group at this time? Yes, some things are private and were 

protectively omitted from the book, or didn’t seem additive, for instance, that founding 

members Tim Rollins and Patrick Brennan were boyfriends at the time. Their alliance did 

affect group dynamics in some ways, but ultimately I decided as an isolated fact this did 

not contribute to further understanding and that the influence was too complex and subtle 

to voice in this setting. Some internal issues are articulated vaguely, for instance in the 

entry, “May 1981. Hannah Alderfer, Beth Jaker, and Marybeth Nelson want to work 

collaboratively on visual projects in feminist communities. Along with Peter Szypula 

they leave the group due to irreconcilable clashes around ideological priorities and 

personality clashes.”85 This is ambiguous primarily because no one can really say with 

any deeper accuracy why these four members left the group. There is nothing in writing 

beyond Hannah Alderfer’s letter of resignation, which is reproduced across from this 

entry, and the former members found it too complicated in hindsight to apprehend their 

reasons and commit them to print. As for exclusively presenting a positive unified 
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portrayal, that is antithetical to the collaborative which held difference, debate, conflict, 

and contradiction dear to its practice as methods.  

 

Configuration and reconfiguration are additionally registered in the chronology as listings 

of current members. Group Material was a succession of social bodies, transforming 

whenever someone left or joined. The collaborative was modified by the gain or 

disappearance of specific interests and methods and new dynamics emerged, which had 

consequences in practice.  

 

Are there other, perhaps more effective ways to register these changes? Diagrams might 

have been a good way to illustrate the changing arrangement and were considered early 

on, but not followed up on. In addition to the member listings that appear within the 

yellow band that contains the guiding text, I attempted to include photographs of the 

various configurations when available, and to show as many of the members as possible. 

Unfortunately some members were not photographed in the group context.  

 

Another layer of the chronicle consists of excerpted texts, which are unified by 

typographic design treatment. These excerpts are diverse in nature; many are written by 

GM. Intermittently they open out to take account of other voices – including journalists, 

project participants, and audience members. The extracts range in function from 

installation instructions to critical reviews. 

 

What motivated this layer? How were these excerpts determined? Perusing the archive 

and conceptualizing the structure for the book happened concurrently. While reading I 

took note of lots of interesting segments in all types of documents, initially regarding 

them as source material for writing the guiding text and my essay. As the basic concept 

for the book was established and the main part was conceived as a chronicle composed of 

reprinted documents, images, and guiding text, an ideal parameter was also set. In order 

to keep the retail cost affordable, and to keep the project from burgeoning, the publisher 

and I agreed the book should be fewer than three hundred pages. This narrowed the 

number of whole documents that could be reproduced and I began distinguishing those 
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that seemed additive in full, and those that didn’t require that could be simply excerpted 

textually. This led to the idea of creating a layer of diverse extracts varying in author 

(though many are by Group Material), purpose, length, and style. These filter throughout 

the chronicle and permit the inclusion of other voices that otherwise wouldn’t fit 

conceptually in the chronicle.  

 

Revisionist and interpretive tendencies have been restrained in this initial look at Group 

Material in favor of creating a useful documentary foundation that, akin to one of the 

group’s installations, invites a multiplicity of interpretation. Show and Tell offers a 

distilled representation of the group’s strata of process and production, and of the 

findings from Group Material looking at itself. It is a source for hard data, impression and 

historical atmosphere. GM’s collaborative spirit as well as its methods and principles are 

articulated through past projects and enacted in the making of the book. Show and Tell is 

also an introduction to the archive, an invitation to visit and look further. The 

organization of the archive and the response to that process through this book provide a 

platform and base interpretation to use, negotiate, and take issue with. Additionally, this 

final “Group Material” project forms a case study in archiving, historical inquiry and 

history writing, shaped from the questions and problems enmeshed in the investigation.  

 

 

Ending and Beginning 

 

Upon receiving the first copy of Show and Tell I experienced a combination of 

contentment, elation, and regret. Usually I am mildly alienated by a finished exhibition or 

book, which seems a poor substitute for the process that led to its outcome. It takes a 

while to get used to the object status of a book that previously inhabited one’s mind in the 

form of ideas and emotions and one’s workspace as an unwieldy monster – piles of 

papers, stacks of source materials, pools of images, countless revisions, communiqués 

and conversations. But Show and Tell didn’t look like a foreign object, if felt fresh. It 

looks and feels like Group Material. I hear feedback: people react to its color, materiality, 

boldness, and accessibility as points of entry and elements of content. Initial conclusion: 
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Show and Tell is an apt representation and a layered and complicated project, which 

appears to communicate effectively to those who knew Group Material’s work first hand 

and to those encountering it anew.  

 

In spite of all this, a part of me regretted taking the road of conservation that making the 

book implies instead of leaving what was ephemeral ephemeral, if only to harbor an 

illusion of radicalism. New questions arise: What does it mean to now have Group 

Material as an object? After so many years of being nomadic and indeterminate what 

does it mean for Group Material to occupy a location in the archive and on the bookshelf? 

Does the book avert the fear of disappearance? (Yes, momentarily.) To what degree is it a 

substitution – not just in the sense of representation, but a compensation for the loss of 

time and fellowship and for the missing figures and friends who died during the group’s 

lifespan? What does it mean to have this neat package that answers the question, What 

was Group Material? Is the group still disbursed among the memories of its core 

members and sometimes participants, the institutions it collaborated with, and the fading 

recollections of people who saw a Group Material exhibition, perhaps not even aware 

who made it or why? Group Material is simultaneously gone, disbursed, and locatable. Is 

Group Material now off limits, filed away in some obscure part of my memory? Does 

Show and Tell harness my relationship to the group once and for all? Am I done? Can I 

refrain from speaking further or will my connection to the period of practice keep 

changing and wanting expression. The questions persist but ultimately, second thoughts 

faded, trumped by belief in the consequence of advancing collaborative models of artistic 

production, artmaking as social process, the notion of the book as a fitting agent of visual 

art, and the fulfillment of giving something back to Group Material, my formative 

educative upbringing. 

 

The making of the archive was bound to lead to Group Material’s history being 

committed to print one way or another, and Show and Tell accomplishes a first 

uncompromised articulation, while fertilizing the research terrain others will travel. Show 

and Tell opens Group Material up to scrutiny and unlocks its myths. Show and Tell is an 

invitation to dig deeper. (Nagging concern: Is Group Material fossilized here? I don’t 
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think so; the book, by design, does otherwise through its methods and words. Time, use, 

and further analysis will confirm or dispute.) That this self-historicization took the form 

of a publication was in part a necessity, given the ways in which, as outlined in this study, 

cultural forces determine the induction of ephemeral and peripheral activities into lasting 

art discourse. While I began this project thinking it would be an ending, I realize the 

opposite is true. Group Material is revivified and its history is just beginning. Many of 

the questions that guided this overarching exploration were addressed in the process. 

Although one continues to haunt: Can history writing be effectively challenged while 

writing history? This continuing inquiry is best pursued in practice.  
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Dream remnant, August 28, 2010: Along with an unfamiliar woman I was rummaging 

through some boxes in a classroom that seemed to have come from a women’s shelter or 

halfway house of sorts. My friend Roni was also there, waiting to see what we would 

find. I came across an old calendar and noticed a secret compartment taped into its back 

cover. Separating the tape I found six tightly folded letters in different inks and 

handwriting. Messages from another time. I excitedly showed them to Roni; we both felt 

like we’d struck gold.  

 

I believe this very pleasant dream refers to the unfinished business of a collaboration 

begun with Horn that has been tabled for the moment, yet hovers in the back of my mind. 

While working on the Group Material project, the artist Roni Horn invited me to develop 

a  “creative personal chronology” for her forthcoming retrospective catalogue. A central 

theme of Horn’s art is the mutability of identity, making for an interesting prospect for 

composing a personal history. I asked her to let me read her archive of private journals, 

work-related notebooks, unpublished writings, and examine her files and personal 

snapshots. Parallel to working on Group Material’s social history, it seemed germane to 

overarching concerns about archiving and history writing to build a depiction of an 

individual and their formative past and to analyze the differences between these processes 

as well as the inhibitions and liberties that might emerge in the two authoring operations. 

 

My initial focus was on Horn’s history of reading and engagement with particular authors 

(knowing she is an ardent reader), influential relationships, and places of import such as 

her original landscape, her life-long home of New York City, and Iceland as her adopted 

home, (landscape and Iceland are central to her work) – with the intention of highlighting 

private and familiar ephemeral realms in relation to her art work, which is oft 

characterized as enigmatic and formal. From there, I composed a sequence of statements 

of fact, observations, and aphorisms that alternate with excerpts from Horn’s private 

journals and unpublished writings. This constructed dialogue is both biographic armature 

and fragmentary personal chronology. An excerpt follows (JA = roman and RH ital): 
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She is self-possessed. She is full of herself. 
 
I have this almost pathological desire for privacy. Maybe I’m just 
imitating the sense of memory. 
 
I started thinking how who I’m talking to affects who I am – because who 
I’m talking to affects how I am – and how affects how I’m seen – that is, 
how you see me. So this circle of perception affects the outcome of me at 
any given moment. And the question then became what moment do I take 
to be me? So then a confusion of selves arose, even though over the years I 
noticed that I do bear a likeness to myself in some ways. But what about 
all the times when I hardly recognize myself?  
 
She habitually listens to Shirley Bassey singing Goldfinger. Sometimes 
she makes it a duet. 
 
I have a sister. And I figure that it’s her presence that allows me so much 
solitude. 
 
She considered having impersonations of herself made by Tommy Lee 
Jones, Renée Zellweger, and others.  
 
She is demoralized by mundanity, the aggressive subjugation of nature 
worldwide, and America’s widespread ignorance of history.  

 

Once completed, Horn decided not to include the piece in her catalogue, feeling it was 

too close to the form she was using in another part of the publication, which is a subject 

index composed of entries by invited authors mixed with extracts the artist took from her 

own writings. (Although she didn’t say so, I intuited she was also ambivalent – 

squeamish even, about the focus on her private domain once the piece was tangible.) We 

agreed instead to further develop the text collaboratively to make a small publication for 

the “Between Artists” series published by A.R.T. Press at some future date. 

 

While working on her retrospective exhibition and publication, Roni Horn a.k.a. Roni 

Horn, the artist poured over photographs of her she collected from various sources and 

selected a set of images that alternate between childhood, teenage, and adulthood, which 

she cohered into a photographic installation called aka. Chronology is jumbled therein, 

countering any notion of linear evolution. Using the archive, aka proposes configuration 
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and reconfiguration and advances identity as dynamic process – contingent and flexile. 

This emblematic work will likely be represented in our publication, and I wrote about it 

at length in a recent essay.86 

 

 
      One pair of fifteen pairs of photographs that compose Roni Horn, aka, 2009 
 

Meanwhile I have added a second section to the initial “chronology” I wrote that consists 

of journal-style reflections on the process of reading and learning in Horn’s archive. It is 

also a questioning of biographical formats and relationships between memory, history, 

and the archive. An account of the purpose and methods of the endeavor is built into the 

essay. My ruminations on the process of delving into Horn’s personal papers are best 

apprehended in the text itself.87 A glimpse: 

 

I am sitting in her studio reading her private papers from the past thirty 

years. She works nearby customizing letterforms for a vocabulary of 

weather. They look liquid and whimsical and remind me of Dr. Seuss.  

 

Usually she works here alone. For the time being, I am in her daily milieu 

reading and absorbing. The open-plan arrangement of her workspace 

along with the newness of our proximity encourages access: out-of-the-
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blue we make comments and ask each other questions. After a couple 

days, she starts playing loud music, most frequently a playlist that includes 

Knocking on Heaven’s Door, Sympathy for the Devil, Goldfinger, Play 

With Fire, Desperado, and Sinnerman. It depletes my reading 

concentration, but I’m getting the full-on Roni-in-her-studio experience, 

so I don’t protest. 

 

I presume the notebooks provide direct admittance to her former present 

tense – taking me where I get to know Roni long before I knew her.  

 

Every once in a while I look up and exclaim, “this is so juicy,” to which 

she smiles, looks intrigued, and immediately returns to what she was 

doing. I feel like a snoop despite permission. She has not read her early 

journals in decades and might well be stunned by the intimate yearnings, 

which were formerly lodged in her mind and found voice in diaristic 

privacy. She rendered situations, sensations, and emotions with raw 

sensitivity: hard evidence of feelings written in their time. I am flushed 

from what she felt, and have difficulty reconciling with Roni who sits in 

front of me. In and out of time.  

 

The most profound difference between working on this inquiry and the Group Material 

situation is the sense of freedom and poetic license I experienced when not addressing a 

subject I am tied to through memory. This also has to do with Horn’s sensibility and the 

intimate poetic voice I encountered in her early journals. I perceived a kind of 

senselessness in adhering to chronology in the case of understanding and portraying an 

individual (this individual at least). Whereas studying Group Material’s chronology – 

what happened when, and in relation to what circumstances – a reconstruction of sorts, 

seemed the most illuminating manner to apprehend and convey the shifting identity and 

practice of the group. The sense of responsibility to the “truth” of the group in time was 

always an issue. With Roni, there was no clash between memory and record to be 
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reconciled. I relied on her writing and my reading of it, her work, our conversations, and 

my knowledge of her as a friend.  

 

One last example of fitting form to situation in the telling of past conditions. Notions of 

historical representation and time are taken up in James Benning’s film, casting a glance 

(2007), a close meditation on Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty consisting of seventy-eight 

one-minute shots filmed during sixteen trips made there between 2005 and 2007. Dates 

expressed textually, ranging from April 30, 1970 to May 15, 2007 are interspersed with 

images to highlight the parallel between water levels during Benning’s two-year period of 

shooting and the Jetty’s lifespan in relation to the shifting level of the Great Salt Lake, 

which is responsible for its alternating exposure and concealment. Interestingly, the final 

date registered in the film – May 15, 2007, occurred after Benning had stopped shooting. 

When queried about why it is nonetheless included he said it was “just a future guess.”  

 

 

                        
 
    Production still from James Benning, casting a glance, 2007 
 
 

Casting a glance fictionalizes the matching chronology of shooting to a chronicle of 

change in the Jetty’s conditions and appearance, creating confusion in many viewers who 

presume a one-to-one relationship between the dates and the images exists and therefore 
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believe Benning literally filmed the Jetty over its thirty-seven year span. Benning’s 

philosophy of duration and of landscape as a function of time invited further research. He 

does not announce the film as history writing but it is a sophisticated historical 

representation that in fact takes issue with other representations. In the subsequent essay I 

wrote about the operations of the film in relation to time, history, and chronology I 

observed: 

 

Spiral Jetty first went underwater in 1973, the year of Smithson’s death, 

and it did not reemerge, except sporadically, until 2002. The jetty’s 

visibility since 2002 is mostly the result of drought. During its period of 

invisibility Spiral Jetty became well known through aerial images from 

1970 picturing it basking in sunshine, fully exposed above water. These 

photographs were instrumental in transforming the work into an icon, 

particularly as no documentation of Spiral Jetty in its submerged state 

circulated. Until the jetty’s resurfacing it was publicly perceived as static, 

frozen in time, and was inadvertently objectified. Benning regards Spiral 

Jetty as a vital formation and wants to show how it changes over time as a 

result of climate, season, weather, daylight, industry, and tourism. Casting 

a glance shows us Spiral Jetty fully exposed, partially underwater, and 

completely submerged, and in this way representationally restores its 

periodic vulnerability and variety.88 

 

 

       ****** 

 

 

The practices of archiving, and historical investigation and representation are contingent 

on purpose and situation. What makes sense, in principle, is that research methods, 

archiving practices, interpretive means, form-finding, and communicative modes be taken 

up anew in relation to each case of historical discovery, recuperation, and representation.  
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The situations elaborated here seek to illustrate the logic of this tenet and some examples 

of the approach. Each complex of ephemeral histories demands its own representational 

method and form. From this perspective, formulaic engagement in any media implies 

treating a subject generically within pre-determined confines that risk diminishing subject 

matter, practitioner, and viewer. (How I lament the Sundance affect that gained currency 

in the early 1990s. The Sundance stamp of approval on independent documentary films 

virtually guarantees marketplace success. Far too much recent filmmaking suffers from 

tailoring work to fit the prescription. The affect is visible in documentaries from the 

credits to the arty treatment to the horizontal rather than vertical engagement with a 

subject.)  

 

Notwithstanding the enthusiasm for the book form I’ve expressed here in relation to 

particular subjects taken up in practice, it is clear that books are not the be-all or end-all 

through which ephemeral and peripheral art histories might best find distribution or 

duration. Nor are they inherently suitable. But they are one significant venue to be 

employed.  

 

How far can the notion of pursuing differentiation in form (and methods) for each 

exploratory manifestation of histories extend? I’m tempted to say all histories deserve a 

custom-made approach but this sounds far-fetched, or at least unrealistic and ahistorical. 

Is history by definition ephemeral? Is history writing always an attempt to make the 

ephemeral permanent – whether it is a life, a practice, or a set of circumstances or events? 

With the archive appointed as supreme mediator?  

 

The limits and depths of historical inquiry are not prefigured. Archives are constantly 

infused with fresh topics and bodies of information; they are places of increasing 

diversity. They are also in a state of extraordinary flux amidst society’s digital 

transformation. Although it is probably eternally the case, in this context, the future of the 

past, insofar as history writing and archive authority is concerned, is particularly 

unpredictable.  
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Archive, Archived, Archiving 

Julie Ault 

 

An accretion of further analysis, September 1, 2011 

 

 

Once a collection has been instituted in a formal archive further additions are permissible. 

However, new material does not get smoothly integrated; it is kept separate as an 

accretion. In this way, production of the archive is registered as happening over time. 

That was then. Then something else was added.  

 

The addition is in light of the archive. The designation of a subject as worthwhile by the 

establishment of an archived collection enables something to be added. (Collect as much 

as you want, the archive must agree to accept it.) Collection produces more archive. 

Consider, for instance, a set of letters in a box in a basement. Like any unaccounted for 

trace, they are vulnerable and can get lost, discarded, or end up on a table at a flea 

market. But the existence of a specific collection to which these letters are relevant means 

the correspondence will likely be accessioned. No longer in jeopardy, they will reside in a 

designated body, in the archive. 

 

My research engages the intersectorial space of archiving, memory, and historical 

representation in practice, and in respect to working out fitting methods and forms for 

registering previously unhistoricized art events into enduring public records. Activating 

the archive of the artists’ collaborative Group Material, of which I was a member for its 

active duration [1979 to 1996], and committing the group’s initial historical 

representation to print, has been a primary testing ground. My research additionally 

encompasses the exploration of a number of other artists’ methods, and the ways that art 

and artifact can give history form.   

 

My overall investigation has been continually nourished by revisiting and rethinking 

ideas, references, actions, and deductions. It has likewise been stimulated through 
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incorporating fresh experiences, dialogues, and reflections, and continues to be a dynamic 

process. 

 

This writing engages pivotal questions, which have been posed from outside and within, 

explicitly and implicitly, to the articulation of my research project made one year ago. 

This writing constitutes an accretion to that critical reflection submitted September 1, 

2010, Retrospective / Prospective: Activating the Archive. That account remains a valid 

expression of the probing period, which preceded, and as such, is an artifact I would like 

to preserve rather than smoothly update. This accretive logic is a lesson of the archive, 

which teaches the wisdom of provenance, and that artifacts are evidence that should not 

be tampered with.  

 

Tracking, recording, and displaying my research is a case in point. Treating Retrospective 

/ Prospective as an artifact permits me to preserve the period of development, so I might 

witness and critically reflect on the overall process and its stages in the operation of 

recounting. Seamless revision privileges culmination, and in the process, endangers the 

legibility of development.89 

 

The archive. It sounds so stern, so solid. The commencement and the commandment, 

where Derrida began.90 Legacy. Heritage. Proof. At the beginning of my research,91 I 

knew from experience that the archive was not reliable. In principle, I understood it was 

permeable, which is not to say wide open – but actionable. I realize this more intensely 

now. Instituting the Group Material Archive,92 and cohering Show and Tell: A Chronicle 

of Group Material, 2010,93 in tandem, allowed me to temporally conjoin “archiving” and 

“history writing,” and in the process investigate their interdependency.  

 

No stage in the process of learning is expendable. Archive ambivalence fed assumptions 

and intuitive resistance; curiosity and need led to research and action; archive enthusiasm 

brought more research, which generated disenchantment and obsession in equal measure. 

I crossed a threshold when I entered the archive as a place to derive from and contribute 
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to. The archive has likewise infiltrated me; once archive consciousness takes hold, it is 

difficult to suspend.  

 

My initial reading of Jacques Derrida’s Archive Fever was impatient. At the time, my 

research mood was activist; I wanted to find things out by doing – by “taking on” the 

archive, and that attitude influenced how I read. Research is colored by what one is 

searching for, and I was looking to confirm the suspicion that the archive is a tomb for 

past lives, conservative in every sense of the word – the opposite of memory, which is 

uncontainable and messy. Archive as collective death drive.94 Looking for corroboration 

in Archive Fever, I did not fathom its refusal to assure the notion of archive whatsoever.  

 

On the other hand, I came away equipped to embrace the prospect of death by history – to 

fill in the space of Group Material’s missing body with archive and publication, hoping to 

revive its principles and methods in the process.95 A liberatory dimension clarifies as I 

circle back to Derrida after instituting and inscribing Group Material into these systems 

of history: the responsibility of memory is consigned to the archive and to its future use.  

 

Archive proliferates all the time, and in turn, so does history. The establishment of 

collections and subjects continually alter and expand the contents and scope of the 

archive.96 In the process of cohering the Group Material archive I wondered, “where does 

the archive end?” At what point does the frame of inclusion go too far afield, or become 

too encompassing and exhaustive. The question seemed spatial at the time, but it is also a 

temporal issue. The letters found in the basement of an abandoned house. The manuscript 

that turns up at an antique store. The found document that no one knew existed, which 

has the potential to change everything. What about the phantom that does respond to our 

inquiry, albeit unwittingly, through recouped and uncovered artifacts?97 

 

Artifacts communicate but they do not tell more than their physical facts. They have the 

capacity to bespeak. As historical traces they function as indicators, and may represent 

infinite ties to the past. But what exactly they infer and link to depends on what one is 

looking to find. They are not oracles. They do not tell stories. They do not contain the 
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past. They do not narrate what they represent. Artifacts are revealed through 

interpretative engagement. We extrapolate, we project, we disclose, we represent, we 

speak. Any number of relations between documents may exist, but it is the researcher 

who makes the relationships, and has the capacity to render associations visible, build 

cases, and establish histories.  

 

There are many ways to make use of an artifact. You come across an object in an archive. 

You are somewhere between knowing nothing and knowing too much. Consider for 

instance a photograph that sits in a file. One person looks at the photograph and wants to 

know more; in fact she wants to know everything she can learn from it. She traces as 

many connections as possible, seeking origins, circumstances and consequences, stories 

and histories, and modeling chains of events the photograph suggests. She doesn’t know 

where to stop; the photograph points to countless roads and she can only take a few. She 

chooses the sure paths and follows others on the hunch that they may be revealing, and 

perhaps lead to new knowledge. Another person encounters the photo and is immediately 

absorbed; she recognizes the thinking behind it, or perhaps is gripped by its point of 

view, or something. Utterly inspired, she seeks no further information. Someone else 

comes across the photograph and barely notices – it does not concern her study. For 

another, the photo confirms her thesis. She will use it on the cover of the book she is 

writing.  

 

 

Historical Contexts and Interpretation 

 

The call for historicizing Group Material more broadly in relation to historical periods –

intellectual turns, cultural turns, and social trends, including postmodernism, 

multiculturalism, feminism, post feminism, and pluralism, gives rise to specific topics of 

method. What informed the decision to not take such an approach in the first 

retrospective representation of Group Material? Why does Show and Tell take a different 

route, and with what intentions and implications? Does the book embody critical 
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methods, is it a critical history itself, or does it simply record Group Material’s history of 

critical practice? 

 

The Road Taken 

 

An initial motivation for reopening the case of Group Material was the desire to stop 

actively narrating the group. Soon after Group Material’s dissolution in 1996 my live 

narrations fossilized into memorized short, medium, and long versions of the story, 

coupled with memorized enthusiasm.98 I repeatedly activated “habit-memory”99 and in 

the process, obstructed active recollection, which makes it possible to “remount the slope 

of our past,”100 and forge new relationships and meanings.  

 

Paul Ricoeur reminds us that active recollection, or what he calls “recollection 

memory,”101 involves recognition, which memory out of habit does not. Habitual memory 

exists in a mental file cabinet,102 accessible on demand with the right call number. Only 

the call number requires recognition. For years I regarded memorized telling as a 

necessary and pragmatic solution for repeatedly speaking to the same topic. At some 

unpinpointable moment I realized this was insidious. I had the impression of being 

divided, and of my voice speaking without me and sounding hollow. Rupturing that dead-

end circuit required purposely entering memory of a different order, “present 

memory,”103 as part of the larger process of apprehending, relearning, and gaining fresh 

insight into Group Material through archiving and publishing.  

 

The modality used for the “present representation of absent, past things”104 is dictated by 

purpose. Faithfully representing the group (to ourselves) for the sake of articulation, 

conservation, closure, and regeneration, influenced the mode of Show and Tell. The 

proposition of writing this history involved mourning, and, by extension, liberation, 

which proper mourning is said to usher in. Group Material’s collaboration was intimate 

and long lasting. The commitment to work together others in close alliance, to create and 

evolve and convey shared ideals in practice and in public required devotion. Its 

inauguration in 1979 was cause for elation, yet when the group disbanded it barely felt 
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like a group. There was no clear object of mourning. The final entry of the guiding text, 

written in 2010, in the chronicle section of Show and Tell, demonstrates: 

 

Fall 1996. Felix Gonzalez-Torres died from AIDS-related causes in the 

beginning of the year (January 9, 1996). His death has cast a shadow on 

the group for Julie and Doug, who are already ambivalent about its 

continuance. Although Thomas and Jochen are still open to working in 

Group Material, enthusiasm is lacking. Group Material seems to be in a 

state of dissolution rather than reinvention or shift. Jochen Klein has 

returned to painting and moves to London, and Thomas Eggerer is also 

considering painting again, as well as a move to Cologne. Julie and Doug 

feel it is time to formally bring the group to an end and cease activity, and 

not let permit Group Material’s history to be watered down by 

unmotivated, less compelling work. Julie and Doug decide they will 

continue to individually represent the group’s histories through live 

narration and writings. They plan to think about making a book at some 

future date.105 

 

This “conclusion” expresses several tenses at once: what was, what is – as it is written in 

present tense, and what will be. Cohering the archive in public, literally taking it out of 

our hands, and making the book, are in part, formalities for mourning the death of the 

group and the demise of the idealism that underwrote its course. I will turn to the 

conditions of this wider loss later.106 

 

On the local level faithful resemblance is tested through recognition, by ringing true. Do I 

recognize Group Material in this book? Do other participants? Does the depiction do 

justice to personal and collective memory? Do those who encountered Group Material’s 

projects in real time recognize and recollect? But turning past events into “history” is 

only partly for those who remember. The prime social reason for reopening the case was 

to stimulate action in the future, which is meant to include the instantly vanishing present. 
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Further affinity is aspired for. If faithful resemblance is achieved, it follows that future 

identifications will ensue and multiply.  

 

My experiences attest to the necessity of recognition as part of active recollection, which, 

in turn, necessitates latitude for identification in Group Material’s historical 

representation. But on what grounds? What sorts of identification? Can rapport be 

predicted? Does the artist-historian engineer identification by tapping into social 

memory? Or does she trust it will be a natural outcome of accomplishing similitude? 

 

Given the ease with which authorial intentions take on a fixative dimension and set the 

stage for subsequent reception, attaching retrospective declarations of intent to the 

group’s original work was avoided. Artists’ intention is implanted in cultural memory 

both formally by way of published statements, interviews, didactics, gallery tours, live 

presentations, and miscellaneous information that circulates on the Internet, and 

informally by word of mouth – hearsay. Shorthand descriptions proliferate: my work is 

about . . . I was trying to get at . . . I meant to . . . . Access to a work or body of work is 

extended to the artist herself, anchoring art in the familiar terrain of explanation. 

  

The artist as her own interpreter symbolically stands alongside the work imparting clues, 

and pronouncing intentions in hindsight.107 Each time an author speaks about his work, 

especially in these times, when even informal talks are podcast or otherwise documented 

and distributed, he contributes to the record. Via the archive such informational artifacts 

imply potential repetition ad infinitum. Intentionality is somewhat integral to expression, 

but when an author’s alleged design obstructs or supersedes viewers and readers’ 

interpretation processes, it is problematic.  

 

Because Show and Tell inaugurates Group Material’s “history,” it has the ability to define 

what Group Material “was all about.” In Show and Tell, intentionality is implied in the 

details of the documentation presented, but it is not summarized retrospectively. As much 

as the book appears to be a documentary endeavor it exposes my – and, to include all 

levels of collaboration involved in the process – “our,” subjective relationships to the 
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subject. The paramount intention to represent faithfully and generate affinity dictated its 

methods. 

 

In the aftermath of cultural presence, when any iteration of Group Material is by 

definition history, interpretation is inevitable. Interpretation is suffused in every moment 

of searching, finding, curating, editing, assigning relevance, and connecting dots between 

documents that constitutes research, including not leastly, presenting, or making present. 

However, I have stopped short of overt interpretation as an explicit means. Yes, Group 

Material could be considered an example or product of larger trends, a “sign of the 

times,” but such framing risks sacrificing its special dimension and particular dynamics. 

Grounding Group Material’s portrayal within larger social frameworks, which, at the 

time, appeared to be limitless, but have since been bounded and periodized by 

historicization, is at odds with composing a historical representation to launch clearings 

so that social memory and imagination in its infinite terms might be tapped. It is 

important that readers have the opportunity to engage Group Material by their own power 

of association.  

 

Group Material needed to be given account as both a specific and a notional framework 

of cultural agency. The questions of whether or not Group Material needed to be 

accounted for in order to be history and to be adequately consultable are unanswerable. 

Group Material was nomadic for most of its years of activity. After its dissolution 

information was scattered and access was sketchy. The seemingly opposing goals of 

being, on the one hand, recounted, and on the other hand, open-ended, beckoned. Group 

Material is now locatable in its reconstituted body of material in the archive, and on the 

bookshelf in Show and Tell. However, by design, Group Material remains undefined in so 

far as overt historicizing interpretation and retrospective summary are mostly excluded 

from Show and Tell.108  

 

In its collaborative essence, and through its exhibition practice, Group Material embodied 

decentralization as it created contexts in response to precise conditions, conflicts, and 

affinities. The objectives that guided Group Material to resist making declaratives in its 
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exhibition practice in favor of fashioning multivocal forums guided me to follow suit in 

the book. Avoiding historical contextualization invites a multitude of individual and 

social interpretations by the book’s users, along their own lines of understanding, instead 

of prescribed ones, in essence, making it possible for readers to do the work of 

interpretation and historicizing. 

 

Take The Other Road  

 

The historicizing overview terminology of movements and periods (that were once 

operative and now finished, “you, young reader, were not there”)109 seems incompatible 

with the overarching social aim of representing Group Material’s histories to precipitate 

consequent affinity in practice, and thereby extend its integral communal perspective and 

investment in cultural agency and cultural democracy. Periodizing contains and entombs 

and in this sense is antagonistic to the generative goals that extend from a philosophy and 

not only a timeframe, for example, from principles of cultural democracy rather than 

from “a period of cultural democracy.” 

 

Consider the eighties for instance. In recent years the eighties has been used as a 

framework for staging major exhibitions and publications, including Flashback – 

Revisiting the Art of the 80s, curated by Philip Kaiser, Museum für Gegenwartskunst 

Basel, 2005, and Artforum’s 40th Anniversary double issue “The 1980s,” 2003.110 Others 

are in the works. This Will Have Been: Art, Love, & Politics in the 1980s, curated by 

Helen Molesworth, opens at the Museum of Contemporary Art (MCA), Chicago, 2012, 

and Chus Martínez heads a research / exhibition project focused on the intellectual 

debates of the eighties, Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona (MACBA), 

forthcoming. Group Material has been invited to participate in each of these in some 

fashion. I am not suggesting these specific projects epitomize the problems of periodizing 

structures, nor is this the place to analyze them one-by-one. I note them as examples of 

the eighties being used as an organizing structure. 
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It is true that Group Material was founded in 1979, came of age in public during the 

eighties, and was less prolific in the early nineties before disbanding. Does that warrant 

the label, “eighties artists”? Once so branded, it is difficult to transcend such 

classification. The effects of labeling cannot be underestimated. Being branded by a 

decade negates individual chronology; the time capsule is severed from lived experience, 

and from the continuities and discontinuities of social existence.  

 

Period frameworks encapsulate and tend to be reductive. The attempt to relate art 

production to larger cultural and social circumstances implied by highlighting a decade, 

and conjuring a timeframe of dominant trends, risks doing so iconically. Even without 

explicit articulation, cultural terms that float in the social memory echo as backdrop: 

eighties’ excess, the glamorous eighties, Po Mo, Wall Street, neo-geo, commodity art, 

neo-expressionism, appropriation.111 Such terminology can unwittingly fuse as a 

classification system held in mind and applied by viewers and readers.  

 

Decade periodization deriving from media and promotional culture is sometimes used as 

a convenient formatting structure at the expense of developing more complex ways of 

showing or proposing history.112 Decade formats are macro, and risk racing through 

histories: there was this and then there was this and don’t forget this was happening too. 

Typically, they are hierarchical. The role for Group Material in such a package is 

preassigned to sidebar at the edge of main events, such as the symbolic battle between 

neo-expressionism and appropriation, or between aesthetics and activism. Were these 

really battles? To what degree are such depictions rhetorical fabrications of polarization 

that in the process encourage conceiving culture and society as continually polarized?  

 

On the other hand, mapping a period and drawing lines between artists, practices, and 

contexts can be fruitful. Periodizing can be taken up in the spirit of a partial or 

opinionated timeline, to lay open or propose relationships between events, and make 

complex or concealed histories discernable. Predictable renditions, of the eighties in turn 

call for counterrepresentations. (I suspect that Molesworth’s and Martinez’s endeavors 

will represent meaningful confrontations of ideas and practices.) The interplay between 
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common classification devices, how we perceive ourselves, others, and society, and what 

we do as cultural practitioners is at stake in the negotiation of formats.113  

 

Historicizing formats encourage certain readings and practices and discourage others; 

they can act as entrance and / or obstacle, depending on the attitude and depth of the 

author(s). I may be overly reactive to the loading of meaning that historicizing formats 

based on packaging, periodizing, and delimiting movements exert. Just as I respond this 

way, others may well find such parameters focusing. However, even if I am particularly 

sensitive to such devices, I wonder whether any artist identifies with the handles that get 

attached to their work. I have never heard anyone say their work is about relational 

aesthetics, or I am a postmodern eighties neo-geo painter. To great extent classifying 

terminology is imposed by promotional culture, of which the art industry is a part. I 

include art history and criticism (and myself) in the art industry.  

 

Defining periods and movements also involves judgment, who is in who is out, what and 

who were important then, and by exclusion, what was not. The Eighties Show: you may 

not want to be in it but you cannot afford to be left out. Histories are so written. One can 

be written in and written out.114 In the spirit of Barbara Kruger, I have to ask, whose 

eighties, whose history? 

 

Someday, when a future researcher studies the cumulative eighties exhibitions she will 

note that certain artists were repeatedly included. What meaning will she read into that? 

She might ask, How accurate were those versions of the eighties. Eventually new 

scholarship will take place. And history will expand with corrections and accretions. The 

process is on endless repeat. (My own involvement in the recuperation of Sister Corita’s 

practice that was excluded from the canonic history of sixties Pop Art, is a case in point.) 

 

Referring back to my notes during the “archiving laboratory” period of the Group 

Material test case, I find: “Initiate inventive ‘interpretations’ of key aspect(s) of Group 

Material’s practice as projects in order to activate those methods / principles in the 

present tense.” Show and Tell is one of those projects, a carrying on and reworking of 

143



  

practice and precepts, and in itself an interpretation that hypothesizes Group Material as 

both particular and infinitely timely, opening its practice rather than narrowing it. 

Offering example for others to relate to and improve on, in so doing, setting up 

conditions for furtherance and multiplication. 

 

Group Material cofounder Tim Rollins recently asked me, why the resurgence of interest 

in Group Material now? On the surface the interest and response seems to say something 

about what might be lacking in current artistic culture, or about filling a void, or being the 

right model at the right time, but in fact I believe a similar reception could occur at any 

moment, because the principles that Group Material embodied and the issues that the 

group’s work spoke to are not time bound, despite that though the practice was  

time-based.  

 

Perhaps it would be different if cultural and political conditions had changed dramatically 

since Group Material’s disbanding. Then, it might arouse interest purely for historical 

value. There has been lots of change but no sea change. The spirit of Group Material as 

well as its example of collaborative practice and the strategies used are all valuable to the 

present. Vivid enduring effective collaboration is always timely. 

 

Returning to the question: Why not historically contextualize Group Material more 

broadly? There is paradox in situating a practice that sought to “question the entire 

culture we have taken for granted”115 and the master narratives and dominant institutions 

of that culture, within an anti-grand narrative, such as postmodernism – a “discourse of 

delegitimation.”116 In spite of its critical design, such discourse can function as an 

alternative account – a history of dissent, counterculture, and of constellations of critical 

intellectual debate, that takes shape as a quasi-grand narrative of Opposition.117 I do not 

mean to suggest that historians and theoreticians plan this course. Although Group 

Material sometimes portrayed culture as a battleground, for the most part, it sought to cut 

across such a territorialized notion of the cultural economy, and of society, and speak in 

terms of “for” rather than “against.” In the long-term, Group Material did not speak the 

vocabulary of opposition or dissent so much as participation, agency, and multiplicity. 
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For Group Material to be recognized it needs to reinforce itself. Show and Tell refuses to 

speak in terms of oppositions. The apparent dichotomies of dominant and marginal, 

culture and counterculture, Left / Right, righteous and corrupt, aesthetic and political, 

etc., lost their soundness over time in practice. On behalf of Group Material, Show and 

Tell takes a less contrast-driven, less aggressive stance. By refusing to affirm such 

disunion in representation Show and Tell stays true to the group’s history of lived 

experience and does not further replicate polarizing notions of culture. 

 

Historical staging is blunt. Why historicize in terms of one context over another? Given 

that the group did not delimit it’s practice or identify with any particular movement, -ism, 

or classification, it would be somewhat arbitrary to fasten onto historical scaffolding.  

 

Framing devices can be changed like backdrops in a photo studio, to change the sitter’s 

appearance in relation to different settings. A figure is clearer in front of a solid 

background, than against a patterned one made from other texts, so to speak. Group 

Material would be one thing in relation to punk and another in relation to postmodernism, 

or conceptual art, modernism, or activism. 

 

When local history is situated in or against a historicized context which is larger and pre-

established as a subject / discourse, it is in danger of being absorbed. The larger 

configuration tends to “explain” the microhistory of a specific group of people, and their 

experiences, decisions, and actions. The microhistory gets thematicized and rendered an 

illustration of larger phenomenon. (This is analogous to the frequently heard accusation 

that curators use artworks to illustrate their thesis.) Because of the tendency of historical 

contextualization to function as explanation, the position taken here rejected all 

frameworks, to instead focus on one microhistory and its capacity to accentuate and 

register cultural conditions and change, through the lens of itself.  

 

A specific example. Consider, for instance, were Group Material to be historicized by 

Multiculturalism? As soon as the term is put forward its potential to take over is 

expressed. It is true that Group Material was in itself heterogeneous and reflected various 
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multiplicities in its exhibitions. But this was not because of “multiculturalism,” it was 

because culture is multicultural. That society is made up of multiple cultures is an 

undeniable fact.118 Culture was multicultural before the term multiculturalism was active 

in any arena. 

 

Clearly I do not mean to diminish or denigrate any theoretical inquiry and articulation, or 

any lived experiences associated with mulitculturalism, postmodernism, or feminism, 

etc., including my own. The impetus is to question the consequences and value of 

sweeping up the histories of the works and investigations of any artist, writer, or 

practitioner, into periodizing models, intellectual debates, or social movements at the 

expense of their potential open-endedness. In its self-iteration Group Material’s status is 

meant to be protected as untheorized historically.119 That this is in itself a theorization of 

Group Material indicates the orientation of Show and Tell as a critical enterprise engaged 

with history writing. 

 

The question why not contextualize Group Material in broader historical or periodized 

terms asks Group Material to relocate its frame of reference. Show and Tell, in turn, 

invites a shift of focus to ground level social processes, and maintains that, in this case, 

historicizing is the domain of others. Others can use the book as resource to inspire and 

aid their studies and analyses, whether that means situating Group Material in a specified 

field of cultural activism, in relation to histories of curatorial practice, or postmodern art, 

or anything else. 

 

Vantage 

 

As it shows and tells, Group Material’s book spotlights atmosphere; its ground-level 

orientation conveys that the collaboration was serious and it was fun; a sociable 

context.120 The formal structure of the design of the book’s chronicle section is intended 

to show this interior / exterior and process / project structure of the chronology.121 A 

photographic analogy is helpful: the book’s perspective is akin to a ground-level human-

scale way of looking, while perspective situated in larger historical discourse is 
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comparable to an aerial, bird’s eye view. Each method omits. The ground shot includes 

only glimpses of surround, the longer view makes it difficult to see what’s happening 

close up – social process.  

 

Ricoeur raises the issue of scale, and distinguishes its effect: “what can be seen on a large 

scale are the developing forces. But what can be seen on a small scale – and this is the 

lesson of microhistory – are the situations of uncertainty within which individuals . . . 

attempt to orient themselves . . . . Therefore, when you write macrohistory, you are more 

likely to work with determinisms, whereas when you work on microhistories, you have to 

engage indecisions, that is to say, indeterminism.”122 Ricoeur proposes that history 

writing employ scale shifts or moving through scales as productive method, and that 

scope be regarded as dynamic rather than as static.  

 

The scale fluctuations in Show and Tell occur after the ground-level chronicle segment of 

the book. The essays that follow the chronicle include my own, “Case Reopened: Group 

Material,” which speaks pragmatically (akin to my role in the group) to issues of methods 

and the ideas and purpose of the archive and book; and an essay by Tim Rollins, “What 

Was to be Done?” which looks back to the origins of the group – the cofactors that led to 

its founding and its initial spirit (Tim was the original spirit of the group); and an essay 

by Doug Ashford, “An Artwork is a Person,” which zooms out for a wider view to situate 

Group Material’s work in the eighties as extending from social movements of the sixties 

(Doug often inhabited the role of intellectualizing).123 The essays by former group 

members are followed by Sabrina Locks, “Tracking AIDS Timeline” and “Behind the 

Timeline,”124 which zoom in to her research on AIDS Timeline, 1989, done in the freshly 

cohered archive, and written while she was a curatorial student finishing her masters 

degree at Bard Center for Curatorial Studies. In essence Locks’s investigation was 

designed as an example of using and contributing to the archive.125  

 

To summarize, the essays begin at ground level, with the micro- microhistory of the 

archiving and history project, then make a temporal turn to look at origins, then zoom out 

to look on the larger social developments of the times, then move back in to look closer 
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within Group Material’s chronology, and microscopically examine one project, which is 

a timeline project that maps the development of the AIDS crisis between 1979 and 1989. 

I belabor this to clarify the use of scale in the book as a whole. The book’s 200-page 

chronicle section, which my comments here take up in detail, is primary, but it is one part 

in relation with other ways of telling. The overall book engages temporal and scale shifts 

and brings contributions from several vantage points into proximity. 

 

By specifically stressing AIDS Timeline in the final section of Show and Tell, the dual 

operation of close-up perspective on one project, and opening out onto larger 

developments and macrohistory through the methods of that project is accomplished. The 

complexity of scale and temporal operations involved in historical representation is 

thereby pointed to. 

 

Emphasizing actions and dynamics at ground level seeks to highlight social process over 

effect and judgment. This emphasis works to create a multivalent space that can be 

engaged, and projected into and out from, a space to harbor multiple points of entry and 

identification, and rouse interest, inspire imagination, critical consciousness, and analysis. 

Readers and viewers might relate to the spirit of idealistic enterprise Group Material 

embodied (a bunch of friends chipping in money and energy to open an exhibition space 

together), or the power relations of collaboration, or relate in terms of style. They might 

feel visual affinity or be affected by the liberal use of color, or be intrigued by different 

graphic design moments, or the suggestiveness of the exhibition titles. They may want to 

follow members’ participation, or the involvement of one member, or may simply be 

taken with interlocking stories and histories, intrigued by what is exposed and what is 

not, or any other possibility.  

 

Contemporaries who revisit the period through the lens of Group Material attend with 

their individual awareness and interests as well as with an expanse of cultural memory. 

Those who are less familiar with Group Material’s period of activity are invited in at eye 

level to witness actions and circumstances through re-collection of evidence and memory, 

conveyed in a present tense telling. The use of present tense is intended as inclusive, to 
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increase accessibility and regenerate a fundamental sense of cultural agency. The 

potential for cross-connecting information is left open, according to viewers’ lived 

experience, historical awareness, biases and allegiances.   

 

 

Chronicle  

 

It is worthwhile to distinguish chronicle from timeline. Chronicles record rather than 

historicize. Chronicles impart events and sequence. Both chronicles and timelines are 

linear at heart but the informational reach of the timeline format is broader as it 

encompasses multiple lines of inquiry and is capable of bringing seemingly incompatible 

information into confrontation. The timeline format is more global and less strict than the 

chronicle format. Chronicles and timelines both periodize; they can both function as 

narrative armatures. 

 

Answering the question “why did things happen like that and not otherwise?” requires 

turning past events into “followable story,” which Hayden White distinguishes from 

historicizing a completed story. Chronicles are capable of telling followable stories, but 

timelines endeavor to answer other questions, which call for judgment: “What does it all 

add up to?” “What is the point of it all?”126  

 

The timeline mode Group Material used on occasion as an exhibition format was 

conceived as a spatial articulation of extending lines of inquiry out from a linear layer or 

chronicle. As such, the timeline is a history-mapping tool used to generate diagrams of 

past events and their interrelations. Timelines potentially combine a horizontal notion of 

events with a vertical spread that takes in other events to posit their interconnectedness 

and propose potential readings of cause and effect. As a guiding device, a timeline sets a 

linear horizon and performs an anchoring purpose, acting as a focus from which viewers’ 

perspectives venture. The timeline itself is endowed with a double function of 

systematizing and releasing information, opening views to what is above and below it. 
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Timelines make larger explanation and historical analysis possible by what they include 

and exclude. And they do so with apparent objectivity.  

 

Group Material employed the timeline format as a research and structuring device for two 

exhibition projects. The first was Timeline: A Chronicle of U.S. Intervention in Central 

and Latin America, 1984, P.S.1, New York, and the second was AIDS Timeline 1989, 

Matrix Gallery, University Art Museum, University of California at Berkeley (other 

manifestations of AIDS Timeline took place at Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, CT, 

1990, and 1991 Whitney Biennial, The Whitney Museum of American Art, New York). 

 

         
                     

 
 
       Group Material, AIDS Timeline, 1989, University Art Museum, University of California at Berkeley 
 

 

Because Group Material had used the format; I briefly contemplated making the book a 

timeline with Group Material as its driving subject, but rejected the idea for the same 

reason – because it was a form so associated with the group. The idea seemed clever and 

potentially trite beside Group Material’s past exhibitory timelines. Secondly, similar 
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dilemmas arose as when considering historical contextualization. What to choose, what 

events to link to? What to implicate in Group Material and vice versa? 

 

There is a substantial difference between timeline as exhibition, which in Group 

Material’s case included objects, images, multiple media, documents, text, etc., and book 

version timelines, which are inherently graphic, rely on reproduction, and in so doing 

tend to level information on a single, seamless platform. Timeline exhibitions are capable 

of creating space for viewers to make connections between documents and take a 

prominent role in narrativizing or making history. Graphic timelines, common to media 

and magazine culture, are easily consumable – a type of compressed history lesson. In 

graphic formats the timeline’s capacity for conveying the past as an intricate web of 

interconnected actions and events is dramatically decreased, in part because elements are 

reduced in scale and made equivalent. Graphic seamlessness and page scale dramatically 

alter the space for users, and give the appearance of events being illustrations in a 

chronology. The graphic smoothness indicates that narratives have already been written 

and committed to print, ready to be consumed, as opposed to “put together.” 

 

Hayden White points out that a key problem of the (objective) chronicle or chronology is 

the notion that events tell themselves, in lieu of a narrator (subjective).127 At first glance 

the chronicle of Group Material does exactly that, given that artifacts, facts, and 

anecdotes are made present through themselves as well as by using a depersonalized 

present tense mode. The archive shows itself, albeit through the prejudiced curatorial 

eyes of its participant interlocutor(s), who, were once in the action; who represented 

actions in their time; and who now re-represent those actions without additional self-

analysis. Narration is not absent in Show and Tell. The narrator is conceived and 

configured as a “collective subjective,” constituted by the group that once was, and a 

more abstract version of the amalgam Group Material, which is conjured to do the telling 

in the present. Past is grammatically articulated as the present. Readers are guided by 

subjective and collective narration. 
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Books tend to streamline material, and ground or position readers by imposing a point of 

view, that of the narrator. Show and Tell’s chronicle is decentralized, in other words, it 

does not privilege one point of view – much like a decentralized Group Material 

exhibition environment in which there is no ideal view; all views are potentially ideal and 

multiple perspectives are spurred. One can enter anywhere. Framing or summarizing 

from a post- mode of narration proposes a position of “This is what it was all about.” 

Such conclusive modes potentially short-circuit viewers’ processes of discovery and 

conclude rather than extend Group Material in the process. While it could make good 

sense to use such a method in other situations, depending on the researcher-historian’s 

purposes and relationship to the subject, in this case of “self-historicizing” a collective 

practice, these danger signs became clear in the process of thinking and working through 

what is at stake.  

 

“The chronicle is usually marked by a failure to achieve narrative closure. It does not so 

much conclude as terminate. It starts out to tell a story but breaks off in media res, in the 

chronicler’s own present; it leaves things unresolved or, rather, leaves them unresolved in 

a story-like way. . . . The Chronicle represents [historical reality] as if real events 

appeared to human consciousness in the form of unfinished stories.”128 While pointed out 

here by White as a peril of the chronicle form, I concur the Group Material chronicle 

does this and does so on purpose. The chronicle section of Show and Tell finishes and 

unfinishes, as closure of the group and continuance of its precepts are sought. Referring 

again to the final lines of the chronicle: “Julie and Doug feel it is time to formally bring 

the group to an end and cease activity. . . . They plan to think about making a book at 

some future date.”  

 

 

Unhistorical / Historical  

 

(Young, naive, and rebellious: we did not for a minute doubt our ability to change the 

world and alter society’s course by coming on the scene and by our actions. However, we 

were not hoping to “make history”; our prospect was the present.)  
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For several years, Group Material was rather unhistorical,129 not quite like the carefree 

beasts and children Nietzsche conjured, but mostly unaware of being in history or of 

having one, capable only of being “honest.”130 Over time, historical consciousness took 

form in each of us for various reasons and it solidified in the group as a whole. The 

salient trigger was the AIDS crisis and the close up witnessing of its casualties. Historical 

perception took hold in the larger sense of social development. Waking up to the “bad 

news” of History, we perceived a pile up of events colliding in the AIDS crisis, which 

seemed like a slow motion disaster.131 The group responded with no less than seven 

projects between 1989 and 1991, including exhibitions, a bus advertisement, a 

publication project distributed over eleven art magazines, and a sound installation.132 

Recently reflecting on the time, Ashford and I noted, “The accumulation of AIDS-related 

illnesses and deaths of young friends and colleagues informed our daily lives. For our 

own edification and for public purpose the group embarked on constructing a history of 

the conditions that transformed the epidemic into a full-blown national crisis.”133 

 

A secondary strata of historical awareness coincided: group self-consciousness of its own 

“history.” The realization of being in history and having chronology – a career so to 

speak, subtly disrupted the group’s process, and threw a monkey wrench into its rhythm. 

Due to these notions of local and larger history the fresh “honest” aspiring tone of the 

group’s work deflated to some degree. For example, conceptualizing a multiform four-

part project on Democracy (albeit crisis in democracy), with minimal irony, would not 

have been possible if not for the group’s idealistic belief in cultural practice – in our 

practice – to impact the social present. Somewhere between working on the first part of 

Democracy, Dia Art Foundation, 1988, entitled Education and Democracy, and the last, 

AIDS & Democracy: A Case Study, a change in undercurrent was palpable.134 The slide 

into awareness of “having a history” is difficult to pinpoint and describe, but for the 

group, it seemed to go hand in hand with the urgency and death toll environment related 

to AIDS. By then, Group Material had existed for ten years, so it is likely that hitting the 

decade limit sparked realization and nervousness. (It’s been ten years! Now what do  

we do?) 
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Temporal awareness of time period, anniversary, and accumulation, in tandem with the 

profound recognition of mortality we experienced simultaneously, shifted the tone of 

Group Material. The larger backdrop of the “bad news” of history – that we are in a flow 

of disasters, exploitations, self-determination struggles, etc., framed by the historical 

conjunctions of American culture as economically stratified, competitive, polarized, and 

so on, was overwhelming. These interrelated strains of historical consciousness 

contradicted the idealism and critical exuberance that had previously motored the group.  

On the other hand, historical consciousness galvanized new work and a reinvestment of 

commitment in the group. As Locks noted in her investigation of AIDS Timeline for Show 

and Tell: “An exhibition can function, however provisionally, intentionally or not, as a 

prescriptive presentation of history, or, as in the case of AIDS Timeline, as a call to 

amend its course.”135 The notion of intervening and consciously using interventionist 

strategies clarified in the group at the time. It seemed the “us” and “them” lines were 

clearly drawn around AIDS. Those that it was happening for and those that it was not. 

Those who were fighting AIDS and those who were creating the conditions for its 

furtherance. Positions morphed into oppositions. Even the usage of terms like 

interventionist and strategy are telling and were somewhat new to the group’s vocabulary 

of practice. Not that our previous work was agendaless, or without motive, but the 

notions of targeting and strategizing that were inherent to AIDS activism, gave things a 

different energy and spin. Suddenly, everything seemed ideological. The shift of 

perception to the more sinister and entrenched aspects of history was accompanied by a 

change in disposition, which contributed to the group’s eventual dissolution. The practice 

we had regarded as serious fun turned just plain serious. 

 

It is interesting that curators and historians repeatedly pick up on AIDS Timeline. Perhaps 

this is because it recalls a historical conjuncture that deeply affected the art field, and 

embodies coming of age moments for many people working in the field. In recent years 

several curators have inquired about reconstructing the exhibition. In principle, one could 

gather the artworks and artifacts that composed it from the archive and other sources, and 

attempt to mimic their original installation. Most of the more ephemeral matter was saved 
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and now sits in Group Material’s archive at New York University. Artworks were 

returned to the participants and lenders but most are locatable. But history was conceived 

in the project as an active field linking to the present. Recuperating AIDS Timeline would 

fossilize it as an exhibition-scale artifact.  

 

Beyond the calls for its possible reconstruction which former members and I have 

declined and instructed the archive not to allow, there are two current manifestations of 

fragments of the project. A selection of material about and from AIDS Timeline is being 

loaned from the Group Material Archive for the 12th Istanbul Biennial Untitled (12th 

Istanbul Biennial), 2011.136 The curators, Jens Hoffman and Adrian Pedrosa, initially 

sought to recreate a fragment of the timeline, which I steered against, encouraging them 

to visit the archive and figure out an alternative that does not involve reconstruction of 

the exhibition whatsoever. Coincidentally, Ashford and I were invited to take part in the 

“100 notes 100 thoughts” publication series accompanying the forthcoming 

dOCUMENTA (13). Artistic director Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev suggested picking up 

an aspect of the Timeline. We decided to publish the AIDS Timeline text itself, which 

structured the exhibition, and was compiled in 1989. This is the first publication of the 

text beyond the copyshop handouts distributed in the original exhibition. (Remarkably, 

between the four members involved in its making, only one copy could be found to place 

in the archive). The only occasion Group Material was invited to or participated in a 

biennial type exhibition was documenta 8 in 1987.137 Reminding people about Group 

Material through Show and Tell kindled the present interest, which will, in turn, likely 

generate further affinities. The archive continually produces more archive and reproduces 

history. 

 

In “Uses and Abuses of History” Nietzsche equated happiness and being in the moment 

with the “capacity to sense things unhistorically,” or to “forget” at least some of the time. 

In White’s interpretation, “to forget what he knows – more, an ability to deny what he 

knows; he has an ability to dream, to frolic in images, and to clothe the terror, pain, and 

suffering caused by consciousness of his own finitude in dream-like imitations of 

immortality.”138 In the same essay Nietzsche linked the ability to think outside of history, 
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at least momentarily, to high-level creative focus leading to Art,139 and asserted that, 

“Only when history undertakes to be turned into an art work and thus to become a purely 

artistic picture can it perhaps maintain the instincts or even arouse them. Such historical 

writing, however, would go completely against the analytical and inartistic trends of our 

time; indeed, they would consider it counterfeit.”140 A possible reading: when the artist 

liberates herself from history and from the confining notion of “historical truth,”141 she 

can then apply artistic vision to “writing history,” in the form of art.  

 

The archive burdens and liberates variously and simultaneously. Nietzsche’s proposition, 

“for the health of a single individual, a people, and a culture the unhistorical and the 

historical are equally essential,”142 echoes in its halls and digital storage systems. Being 

oblivious to history (honest, free), and learning to deny and forget history are two very 

different states. What are the means to forgetting? Is this where the archive, and history 

writing, or history work, come into the picture?  

 

Archiving, like the boundary of a timeline, releases and structures simultaneously. The 

archive institutes both remembering and forgetting. It is an active apparatus of 

recollection and an operational depository of disremembering. Archive, and the written 

record that emerges from the archive (while producing more archive), are collective 

instruments for locating and containing history and therefore for infinite remembering 

and disremembering. The notion of archive as container is somewhat misleading, for the 

archive is endlessly uncontainable and in a constant reproductive state. (It is also 

increasingly unlocatable in digital culture.)  

 

(“We are all suffering from a consumptive historical fever.”143 Is there any escape from 

our obsessions with the past? A Leonard Cohen lyric comes to mind, “I can’t forget, I 

can’t forget but I don’t remember what.” If only it were possible to be unhistorical. But 

thinking and memory are inextricable, are they not? Ricoeur: “The mind and the memory 

are one and the same.”144) 
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(Can actively forgetting history produce anything other than repetition? We seem to 

spend decades apprehending our life stories, and then begins the incessant process of 

loosening their grip on us, and delinking ourselves from our case histories. The Group 

Material history project a case in point. How to unarchive memory?) 

 

 

Against Interpretation 

 

There are many ways to work with an artifact. In keeping with Paulo Freire’s instructions 

on how to read I have, in the past, regarded an essay as a fragment or manifestation of 

larger bodies of information – the author’s other texts and chronology for instance, as 

well as socio-historical conditions of the time and place of the original writing. I believed 

research into these contexts was crucial to understand what an author was responding and 

contributing to.145 While I still agree in principle with Freire’s approach I no longer 

regard it as exclusive. One can easily get mired while attempting to trace the conditions 

and debates of the times in order to place the text in the author’s chronology of texts, in 

situ. One can get lost in references to references to references, which all require further 

research.146 One can also get caught up in the various competing lines of historicization 

applied to an author or a set of concerns. I am not talking about getting productively lost, 

but just lost.  

 

There are other ways of reading a text. A text can be engaged in self-contained terms, 

akin to an artwork presented without explicit historicization. Essay as artifact: a single 

untethered fragment to engage through a current lens instead of situating it historically. 

Freire also advises: “When reading a book, we subject-readers should be receptive to any 

passage that triggers a deeper reflection on any topic, even if it’s not the main subject of 

the book. Sensing a possible relationship between the read passage and our 

preoccupation, we as good readers should concentrate on analyzing the text, looking for a 

connection between the main idea and our own interest.”147  
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Activating this trigger and relay potential: Susan Sontag’s “Against Interpretation” links 

to the arguments in favor of and against historical contextualization. Sontag’s polemic 

likewise lends itself to the subject of how interpretation surfaces in exhibition making, 

curatorial policy, and exhibition didactics. 

 

When Sontag addressed the project of interpretation of art some forty years ago she 

distinguished between the older respectful variety that lays itself on top of what it speaks 

about without obstructing, and construal that excavates, and in the process, depletes.148 At 

the time, Sontag thought the “taming” of art through overemphasis on content and 

explanation was “the revenge of the intellect upon the world. To interpret is to 

impoverish, to deplete the world – in order to set up a shadow world of ‘meanings.’”149 

(She nonetheless claimed that the influence of interpretation depended on context, and 

could be liberating or reactive).150 Sontag laments, “None of us can ever retrieve that 

innocence before all theory when art knew no need to justify itself, when one did not ask 

of a work of art what it said because one knew (or thought one knew) what it did.”151 

Entwining Sontag’s purity with Nietzsche’s unhistorical honesty: is the forgetting and 

denying of history to extend to that of art itself? (I am somewhat purposely clouding 

“interpretation” and “contextualization,” and “history” and “content,” or more accurately, 

I am trailing what may be a productive confusion in hopes of clarification.) 

 

Sontag’s critique focuses on interpreting art in terms of content, and the problems of 

approaching art as a detective on the mission to find and inspect evidence of content 

using agreed upon criteria. Interpretations by critics, historians, and curators leave traces 

and enter the archive, permanently linking to the history of the object of discussion. 

These activities form a system and industry of interpretation that, institutes, or in fact has 

already well established, how art “should” be used, understood, valued in the broader 

field of reception. The stage is set for viewers to seek interpretation, one way or another. 

 

Does art require contextualization? All art or only certain art? How much information is 

enough? How much is too much?152 The salient issues are less to do with quantity than 

with the spirit and intention of interpretation, how it is made and its manner of broadcast. 
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That the value of interpretation, and whether it expands or diminishes its object of focus, 

is to be considered on a case-by-case basis follows. Yet Sontag invokes spatial and 

procedural terminology – laying on top of is respectful versus digging beneath “for sub-

text,” excavation, snooping behind, which depletes – suggesting that particular methods 

are also at fault. Do certain spatializing relationships between work and explanation, and 

between work, explanation, and viewer, improve and others depreciate?  

 

Speaking on behalf of art and its receivership, and for protecting clearings for experience 

as precious, Sontag can be read as prescriptive: interpretation should be vigilant about its 

separation from its object of comment. Tread discretely.  

 

The rift between the belief in the self-evidence of art, its capacity to speak for itself, and 

the belief that art is by definition coded and in need of mediation, whether that be 

historical, biographical, social, etc., is a persistent one. I remain ambivalent, often witness 

to changing my tune, depending on the situation. In light of the problematic, this 

ambivalence gains clarity as a healthy skepticism of any programmatic approach implied 

in taking sides.  

 

My perspective as a viewer and exhibition visitor, as well as a practitioner activates my 

internal fluctuation. I have increasingly heard myself articulating and identifying with a 

variety of positions about the benefits and perils of mediation. As a viewer I alternate 

between the frustration of unawareness – being left alone to make what I want of a work 

or set of works, and the liberty to do so, which is uncharted terrain imbued with 

responsibility. 

 

“Real art has the capacity to make us nervous. By reducing the work of art to its content 

and then interpreting that, one tames the work of art. Interpretation makes art 

manageable, comfortable.”153 Yes, but not only. Interpretation has the capacity to 

illuminate and aid understanding. Interpretation can open up meanings and make them 

legible. Interpretation can take many forms and angles.    
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In a culture that bids us to constantly seek the comfort of explanation, unlearning ways of 

dependent seeing and thinking is strenuous. The “too much information” character of 

current technology-driven culture moves us in the opposite direction of self-reliance. 

Society is constantly in a “need to know” state. If you use a mobile or iphone you can 

look it up, whatever “it” is. No need to sweat over ignorance or forgetfulness – full data 

is waiting to be summoned. Current technology encourages free-ranging information.154 

Anyone can gather facts, interpretations, and historicize and interpret from the endless 

digital “archive” almost anytime and anywhere, including while visiting an exhibition or 

otherwise engaging in art. How this impacts individual and collective memory is yet to  

be seen.  

 

The position that art is self-contained and autonomous can be read (and therefore 

dismissed?) as conservative, modernist, regressive, and guilty of upholding the division 

of labor between producer and interpreter, the delineation of practices. The thinking goes 

something like, in the spirit of more recent phenomena of boundary and category 

dissolution in art and other fields (rendered as criticality) shouldn’t we redress ideologies 

of classification and move into the present? Art is not autonomous; it is socially and 

politically impinged.  

 

If one accepts that formative contexts are inherent in work in one way or another, without 

judging their legibility or obscurity, other elucidation does become tricky, aggressive 

even, like someone speaking while someone else is speaking. It is confusing for the 

speakers and for the listeners. Of course, the voice-over might well say something 

worthwhile, intriguing, or illuminating. Regardless, a dilemma ensues for the viewer. 

Who do I listen to harder, who do I screen out? How do I experience my experience? 

What to privilege? (In the case of audio guides, the voice-over is literal. Many museums 

offer portable “audio guides” to their collections and major exhibitions. Viewers move 

through galleries wearing headphones, tuned in to a voice of authority that instructs and 

informs their encounters.) 
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Proximity and temporality can be hazardous. Placing interpretation too close can 

inadvertently obscure what it seeks to explain. I am sure I am not alone in being 

susceptible to the battle for attention that takes place between works and labels installed 

nearby and on the same visual plane. I want to just see the work but the label taunts and 

tempts and almost always wins. Once the label is read, looking is altered if not occluded. 

Suspending and delaying interpretation are worth considering, as are methods of 

articulating and presenting interpretation. 

 

 

Exhibition pedagogy 

 

Connie Butler mounted the exhibition WACK! Art and the Feminist Revolution, Museum 

of Contemporary Art (MOCA), Los Angeles, 2007, with a surprising move: there were 

no explanatory labels or contextualizing wall texts commenting on the works included in 

the show. The works were made to hold their own and be engaged, or not, according to 

their self-evidence. The practice in American museums of affixing narrative explanatory 

labels next to works, also known as didactics, was quite common by the mid-nineties, in 

part a result of the broadening of the gate as institutions “embraced” diversity and 

formerly excluded art and artists gained entry. 

 

The remarkably multicultural 1993 Whitney Biennial curated by Elizabeth Sussman put 

‘identity politics,’ and a “framework of institutional explication”155 at center stage.156 The 

exhibition was largely regarded as political and preachy and generated criticism from 

both popular and academic press about the aesthetic validity of much of the work as well 

as the flattening effects of the didactic efforts.157 Summing up the press response, David 

Deitcher observed, “Critics might praise the museum’s greater openness to art by 

members of historically marginalized groups only to condemn the art it contained. This 

they criticized for its “strident tone,” for being “numbingly didactic, easily summed up in 

a sentence or two,” for reducing complex social themes into “the dichotomy of victim / 

oppressor . . .”.158  
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Although artists’ statements had on occasion been judiciously used at the Whitney,159 the 

extent of pedagogical devices including descriptive labels and wall panels of artists’ 

statements in proximity to every work as a prominent layer of the show was 

unprecedented. This explanatory campaign seemed, on the one hand, an attempt to 

provide access to the works to uninitiated audiences, and on the other, to function as 

justification.160 Miwon Kwon commented, “it is assumed that the artists are very 

theoretically engaged, that their work is incredibly difficult material, and that in order for 

the audience to get it – which is not necessarily to engage it critically – the artists must 

speak.”161 The 1993 Whitney Biennial was benchmark for flagging certain art, as different 

and demanding. 

 

Not all art gets so marked or commented, but there is a tendency in mainstream 

contemporary museum culture to flag that which is perceived as belonging to some other 

context than the “average” museum visitor, thus requiring explanation, social context, 

politicization, and / or justification for being exhibited and engaged. Institutional framing 

can be implemented with a light touch or heavy-handedly. As American museums have 

sought to counter their elitist reputations and popularize in the wake of dramatically 

restricted public funding since 1989162 the use of extended explanatory labels and 

didactic wall texts has become widespread, not only to mark “difficult” work but to 

provide historical information and artists’ biography, presumably as points of access for 

audiences. Nonetheless, some art is regarded as sacrosanct, for instance the primary 

collection of the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York, is allowed to “speak for 

itself,” and I have yet to come across a didactic treatment of Robert Ryman’s paintings or 

any other “blue chip” artist or “modern master.” The authority of such works is 

historically established and considered to be self-evident. Their status is such that 

marking or interfering with them at their site of display, i.e. with extended label 

explanation or an artist statement, would seem, from an institutional standpoint, 

ludicrous. (Although some uninitiated visitors might welcome supplementary information 

on Ryman’s work for example.) Just as explicit institutional framing evidenced in 

Sussman’s Biennial impinges the works, this stealthy manner of institutional framing 

“masterpieces” as self-evident and unmarkable does so as well. 
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Butler’s decision not to didactically commentate the exhibited work in WACK! Art and 

the Feminist Revolution seemed refreshing in so far as the work was not subjected to 

running narrative or overlay in the show after the initial introductory wall, but also in 

staking out the question of interpretation in curatorial practice. Withholding narrated 

context effectively made a case for the works themselves embodying histories and 

contexts. And it reclaims that idea from being interpreted as “conservative.” By 

extension, a case is made for the exhibition as an embodiment of overlapping contexts 

that by design make clarifications possible. My positive reaction to the lack of didactic 

framing is special to an interest in the topic itself. Probably most visitors did not ponder 

the absence of explanation but simply viewed the show as they might any other 

exhibition, meaning more or less equal – no doubt a point Butler intended to make. 

 

Curatorial interpretation and institutional framing intersect with larger issues of art 

literacy and legibility. I suspect some viewers are grateful for extra information and 

others find it interfering. To say viewers should have unfettered experiences of work 

leans toward advocating an ideal engagement with art, which is not a case I want to 

make. I do not mean to construe prescription from either Butler’s or Sussman’s strategies 

but to draw attention to specific poles of the dynamic relations between art, exhibition 

pedagogic practice and didactic trends, in relation to work that has been historically 

excluded and discriminated against by curatorial and institutional practice.  

 

Formats and modes have histories of development and function but are not in themselves 

conservative or radical. Pedagogical contextualization, interpretation, and “marking,” are 

neither monolithic nor synonymous – interpretive operations are contingent on particular 

purpose and setting. I have mostly considered bringing contextual information into an 

exhibition a radical intervention that “rescued” work from the ubiquity of “autonomous” 

orientation and generic modernist-style treatment. Such strategy is double-edged: 

aggressive illumination opens up and constrains simultaneously. There is no stable 

solution: interpretation and presentation are contingent on circumstances. 
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Remaining open and flexible and present to possibility in some sense necessitates being 

anti-method. Method is defended as pragmatic, “you can’t reinvent the wheel every 

time.” Constantly changing methods potentially risks short-circuiting the possibility for 

deepening within the usage of a particular method. In my practice, I veer toward anti-

technique, anti-method, and advocate operating case-by-case. However, it is important 

this not be defined as formula or understood as a guarantee. Anti-method combats the 

deterioration that adopting a creative or analytic modus operandi can bring about.  

 

Entrenched technique narrows and risks obscuring other ways of thinking and doing. The 

inability to imagine other ways is imbedded in routinization, including of artistic method. 

In the interest of countering both auto-alienation and generalizing relationships (for 

instance, between curator, artist, artwork, institution, viewer), anti-method loosely frames 

a reflexive approach. Perhaps this is not so much anti-method as rejection of 

standardizing methods. To some degree this is an issue of temperament and a reflection 

of long-standing attentiveness to the hazards of habit and stultifying allegiances.  

 

I have discussed the conjuncture of archiving and history writing vis-à-vis Group 

Material in detail. I have reflected on the arguments for and adjacent to the methods and 

forms I used to transmit Group Material and formally register its practice in public 

record. I have articulated the rationale and effects of becoming involved with the book 

form and publishing as artistic practice. I began this writing with a memory of a 

representation: “I love exhibitions and I love making them. For many years I began public 

presentations with similar declaration.” 

 

Coming full circle is immanent. In essence, I’ve backed myself into a corner with only 

one way out, through the door marked Exhibition. I’ve travelled from exhibition 

enthusiasm to ambivalence and anxiety, to professional shifts and from closets to 

histories to divergent archives, from expanding art history to book as exhibition, to 

testing the archive and beginnings and endings, to historical context and interpretive 

exhibiting. Machinations of method and snapshots of remembered exhibition exuberance 

contour the trail.  
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    Julie Ault, Power Up: Sister Corita and Donald Moffett, Interlocking, 2000, Hammer Museum 
 

 

Looking Back 

 

To synopsize the route I have taken in exhibition practice vis-à-vis interpretative and 

contextualizing modes so far: beginning in Group Material, whose agenda was to overtly 

fuse aesthetic and sociopolitical interests and challenge what we considered to be the 

false neutrality of the prevalent modes of circulation, my perspective was antagonistic to 

the notion of art as self-evident and its reverent handling, which I regarded as elitist.  

 

Group Material regarded exhibition as its medium, and conceived exhibition as a 

decentralized forum that, in the abstract, diagrams a multiplicity of perspectives, and in 

the particular, articulates a specified thematic or thematic universe. The formats used by 

the group (timelines, salon-style installations, roundtables, town meetings, democracy 

walls, advert distribution networks) reflected collaboration, collectivity, social process, 

and cultural democracy, which were the group’s fundamental values. Every object or 

element within a Group Material installation was contextualized by its proximate 
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relations to other works or artifacts, creating crossfire of meaning and interpretation by 

design. Projects were all site or context dependent. In contrast with the more prevalent 

conceptions of art as autonomous and the use of white cube space and modernist-style 

installation, Group Material’s methods had a jolting effect.  

 

However working in the group was not like belonging to a political party. Throughout 

those years I was also an active and diverse viewer and had strong dialogues with a 

number of artist friends involved in object-making practices, and who believed in the 

ability of their work to speak for itself in exhibitions. In other words, that meaning is in 

the work and need not be unlocked, supplied, or created by relations to information, 

social context, other art, material, thematic, etc.  

 

When Group Material ended, and I continued to work with exhibition as medium, I 

embraced the challenge of bringing contextualizing information into proximity with 

artworks, in order to historicize artistic production. My independent exhibition making 

since has been primarily concerned with animating specific models of cultural production 

I am studying, and making their generative contexts visible as an integral dimension; in 

effect historicizing them. This involves thinking and working through the translation and 

enactment (through presentation) of research in exhibition form, and taking up methods 

of materialization in direct dialogue with what is to be shown.  

 

Exhibition space had traditionally been considered aesthetic domain (Sontag’s wish?), 

and contextualizing information has likewise been relegated to the space of the 

publication. Power Up: Sister Corita and Donald Moffett, Interlocking, UCLA Hammer 

Museum, 2000, is a good example of how I sought to challenge that division between 

“exhibition” and “publication,” and “aesthetics” and “information” in exhibition practice. 

This was accomplished by integrating ephemeral materials and information gathered 

during my research process that deepened my understanding of the artists, their practices, 

and the periods in which their works were made, into the exhibition itself. This was done 

in a visually engaging way using presentational devices that enlivened and aimed to 

appropriately contextualize material rather than render it rarified. By design, Power Up 
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was emphasized as a functional arena. Three-dimensional fixtures extended the content of 

the show from the walls into the open space of the room. These structures were ascribed 

with multiple functions – at once pedestals, platforms, seating, furnishings, sculptural 

elements, and display surfaces for presenting ephemeral material including photographs, 

publications, magazines, and quotations of the artists. (An interesting intersection with 

Sussman’s pedagogic policy for the 1993 Whitney Biennial. Why do I see my method as 

valid and Sussman’s as running unfortunate interference? Were the strategies used in 

Power Up any less intrusive or aggressive? ) In that instance, I was not so much the 

exhibition’s curator as I was the third artist, whose role included conceptualizing, 

curating, and determining the material character of the exhibition.  

 
 
A similar mode of thinking has extended to the installation work I have done with Martin 

Beck over the past ten years. Together we regard exhibition as a malleable set of spatial, 

ephemeral, formatting, and display concerns to be discovered and tested in regards to a 

specific sets of information or materials, and as an interpretive form. Exhibition designs 

made with Beck (distinct from the installations we author) derive from similar principles, 

and are concerned with giving form and structure and visuality to constellations of art and 

artifacts. Our design philosophy has been focused on comprehending the body of material 

to be shown through research, and by learning through the curator’s eyes in order to 

understand their relationship to the material and objectives in exhibiting it. We then find 

ways to spatially, visually, and graphically express key principles and histories relevant 

to the material, as well as to curatorial purpose. This process does not prescribe visual or 

conceptual solutions per se – its results can be strong, even totalizing, or moderately 

visible or even subtle – often strong and subtle solutions intermingle in one design. We 

create a particular viewing environment tailored to the ideas driving the works and its 

potential relationship to the present as understood by the curator (historian).  
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     Exhibition design by Julie Ault, Martin Beck, Hidden Truths, Bloody Sunday, International Center for  
     Photography, New York, 2002 
                       
 

        
 
          Julie Ault, Martin Beck, Information, 2006, Storefront for Art and Architecture, New York 
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     Julie Ault, Martin Beck, Information, 2006, Storefront for Art and Architecture, New York 
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A singular example from my work history: In 2003 I was commissioned to make a 

permanent public work for a newly renovated humanities building at Queens College, 

City University of New York (CUNY). The cross-disciplinary, multi-use character of 

Powdermaker Hall, and the democratic educational orientation of the school at large, 

forged a compelling context, leading me into the work of key thinkers and practitioners 

involved with democratic ideals in education and radical pedagogy, including Paulo 

Freire, John Dewey, Ira Schor, and bell hooks. I decided to extend and rethink the custom 

of educational institutions (and courthouses) that proclaim a maxim at their entrances 

with a single motto, or inspirational quote, by constructing a dialogue of written extracts 

to be distributed throughout the building. The lengthy research process involved 

identifying provocatively open-ended extracts, as opposed to sloganistic ones, and 

curating them into a pairings and the overall dialogue. (Each entrance / exit pairs quotes: 

a quotation installed inside and one on a proximate exterior wall.) The final twelve 

quotations, Points of Entry, 2003, were fabricated in stainless steel using the same 

signage mode seen elsewhere on campus so they would appear to be part of the 

institution. The quotes are distributed at key entrances and exits of the building. In 

essence Points of Entry is an exhibition of textual artifacts. (The books the extracts come 

from, as well as all the books I researched from, were put in the library for people who 

want to read further.) By way of example, these two quotes now flank the interior main 

entrance of Powdermaker Hall:  

 

Education for domestication is an act of transferring “knowledge,” 

whereas education for freedom is an act of knowledge and a process of 

transforming action that should be exercised on reality.   

 

—Paulo Freire 

 

Thought is no longer theoretical. As soon as it functions it offends or 

reconciles, attracts or repels, breaks, dissociates, unites or reunites; it 

cannot help but liberate and enslave. 

 —Michel Foucault 
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This seems to me a worthwhile example in my exhibition work history of a somewhat 

different approach. Although it is interpretive through selection, juxtaposition, inclusion, 

and presentation, the textual artifacts are nonetheless permitted to speak for themselves. 

The extracts function as points of entry to a reservoir of larger discourse and individual 

authors, similarly to Show and Tell’s chronicle and archive. In this sense, Points of Entry 

is “unfinished.” An aspect of the project that remains promising is the combination of 

exhibiting research and arousing further research in the process. 

 

 

 
 
   Julie Ault, Points of Entry, 2003, Queens College, City University of New York, [quote: Michael Apple] 
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   Julie Ault, Points of Entry, 2003, Queens College, City University of New York, [quote: bell hooks] 
 
 

 

The modes of authoring exhibitions described above overlap substantially along lines of 

method (and anti-method), including the intermingling of art, artifact, and information. 

Taking stock, it is clear that I have primarily developed highly interpretive modes, 

whether by producing a contextualizing environment, or by thematicizing art and artifact, 

or by putting work in strong juxtapositions, or by employing information and ephemeral 

material as raw material, which is then transformed into “my” or “our work.”  

 

It is difficult to form a present judgment on these ways of working as models, because 

from my perspective, exhibitions are manifestations of complex and dialogic research 

processes. The research subject terrain is typically tangled in process as it expands and 

contracts, goes awry, spirals out of control, and distills. Resultant exhibitions are 

temporary materializations of long-term investigations, but unlike the shape shifting lead-

up, they freeze the configuration of ideas and methods and material, as it is understood at 
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that moment. In this way exhibitions are snapshots of process, perhaps even contrived 

endpoints to punctuate or frame a period of research.  

 

Much of my exhibition work has resulted in dynamic and somewhat dense and layered 

designed environments that create specific contexts; a threshold is crossed on entering. 

They are objectifications of process. From today’s perspective my past exhibitions appear 

somewhat heavy handed. However, I am loyal to them in so far as they have been 

effective laboratories for animating ideas and convictions, and were seemingly effective 

broadcasts. Their visual flavor and attention to setting the stage for a particular body of 

material, distinguished them from prevalent presentational techniques, and by contrast 

rendered more common “neutral” modes visible. Whatever their focus, these exhibitions 

sought to faithfully represent and to generate affinity, goals I identified for Show and Tell 

and for previous books as well.  

 

It would be interesting to work anew with the same bodies of material to test other ways 

of transmission, in order to learn to what degree the modes I have outlined gained contour 

and traction from their time.  

 

The information-heavy “For Interpretation” approach I have variously employed had the 

goal of bringing ancillary or ephemeral illuminating information into the space of an 

exhibition during periods when presentation of art tended more towards excluding 

information and reverentially privileging art. The cultural tide of exhibition and museum 

culture previously discussed, and the “too much information” character of current 

technologically proliferating culture, gives shape to a different cultural environment, 

which requires being taken into account in relation to any current exhibitory proposition. 

 
 
So where is the material evidence of my ambivalence over mediating art in exhibition 

practice? There is not much, other than that making decisions which impact directly on 

the possible readings of work have appeared more weighted to me in recent years, and I 

tend toward more subtle solutions than in the past. I have been waiting, in principle, for a 

presentational occasion that conceptually necessitates refraining from overt mediation. 
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Ever Ephemeral: Remembering and Forgetting in the Archive, is a test site in which to 

address and analyze these issues anew. 

 
 
 
Situating Research, Exhibition as Research 
 
 

Ever Ephemeral picks up on developing ways to share research with viewers and readers. 

The exhibition extends the curatorial thread running throughout my work history, but it 

does not continue the “exhibition as medium” theme in the same embodied way as in past 

practice. Ever Ephemeral will inhabit two proximate Malmö venues, Signal and the Inter 

Arts Center; its diffusion intends to infuse viewers’ experiences with recollection as well 

as counteract the “installation threshold” tendency, which can totalize. The situation 

provides the opportunity to step back from interpretive presentation and overt 

contextualization, and to judiciously withhold and resist “marking” the works, so that 

they may perform within an orchestrated arrangement without overt interference.  

 

Ever Ephemeral is conceived as a space to visually and conceptually reference and 

continue my inquiry process. The works lay open relationships between archiving, 

memory, and historical representation, and speak to questions that propelled the 

investigation: what tense is the archive? How can art give history form? How to 

effectively call history writing into question while writing history – and to topics 

including, the plasticity of history, consequences of archiving and unarchiving, and 

understandings of chronology and counter-chronology.  

 

Interchange with other artists continues to be essential nourishment for the evolution of 

my practice. The inclusions denote specific dialogues, which have contoured and shed 

light on the research arena. Here, works stand for themselves, for influential dialogues, 

and for practices, essentially representing a dialogue of inquiries.  

 

How does curatorial voice make itself known? Does it intervene on the works or integrate 

with them? Using what modes? And in what tense? To what degree is curatorial 
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introduction, for instance, in the form of a wall text, redundant to an exhibition, or 

alternatively, additive as orientation? The challenge is to balance competing agendas of 

refraining and revealing: to what extent can I reveal and disclose points of entry and 

activate questions and considerations the artists and works generated in my thinking, 

without taking over or talking over? Are objectives and curatorial subjectivity sufficiently 

imbedded in the exhibition or is another layer of communication required or beneficial? 

 

While my exhibition making curatorial voice has been declarative in the past, here it is 

invested with discretion, in search of a light touch. Trusting the works’ power to show 

themselves and interact, and trusting the facility of exhibition to infer connections rather 

than declare them, so they might be discovered. (Are all exhibitions research 

environments?) 

 

Drawing lines between works using spatial means, visual means, setting angles and 

positions, constructing parallels and intersections. As was the case with Show and Tell, 

“Interpretation is suffused in every moment of searching, finding, curating, editing, 

assigning relevance, and connecting dots between documents that constitutes research, 

including not leastly, presenting, or making present.” 

 

The curatorial inclusion of texts and publications in Ever Ephemeral as “works” 

organizes the exhibition as a space for reading and viewing to intermingle. Some textual 

work is integral to what is shown, such as the booklet by Alejandro Cesarco that goes 

with his projection work, “Present Memory.” The publications by Roni Horn are her 

work in the show. I have chosen to show Horn’s book works over wall works to highlight 

the union of photographic investigation and reading that the artist has innovated and 

evolved. Large-scale visual works that are primarily textual, by Danh Vo and by Felix 

Gonzalez-Torres, encompass and anchor each exhibition space. Texts I have written 

speak to the included film by James Benning, and to proceeding from and contributing to 

the archive, via Horn, Gonzalez-Torres, and Group Material. 
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Inspired by “A Narrative Table of Contents” that John McPhee placed before the 

conventional table of contents in his part travelogue, part geological study, Annals of the 

Former World,163 I plan to mimic the manner in which McPhee circuitously and 

subjectively accounts for the body of material that follows. “A Narrative Table of 

Contents” foregrounds the author’s unwieldy research itinerary in contrast to tying it all 

up chronologically. How does one thing lead to another in research process? By purpose 

and happenstance with unexpected turns and connections throughout.   

 

I will write my “Narrative Table of Contents” for Ever Ephemeral during the period of 

installation, as the exhibition becomes concrete. Its precise form and how it will be 

manifest in the exhibition is not yet determined, and in this case of continuation of 

research, will necessarily be articulated as the arrangement of works and artifacts comes 

into focus as an exhibition. A formal checklist, akin to the conventional table of contents 

that follows McPhee’s narrative in Annals of the Former World, will be part two of the 

table of contents. This material uses the vocabulary of table of contents as opposed to 

checklist or exhibition ingredients to overlay the “exhibition” with “publication.” 

 

Chronology is raw material that gets inspected, analyzed, reorganized, and played with in 

several works in the show. The tension between chronology and counter-chronology 

captions the Inter Arts Center gallery in the form of Felix Gonzalez-Torres, “Untitled 

(Portrait of Julie Ault),” 1991,164 a dateline text portrait, which, resembling a frieze, is 

painted directly on adjacent walls at the point where they meet the ceiling. This 

seemingly poetic run-on of events and dates emblematically tosses personal history in the 

air, in this case – my personal history. Formative past moments are recollected and strung 

together, and made to stand in for the foundation of a life. Faithful resemblance happens 

specifically for the subject and the maker of the portrait. The portrait embodies the 

dialogue they had about its formulation, the exchange of accounting for oneself, and of 

memories and self-revelation. On another level this is less a portrait of an individual than 

a metaphorical template for any life; the work acts as a prompt to consider the structural 

links between memory and identity. Faithful resemblance is abstracted, inviting everyone 

into the proposition and into the game – catalyzing self-consideration and recollection.  
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Gonzalez-Torres proposes the individual as emblematic site of the interdependency of 

memory and identity and the imbrications of personal and social memory. Ricoeur asks, 

“Is memory primordially personal or collective? This question is the following: to whom 

is it legitimate to attribute the pathos corresponding to the reception of memories and the 

praxis in which the search for memories consists?”165 The portrayed subject is a lens to 

look into and project out from, a compilation of private and public events attached to 

dates. The dates are not ordered chronologically; time is mixed up. Cause and effect are 

thrown into narrative disorder, resembling the unruliness of memory and its transgressive 

relationship to time. How does one narrate himself? How does one see herself? How does 

one represent herself? The art of memory. Memory Work. Memory as history. 

 

 

In a gallery room – in the piece – and hereby meaning the construction 
presented to us – its deconstruction is always, already actively inherent.1 
. . .  
 
However the foundation of this deconstruction relies on the meaning that 
this order produces rather than that it relies on the order itself. 
 
By using the piece as an index, and by combining it with our knowledge 
and memory, we no longer have to read the piece sequentially to get to 
this meaning.  
 
By memory work we shift perspective and can now navigate in the 
chronology the same way one shifts gear in a car with manual 
transmission.2 We can now go directly to the platforms of meaning 

                                                
1 This applies not only to art making but to any kind of representation. In general the motivation 
for this investigation is a concern for the mechanisms behind representation. How do they work – 
and why do they often produce a dual reading of the mechanisms behind the represented and the 
represented itself - Often to the point that the represented presents itself as autonomous. I want to 
connect the represented with the mechanisms producing it. I want to locate that space within the 
space of the presented. 
 
2 This new perspective reveals the plot of the chronology – so to speak. From this perspective the 
piece is not an autonomous universalizing final stage, but instead a part of a process. Once this 
relation becomes clear, the real “virtuous act” for the viewer to witness is how the artist navigates 
on this cultural map by exporting material from a subjective sphere (the chronology) into a public 
(the exhibition).  
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existing in the chronology – generated either by the artist, by history – or 
by reflections in the viewer’s own subjectivity.166 

 

 

Rasmus Røhling picks up “the plot of chronology” in Self-Titled, 2008167 (version with 

footnotes quoted above), a three-pronged video installation and text that sprang from 

analyzing the structure of representation and the problematic of linear modeling in 

relation to “the artist’s chronology” – the archive. Self-Titled diagrams the work of art as 

indexical representative of the artist’s larger body of work, organized by time in the form 

of chronology. The artist establishes his chronological history in order that it is 

perpetually accessible by himself and others (viewers). Once he is grounded in 

chronology, the artist is at liberty methodologically and formally, free to shape shift and 

transcend his own time. (This echoes the impetus of establishing the history of Group 

Material in Show and Tell in order to conserve and release simultaneously.) Røhling 

analyses the province of the artist’s chronology, which, populated by works that signify 

the terrain – or “portals,” functionalizes timeline as a navigation tool, similarly to the 

paradoxical capacity of the archive to provide containment and liberation simultaneously. 

 

Knowing this, we are able to apply a more modular quality to the editorial 
mechanism of pulling specific points from the chronology into the piece.  
 
By combining the memory’s nonlinear way of navigating with conventions of 
formality – we are able to detach particular points from the chronology and bring 
these into the piece – without it affecting the surround cells.168 

 

Discussion with Røhling was very fruitful during the initial period of figuring out how to 

approach the Group Material archiving endeavor – what was at stake, and the negotiation 

of the hazards of subjecting the history of Group Material to chronicle format and to the 

centralizing tendency of the book form. (To stimulate our dialogue we read Archive 

Fever, and watched the documentary on Derrida, Kirby Dick, Amy Ziering [dirs], 2002, 

and one on James Benning, Circling the Image, Reinhard Wulf [dir], 2003, among other 

material.) Just as our exchange filters through the methods of Show and Tell, Self-Titled 

springs from shared research ground. The dialogue is represented by the reverberation of 
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Self-Titled in Ever Ephemeral – and its cross-wiring to the Group Material history, Roni 

Horn’s investigations of identity and memory, and Gonzalez-Torres’s proposition.  

 

Instituting Group Material is represented in Ever Ephemeral by a single artifact borrowed 

from the Group Material Archive,169 the February 16, 1987 issue of People magazine, 

“Liberace 1919–1987.”170 For me, this artifact, which was previously exhibited in AIDS 

Timeline, speaks volumes as a reference to the AIDS crisis and symbol of the turning 

points in the group’s historical consciousness as well as in mine. Time frame is invoked 

by the dates of Liberace’s life; date of birth and date of death pointing to cycles of 

presence and disappearance, beginning and ending that underscore the impetus of 

archiving. Here, the magazine is the synechdochic “portal” into Group Material, and by 

extension, the time period of its activity. This past publication will be shown (on the 

wall) in relation with copies of the current archiving publications on Group Material, 

Show and Tell and AIDS Timeline,171 as well as the draft version of the finding aid for the 

Group Material Archive that is soon to be published online as the collection is made 

public. The formal processing of the archive is just now completed, three years after the 

material was transferred to NYU.172  

 

Another substantive dialogue across practice brought to bear here is with the artist Roni 

Horn. (I discussed our exchange around researching her journals to compose a personal 

history for her at length in part one of this writing.) The ephemeral nature of memory and 

the mutability of identity are continual themes in Horn’s work. By way of example, This 

is Me, This is You, 1999–2000, marked the threshold of Roni Horn’s retrospective at the 

Whitney Museum of American Art in New York, entitled Roni Horn aka Roni Horn, 

2009.173 The grid of forty-eight photographs of the artist’s niece Georgia taken over two 

years candidly charts Georgia’s range of expression, mood, and style as she vamps freely 

for her aunt. But this is only half of the work. A matching framework of twin shots made 

two or three seconds after the initial ones was installed two floors below at the same 

entrance position. Separation is structured into this work. Horn never brings the two 

sections together in one line of vision, but strategically mounts them on different planes – 

around the corner from one another or on facing walls, thus teasing our recollection. The 
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correlating pictures in each half of the work make a similar impression, but we notice 

slight differences that activate our memory – the girl moved her arm, tilted her head, 

opened her mouth, or widened her smile. This is Me, This is You performs several of 

Horn’s essential themes – doubling, differentiation, and the dynamic process of identity. 

A selection of the artists bookworks using photography to explore the continuous process 

of becoming, including This is Me, This is You, are planned for Ever Ephemeral.174  

 

Specific research into rationales for archiving and “unarchiving” continues in the project 

of gathering and temporarily reuniting a set of vintage “optimistic” clocks designed by 

George Nelson and collected by Felix Gonzalez-Torres during the last years of his life.175 

After the artist’s death at age 38 in 1996, I, along with his friend and gallerist, Andrea 

Rosen, were responsible for taking care of his personal possessions, among which were 

more than a dozen clocks designed by George Nelson in the 1950s, as well as hundreds 

of plastic toy figures collected by the artist, and his books. We distributed the objects 

among Gonzalez-Torres’s intimates, friends, and colleagues. I have rejoined the clocks as 

a means for investigating the implications of dispersal vis-à-vis memory as opposed to 

archiving, and in effect, to detour them temporarily, so that their itinerary and narratives 

will be registered publically. This project additionally involves Rosen and I examining 

our previous decision anew, in light of “archive consciousness.” I staged a conversation 

to this effect from which an edited version has been derived to accompany the sole public 

exposure of the “clock collective.”176 (The conversation is at the end of this essay.) 

 

In the Signal space, Alejandro Cesarco, in Present Memory, 2010,177 further explores the 

overlapping of tense and the tenses of memory. Present memory is a portrait of the 

artist’s father, precipitated by his father’s diagnosis with cancer, and made in anticipation 

of his eventual absence. The work uses film and video as narrative devices that denote 

time and memory. In its first iteration, the work was repeated at the same spot on 

different floors of a building. In this way recollection was built into its viewing. 

Cesarco’s film is accompanied by text in the form of a booklet, which is a compilation of 

quoted extracts about nostalgia, mortality, absence, and memory.  
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Present Memory investigates the complex mental operations in such explicit 

foreknowledge – predicting and resisting thoughts of death and future absence. Cesarco 

mediates their shared awareness through visually representing the convergence of tenses. 

He suggests the conceptual terrain using simple operations, first filming his father in his 

office (he was a doctor), then recording him a second time using video, with the film 

projected behind / in front of / onto him. There is no dialogue. Present Memory embodies 

silence and gap metaphorically.178 

 

Several elements in Ever Ephemeral require both applying and furthering my research 

into archiving, memory, and historical representation. Across the board, curatorial 

decisions involve both philosophic and pragmatic dimensions. For instance, Cesarco’s 

Present Memory includes a text. On occasion Cesarco has produced small booklets, 

which he designs, to accompany his film installations. Typically they are composed of a 

text and a single emblematic image reproduced on the cover. We are producing a booklet 

for this showing of Present Memory. Cesarco and I share an ongoing work dialogue that 

relates to our respective forays into archiving, concepts of memory and history, and 

concepts of temporality. Cesarco also has a strong relationship to Gonzalez-Torres’s 

work and recently acted as publisher for the book, A Selection of Snapshots Taken by 

Felix Gonzalez-Torres, 2010,179 for which I lent several snapshots I received from the 

artist, and, which, incidentally, includes a photograph of some of Gonzalez-Torres’s 

clocks in situ in his apartment. 

 

Cesarco suggested fashioning the conversation between Rosen and myself about the 

clock collection into a booklet, in keeping with the character and design he employs, so 

we might link the motivations of Present Memory and the reunion of clocks, and visibly 

connect the them along lines of mourning, emotional memory, and renewal. The critical 

poetic reflections that compose his booklet are extended by the conversation in the 

second booklet, and vice versa. Together they speak to the tense of the archive.  

 

In 2008 Danh Vo asked me to write for a catalogue that would accompany his 2009 

exhibition, Where the Lions Are, at Kunsthalle Basel. Rather than directly interpret or 
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describe Vo’s “history-driven” practice, which in this case included, among other things, 

the procurement of highly symbolic artifacts – the chandeliers from the Hotel Majestic 

ballroom in Paris that were “witness” to the 1973 Paris Peace Accords between North 

Vietnam, South Vietnam, and the U.S, I selected and linked together five texts that reflect 

Vo’s thinking, methods, and outlook, and titled the sequence, “Death Sentence.”1 The 

curated essays include, for example, “The Dead Astronaut” written by J.G. Ballard in 

1968, connected to the artist by analogy. In Ballard’s dark tale the widow and best friend 

of astronaut Robert Hamilton, who, dead in his capsule, has been orbiting the earth for 

twenty years, wait in a remote location for the capsule’s descent to earth. When it does, 

they race alongside rogue relic hunters and covert military personnel to win his remains, 

which in the end contain poisonous radiation levels. The short story denotes the revenge 

of “progress” in the form of deadly artifacts falling to earth. (When reading it I 

envisioned Vo as a kind of relic scavenger.)  

 

Vo’s subsequent work included here, Death Sentence,180 translates the sequence of texts 

into a visual form. The artist regarded the configuration not only as a contribution to his 

catalog that ends there, but as starting point of information and ideas to work with over 

time. The work mimics the format of the type of labeling system familiar to natural 

history and ethnographic museums that commonly runs underneath wall-mounted vitrines 

to provide historical data about each artifact displayed. Vo’s version displays the curated 

texts transcribed by hand by his father, who does not speak English or French – the 

languages of the texts. 

 

Death Sentence is planned for proximity in Ever Ephemeral with the collection of clocks 

so that they might cross-comment on one another and further open up and refract 

relationships between artifacts, interpretation, individual history, and collective memory.  

 

The plasticity of history and chronology resurfaces in relation to the recollected clocks in 

the Signal exhibition with James Benning’s 16mm film casting a glance, 2007.181 

Casting a glance is a close meditation on Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty consisting of 

seventy-eight one-minute shots filmed between 2005 and 2007. The film fictionalizes a 
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chronicle of change in the Jetty’s conditions and appearance, which in the filmmaker’s 

words “maps the Jetty back onto its 37-year history.”182 

 

Ranging from April 30, 1970 to May 15, 2007, dates are interspersed with images to 

highlight the parallel between water levels Benning encountered on his visits to the Jetty, 

and the shifting level of the Great Salt Lake, which is responsible for the Jetty’s 

alternating baring and secretion. The water level of the Great Salt Lake fluctuates 

dramatically due to climate change and seasonal shifts. The water level rises in spring 

due to mountain runoff and recedes in summer when extensive sun exposure causes the 

rate of evaporation to exceed inflow and rainfall. Because of the exceptionally shallow 

nature of the lake, even modest changes in level can enlarge its area, thereby swallowing 

the Jetty. Spiral Jetty first went underwater in 1973, the year of Smithson’s death, and it 

did not reemerge, except sporadically, until 2002. Due to drought, the Jetty has been 

mostly visible since 2002.  

 

When Benning visited on May 15, 2005, to begin filming, he coincidently found the 

water level was at 4195.6 feet, exactly the same as when Smithson made the piece in 

1970. While reviewing water level notes from his trips about a year later, he realized he 

could mimic the conditions of earlier times with matching levels, and decided to 

superimpose the Jetty’s history onto his images. 

 

Benning’s casting a glance extends the game of tag in Ever Ephemeral across a 

constellation of works and investigations into the relationships between chronology, 

history, memory, and identity – to include “natural artifact” as measure of temporality. 

 

 

 

The Simultaneity of Time 
 
 
The double operation of recollection of memory and object – their coproduction in fact, is 

the fertile ground of this entire research. The clock collection project is as emblematic as 
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the Group Material archive and Show and Tell. What will happen when the clocks are 

altogether in public for the first time ever, exposed by the arc of the conversation, which 

captions the collection in its state of exhibition? For me they express the irreducible 

simultaneity of past and present, and clocks are meant to keep ticking, so future is also 

implied. For others they may be just clocks – artifacts that do not speak beyond their 

physical fact.  

 

The works that constitute Ever Ephemeral embody symbolic tensions that drive the 

overall research, between past tense and present tense, between remembering and 

forgetting, between closure and exposure, continuance and completion, and between 

history for living and the continuity of transience, tensions that unfold in the archive.  
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Time Frames: A Conversation between Julie Ault and Andrea Rosen 

 

 

Julie Ault: Last night I read this letter that Felix sent to you in 1993, which at the time 

accompanied the gift of a clock. Until I read it, I had not consciously been thinking about 

the emotional content of reassembling the group of clocks. I’ve been mostly focused on 

the practicalities. The letter begins, “This is not a clock. It’s more than just a machine that 

marks time,” and ends, “To more time.” It threw me into an emotional state, which was 

not how I’d planned to begin our conversation.  

 

One interpretation of Felix collecting “optimistic clocks” the last couple years of his life 

is that he was buying time. But I never liked that explanation, in part because it doesn’t 

reconcile with Felix as I knew him. Perhaps the clocks were not amulets so much as they 

were beautiful, tough objects that fed his process of working through the complex 

relationships to time, which the conditions he was living in, and with, brought forward. 

Perhaps the clocks were about facing time. Diagramming a situation of no escape. You 

can’t ignore time when you have a dozen clocks on the wall.  

 

What led me to regather the clocks was the desire to see them together again, and 

generate an occasion to recollect our memories of thinking through what to do with 

Felix’s things when he died, specifically his books, the clocks, and the toys he collected. 

I’d like to revisit our decisions to disperse those things as we did and reflect on how they 

sit with us fifteen years later. There is also a desire to symbolically stage a reunion of 

community that was united around Felix and is now diffused, although particular bonds 

remain active.  

 

Andrea Rosen: The movement between emotionality and objectivity you are talking 

about is a really essential part of this dialogue, because these positions were always fused 

in Felix’s work. The work is a guiding force, or example, in that it imbues something 

with one’s own personal emotionality but at the same time allows it to be stripped of 

anything personal in order that it might have some greater existence.  
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I’m remembering how museum curators would ask Felix, “Do you mind if we don’t 

allow people to take sheets of paper from the stack during the opening?” and he’d say, 

“No, I don’t mind,” and I’d say, “But Felix, why did you agree to that when dispersal is 

at the essence of what you believe and what the work is about?” Referring to institutions, 

he explained how you have to allow for the nature of what things are. Then, there was a 

situation when the stacks were shown at a gallery, and the gallery had hired people to roll 

up sheets from the stacks and give them out at the opening. At that point Felix said he 

actually hated seeing people take them at openings. Felix maintained the works no longer 

belonged to him, and these kinds of shifts and ambiguity helped me realize that the work 

can only really transcend itself through other people.  

 

I think we used Felix as our example when we made those decisions about his things, 

which is to say, it’s not that the clocks weren’t imbued with meaning, it’s not that you 

can’t read them as being about holding onto time, it’s not that anyone shouldn’t have 

considered them precious or representational. But Felix set up an agenda. No matter how 

essentially private or however much something is saturated with emotional content the 

only thing you can do for that to continue is to give it up. Felix set an agenda for us. 

 

JA: We proceeded with dispersal in step with his principles, but it amazes me that we 

never talked about it in those terms. My memory of the period is vague, as is my 

recollection of the physicality of the experience and whether we dismantled his apartment 

over a few days or a few weeks. Although I don’t recall the contour of our discussion I 

am reasonably certain that we didn’t explicitly address what should happen with his 

things in analytic terms. I don’t think we even considered keeping the toys he’d amassed, 

or the clocks, or even his library together, or talked about any of these being 

institutionalized in the form of an archive. At that moment his things were somewhere 

between life and becoming artifact. Your reading of the situation mirrors mine, that the 

resolution happened organically, that it was the only thing to do that made sense.  
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AR: Felix was not didactic, he didn’t say this is what my work is about, or this is what I 

want you to do, but he trained us in a way of thinking. He exposed a realm of possibility. 

 

JA: I’m hoping to activate my memory through tapping into yours. Do you know when 

Felix started getting the Nelson clocks, or recall any fragments of discussions about them, 

or being with him when he found a clock? I thought he collected clocks for about two 

years before he died, but the letter he sent you was written in February 1993, indicating it 

must have been at least three years. 

 

AR: There had to have been a time when he could only start affording such things, but I 

think that he had one clock that began it. I would guess, although I don’t know why, that 

it was the multicolored one.  

 

JA: I also recall it was one of the atomic clocks. I remember him being very taken with 

those around the same time that he got excited about Sputnik lamps, which were also 

symbolic period objects alluding to the paradox of progress. 

 

AR: His fascination was with all George Nelson things—it was chairs and furniture—and 

probably started less with the consciousness of a clock and more with awareness of 

Nelson’s design. The letter is 1993, so he must have already been collecting them well 

before, because otherwise he would not have been giving one to me. 

 

JA: It seems to me it was probably only a couple months before that he began. The fact 

that he gave you one, and wrote about optimistic design in the letter indicates a newfound 

pleasure that he wanted to share. He wouldn’t have bought a lot of clocks already and 

then decided to give you one. I suspect he wanted to share the excitement he felt 

immediately. 

 

AR: It’s such a condensed time period. One could ask what difference does it make 

whether it was 1993 or 1994 or 1995; they’re very close together. But between them there 

was a huge expanse of time in terms of what happened in Felix’s life. Post Ross’s death 
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there were a number of relationships, exhibitions, and so much progression. I’m surprised 

how finite his letter sounds, how much it has to do with a feeling of him already being at 

the end. 

 

JA: That’s certainly what unleashed my emotions reading it—the sense of prediction, 

fate, a rehearsal of saying goodbye. Even though he probably didn’t start getting the 

clocks until much later, I consider their time frame to be January 1991, when Ross died, 

and January 1996, when Felix died. The letter is midway, at an incredibly complicated 

period. 

 

If you were in the situation today that we were in 1996 would you do the same? 

I’ve felt some regret about scattering Felix’s books, but I don’t know if it’s legitimate. 

 

AR: My only major concern is about how we archived our choices. I think there was 

hastiness in treating the recording of the books the same way we did other things; 

thinking that we only needed to write down “book” or “three books” and who they were 

given to. 

 

JA: You and I kept a lot of books, though I’ve since given some away. And we gave 

some of his close friends books that related to their shared histories and interests. Some 

choices were very specific, for instance we sent Felix’s dog-eared copy of Remaking 

History to Barbara Kruger because she edited it, thinking she would appreciate his 

margin notes and use. But I think we had a different relationship to the clocks and saw 

them as more elevated than anything else because of their symbolic content, especially at 

that moment. 

 

AR: Felix chose to amass the clocks into a collection, which was different than selecting 

a certain chair, for instance. There was something about the collectiveness. At Felix’s 

memorial Mario Nunez said everyone in this room is like a part of a library and we’re all 

responsible for remembering different chapters—together we make up this library that is 
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Felix. I believe we had dispersed the objects prior to that, but I remember how profound 

that was to me.  

 

We never felt that his objects should stay together or that we were sacrificing them to 

fulfill the agenda of distribution. Keeping Felix’s collected toys together would have 

been a strange misplaced relationship of trying to hold onto something that didn’t exist. 

There was also the acknowledgement that if you have two of the toys for instance, you 

have the essence as if you had all of them, whereas holding onto all of them would 

express a false sense of possession of something else. 

 

JA: One reason we didn’t want to keep these things together reflects that Felix felt one 

could never own or depend on anything; you have to let go. Archiving would have 

created illusions of permanence and coherence that seemed contrary to his philosophy. I 

have a different consciousness now about archiving. I wouldn’t change our decisions, but 

I think if we were in the situation now we would discuss whether or not to keep his books 

together. Were they part of his papers?  

 

AR: I guess they were a slightly gray area. We thought about people who would want 

something Felix used and wrote in, something referring to his intellect. Something that 

touched on work and not only the light side. There’s also the fact that a book with margin 

notes has Felix’s hand in it. Nothing else left in his apartment had his hand in it like that. 

I think it’s worthwhile to go back and contact everyone we gave a book to, and ask them 

what book it was and what edition, and to photograph the covers. Beyond that I don’t 

regret not having those tangible things. It’s impossible to interpret why Felix underlined a 

certain passage in a book. And I’m skeptical when a curator says, “I want to look at 

Felix’s library, I want to look at every single thing he underlined, and I want to read 

every note he ever wrote.” But what happens if this thing were all together? I would be 

happy to provide someone with a list of every book that was in Felix’s library and leave it 

at that. But if I had every one of those books, would I want people to look at them? 
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JA: But eventually you won’t be around. The books contain notes he wrote for himself; 

they are precious like diaries and work journals. Even an enigmatic notation in a book 

becomes precious to a researcher. 

 

AR: But there’s an assumption that he read each book equally or with equal intention, 

and in fact we don’t know when he read them or with what intentions or what order, or 

whether he underlined for a class or for something else.  

 

JA: On one hand there are no assumptions that are legitimate, but on the other all 

assumptions are legitimate—maybe this is intrinsic to both research and historical 

representation. Someone tries to find the puzzle pieces and put them together in order to 

form a picture for him or herself. 

 

AR: Felix did not want the picture to be about him. It’s the work. Whatever he digested 

from readings that margin notes might reflect went into the work. He didn’t want the 

subject to be him or him personally. I really believe in his desire to keep the separation 

between what went on with the work and him as a person. 

 

JA: As you know, when I was working on the book on Felix’s work I also wanted to read 

and see everything, and did, but I did not write explicitly about Felix’s work or reveal 

inside information about his process. For me, looking at everything I can get my hands on 

during research has to do with absorbing sensibility, tone, inference, and various content, 

ideas, and angles—all stimulating the process, but it does not imply a one-to-one 

relationship with portrayal. There’s a difference between taking it all in and what you do 

with it.  

 

I don’t think that we sufficiently considered the difference between books and the other 

collections like toys and clocks. A library is accumulated over time and reflects periods 

in one’s life and growth. It’s eclectic. It’s not the same as comprehensively collecting 

certain kinds of toys or Nelson designs. And because it shows the pathways and 

idiosyncrasies of one’s thinking processes it’s illuminating to researchers. Dispersing 
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books is somewhat radical, because it goes against conservation and the notion that if you 

keep annotated books together you can apprehend a person’s intellectual itinerary. Such a 

collection or archive would support that idea, which many people probably do not regard 

with skepticism but consider being a sound method. And to some degree the logic makes 

sense: if I read and see everything and consult every image and piece of information 

possible then I am going to get to a deeper understanding of the thinking and process and 

conditions of the person I’m studying. I subscribe to this too but also stand by the 

conclusion of not objectifying Felix’s reading through archiving the books. 

 

AR: The work needs to stand on its own. Felix used those books for him to make the 

work. And the work is what exists. The work can only be open for interpretation. Felix 

was very poignant about this to me; the work needed to stand on its own. The idea that 

his books should be disseminated came from this root, and maybe over however many 

years it is since Felix died, we’ve lost that part of how rigorous he was about that.  

 

JA: There is great value in archiving. At the same time archive authority has to be taken 

with a grain of salt; if they had been archived, the books would apparently say, this is 

what Felix was reading. But he was also reading other things that didn’t get saved. We 

don’t know the scope of what he read and if and to what degree anything he read or saw 

influenced his thinking and his work. Anyone who approaches the archive and tries to get 

a handle on a subject must to some degree understand the ambiguity of what’s 

encountered within, and understand archives are partial and sometimes random.  

 

If we had chosen to keep the books together then I would have made a case for the clocks 

being archived too; they are potentially as important as the books. There is the work, and 

then there is everything else. There are lines that can be drawn, but I don’t think it is only 

his books that speak to his intellectual exchange. The clocks do too, and the toys. 

Everything could.  

 

I’m just beginning to think about what it means to see the clocks together again. They’re 

really beautiful and compelling, but there’s some sadness about the whole thing, not only 
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about Felix’s death, but that the community is so different. They represent a specific 

community as well as a larger context made up of overlapping communities that Felix’s 

work emerged from that not only changed but eventually disappeared. Addressing the 

inevitability of dissolution is one of the reasons I wanted to organize this reunion.  

 

AR: That’s the interesting thing about community; it can’t be what you expect. You can’t 

have an expectation of what all that effort to create community will be. The community 

of who Felix touched in his lifetime could only be so much and we are not bound 

together. That’s what’s so interesting about his work. It can’t be insular. If you keep the 

group the same it only has its limitations. Yet someone can write me a letter that tells 

how Felix’s work affected him or her that I would never have anticipated.  

 

Out of the toys and books and everything Felix had the clocks are content-wise the 

closest things to his work. In the end this clock is an object and it doesn’t represent Felix. 

But this letter is Felix. We can detach ourselves from these objects. They don’t hold 

Felix. It’s harder for us to think about giving up those things that have his handwriting on 

them. There’s an assumption that a book Felix read and annotated is Felix more than that 

clock is Felix.  

 

JA: There’s a continual paradox—“that object is not Felix, but it also is Felix.” And the 

paradox keeps upping the ante. So those papers of Felix’s that do remain, enter the 

archive, and become accessible take on tremendous weight. 

 

AR: Yes, those things that exist are disparate and disproportionate, but I feel he 

specifically chose to keep the things he kept, though in no way is it a complete record. 

What we’re striving to do is create broader archives so these things have contexts. For 

instance there’s a picture of a bracelet of the dolphins. We can assume that that picture 

was not the source but a source for his idea of continuous dolphins. And then there’s a 

history of the dolphin stack and the decisions made around that work. I’d like to see that 

information exist in as many files as could potentially be relevant. It is one piece of 

information in a history of information.  
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At the Felix Gonzalez-Torres Foundation we are working with the idea of case studies, 

how decisions were made in Felix’s lifetime and after: Why did this thing happen, how 

did that next thing happen? Almost no decision that we make is done on speculation or on 

my assumption. We go back and see how decisions were made, what happened in that 

exhibition, and in that one. This tracing also becomes part of the archive, as well as any 

information or oral history that goes into it. A document or element may go into a section 

about a particular stack piece, and it may go into a segment about stacks in general, and it 

may go into an archive about a particular exhibition like the Guggenheim show. So the 

idea is that information exists in many places. To sift through that archive autonomously, 

as though these are the only things left in Felix’s archive, seems to me to be irrelevant. 

We take that material and integrate it elsewhere, not the original piece of paper but a 

copy, so it is in the context of other relevant decisions and those case studies perpetually 

growing. 

 

JA: Of course there is also the original piece of paper. Where does that live? What you’re 

saying makes sense, Felix’s work and his thinking and the archival traces don’t synch 

comfortably with the boundaries and classification system of the archive. There’s also the 

problem of interpretation, the tendency to articulate one-to-one relations between artwork 

and source, which is often reductive or just wrong (though in some instances might be 

accurate). Searching for sources and connecting the dots and creating genealogies 

happens frequently in art history writing. You’re speaking of an archive based on cross-

referencing as a set of possibilities, which is designed with the capacity to generate lots of 

readings and a context of cross-connecting information to other information rather than 

confining particular informational artifacts or turning them into specific stories.  

 

AR: It’s like your book on Felix; it’s about contradiction. That piece of information 

contradicts another, and you’re going to be able to see the contradictions. I’m much more 

interested in that situation of differences than in, “oh, here it is.” Maybe it is the closest 

way of letting people experience Felix’s way of thinking; the way he almost trained us to 
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think; the responsibility to not take something at face value and to be responsible for 

evolving the information and constantly re-contextualizing. 

 

JA: This letter is a good example. I’m glad I never saw it before, or if I did see it I 

screened it out. I read yours and Felix’s correspondence years ago, and I feel like I would 

have paid attention to it, but maybe not, maybe I read it and it had nothing to do with 

what I was thinking at the moment, and I just didn’t take it in. Of course if you start 

applying this letter to thinking about the works with two clocks, “Untitled” (Perfect 

Lovers), well, that’s a valid connection to make but it’s not sure or singular. 

 

This is an exciting challenge, to make such a new kind of archive. At its core Felix’s 

work requires that all formats for enacting it be tailored or rethought. Tailoring the 

archive extends from that.  

 

AR: My intention with the archive and foundation is for its format to be a replication of 

Felix’s intentions. It’s taken years to do that. It has its own ambiguities and open-

endedness and it’s not instructive or didactic, it provides a way of thinking that will 

hopefully guide someone’s strategies of how to make future decisions. 

 

JA: It might take another ten years but I don’t think that matters. It’s not about getting it 

done fast and simply creating access. You’re charged with the responsibility, and there’s 

a time when the ideas of how to make information, including that which has been private, 

accessible in a fitting way, and how to structure it takes as long as it takes.  

 

AR: It’s not even a choice. It has its own organic time frame and it has to unfold as it 

unfolds. The risk of that is like the urgency of Felix’s letter, that he was in a situation 

where he felt like we all live with the illusion that we’re going to be around for another 

however many years.  

 

JA: In the second part of the letter, like in other correspondence from Felix and even in 

the clocks, there was clarity.  
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AR: As much as he’s telling me in it to think with certain optimism, you can’t ignore the 

finiteness of this letter. And the clicking of the clock is way more finite having read this 

letter, even though it wasn’t his intention. 

 

JA: In only a few sentences in Felix’s letter multiple intentions are expressed. “And then 

it will always remind you of the good times, the growing times or times of growing, the 

important time, the urgent time, the beautiful time we had the luck of having together, by 

chance.”183 It implies different tenses. That’s one of the things I find so beautiful about 

the clocks, that they invoke ephemerality and permanence, memory, history, and 

questions about perception of time. What tense are these objects? What tense is the 

archive?  

 

(This conversation took place on July 7, 2011 in New York City.) 
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121 This comes across for example, in the types of selected material and the interplay 

between casual photography, professional installation shots, and snapshots of the group 

in different settings, chosen to show members at work, sometimes posing, or in off 

moments, and sometimes smiling. 
122 “Memory, History, Forgiveness: A Dialogue Between Paul Ricoeur and Sorin 

Antohi,” March 10, 2003. Accessed from http://www.janushead.org/8-1/Ricoeur.pdf. 
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Paul Klee’s Angelus Novus, “His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a 

chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling up wreckage upon 

wreckage and hurls it in front of his feel. The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, 

and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got 

caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close them. The storm 

propels him into the future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him 

grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress.” Ricoeur, Memory, History, 

Forgetting, pp. 499–500. 
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132 See Show and Tell, pp. 156–189 of the Chronicle section. 
133 Doug Ashford, Julie Ault, “Group Material: AIDS Timeline,” 100 Notes – 100 

Thoughts 032, dOCUMENTA (13) and Hatje Cantz, 2011.  
134 Democracy, four installations and town meetings, Education; Politics and Election; 

Cultural Participation; AIDS and Democracy: A Case Study, Dia Art Foundation, New 

York, September 15, 1988–January 14, 1989. Followed by Brian Wallis, ed., Democracy: 

A Project by Group Material, Dia Art Foundation, Discussions in Contemporary Culture, 

Number 5 (Seattle: Bay Press, 1990). 
135 Locks, in Show and Tell, p. 229.  
136 The title references the title structure Felix Gonzalez-Torres used in his work; 

Gonzalez-Torres is the primary inspiration for the exhibition that focuses on art that 

effectively fuses aesthetic innovation and political articulation. The Biennial premise is 

widely circulated, for instance, at http://www.e-flux.com/shows/view/9136. 
137 Group Material, The Castle, June 12–September 20, 1987, documenta 8, Museum 

Fridericianum, Kassel, Germany. Commissioning curator: Edward Fry. 
138 White, Metahistory, p. 339.  
139 This concept can feed into what seems like an outmoded notion of the artist and a 

concomitant caveat: one cannot create and analyze at the same time. Or, that Art is 

achievable only by freeing the mind and internal artistic communion. Of course one 

cannot legitimately rip the points of Nietzsche’s larger argument out of its time and then-

current conceptions of art and paste them onto “art today.” Nonetheless I find 

contemplating the notion of sensing unhistorically in correlation to the socially minded 

and sociably exuberant moments of creative practice I remember in Group Material 

stirring.  
140 Nietzsche, “On the Use and Abuse.” Hayden White: “In Part IV of “The Use and 

Abuse of History,” Nietzsche argued that history could serve life by becoming a form of 

art. He insisted that the tendency to turn history into a science is fatal to its life-giving 

function. “The knowledge of the past is desired only for the service of the future and the 

present, not to weaken the present or undermine a living future.” 
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141 “Nietzsche’s purpose was to destroy belief in a historical path from which men might 

learn any single, substantial truth. For Nietzsche – as for Burckhardt – there were as 

many “truths” about the past as there were individual perspectives on it. In his view, the 

study of history ought not to be merely an end in itself but should always serve as a 

means to some vital end or purpose.” White, Metahistory, p. 332. 
142 Nietzsche, “On the Use and Abuse.” 
143 Ibid. 
144 Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting, p. 102  
145 “Seriously studying a text calls for an analysis of the study of the one who, through 

studying wrote it. It requires an understanding of the sociological-historical conditions of 

knowledge.” Paulo Freire, “The Act of Study,” in The Politics of Education. Culture, 

Power, Liberation (Westport, CT: Bergin & Garvey, 1985), p. 2.  
146 One can easily be overwhelmed by what they don’t know, and turn to a less 

consuming source, like reading a Wikipedia entry. 
147 Ibid., p. 3. 
148 Susan Sontag, Against Interpretation and Other Essays (New York: Farrar, Straus and 

Giroux, 1961–1966), pp. 6–7. 
149 Ibid. 
150 Ibid., p. 7. 
151 Ibid., p. 4. 
152 I once overheard a guard at the Dia Art Foundation explaining to a visitor the 

installation view by Robert Gober, which included wall-to-wall floor-to-ceiling imagery 

of woodland, was influenced by the fact that he had bought a country house in upstate 

New York.  
153 Ibid., p. 8. 
154 I do not use a mobile phone, but I notice how others do. Someone recently asked me 

how large was the town I grew up in. I had no idea but within three minutes he had 

looked it up and told me the population of Winthrop, Maine c. 1970. In the meantime we 

lost the train of discussion.  
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155 “There was an enormous amount of explaining: even though much of the work makes 

an attempt at direct communication, it is still surrounded by a framework of institutional 

explication and pedagogy-gallery tours, panels, the catalog, and wall labels.” Silvia 

Kobowlski, in “Politics of the Signifier: A Conversation on the Whitney Biennial,” Hal 

Foster, Rosalind Krauss, Silvia Kobowlski, Miwon Kwon, Benjamin Buchloh. October, 

vol. 66, Autumn, 1993, p. 14.  
156 “This understanding of American culture as the totality of polyvalent, often 

conflicting expressions of a fragmented collectivity established the overarching theme for 

the 1993 Biennial – the first to be fully organized under Ross’s direction. For the first 

time in Biennial history, the vast majority of the show’s participants were members of 

marginalized groups. Where the 1991 Biennial suggested a harmonic model of 

multiculturalism, the 1993 Biennial proposed a more radical, inharmonious model of 

cultural democracy, establishing a context in which virtually all of the art on view could, 

and often demanded to be read in political terms.” See David Deitcher, “Polarity Rules: 

Looking at Whitney Annuals and Biennials, 1968-2000,” in Julie Ault, ed., Alternative 

Art New York 1965–1985 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press and The Drawing 

Center, 2002), pp. 201–246. 
157 For instance, Robert Hughes, “A Fiesta of Whining,” Time, March 22, 1993; Eleanor 

Heartney, “Identity Politics at the Whitney,” Art in America 81, no. 5 (May 1993); 

articles by Hilton Als, Glenn O’Brien, Bruce F. Ferguson, David Rimanelli, Jan Avgikos, 

Greg Tate, Dan Cameron, David Deitcher, Thomas McEvilley, Liz Kotz, and Laurence 

Chua in Artforum (May 1993), 7-17; and Kobowlski et al., October. Robert Hughes: 

“The key to the show, the skeptic might say, is its inclusion of the tape of the police 

bashing of Rodney King taken by George Holliday, a plumbing-parts salesman not 

known for his artistic aspirations before or since. The 1993 Biennial is anxious to present 

all its artists as witnesses, just like Holliday. Witnesses to what? To their own feelings of 

exclusion and marginalization. To a world made bad for blacks, Latinos, gays, lesbians 

and women in general. It's one big fiesta of whining agitprop, in the midst of which a few 

genuine works of art and some sharp utterances (mainly in video) manage to survive.” 

Retrieved from http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,978001,00.html. 
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158Deitcher, “Polarity Rules,” p. 240. 
159 For example, writings by Agnes Martin were presented as wall texts nested within 

sequences of her paintings in the survey, Agnes Martin, Whitney Museum of American 

Art, 1992. 
160 For instance, justification along the lines, potentially, of, This is not here because it’s 

great art, which you would see for yourself if it was, but is here because the work 

addresses black rage, which in light of the previous year’s L.A. rebellion, we should be 

thinking about. See Rosalind Krauss, “Politics of the Signifier,” pp. 5–6. Krauss 

describes her positive encounter with Lorna Simpson’s work, which was then 

undermined by the curatorial text and reading Thelma Golden’s specific interpretation of 

the work in the catalog. (Also see note 31 in “Politics of the Signifier.” The videotape of 

Rodney King being beaten by Los Angeles police officers was installed in the exhibition 

on continuous play is listed in the catalog as George Halliday’s Videotape of the Rodney 

King Beating, 1991.) 
161 Kwon, “Politics of the Signifier,” p. 7. 
162 See Brian Wallis, “Public Funding and Alternative Spaces,” in Ault, Alternative Art 

New York, pp. 161–181.  
163 John McPhee, Annals of the Former World, (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 

2000). 
164 Felix Gonzalez-Torres, “Untitled (Portrait of Julie Ault),” 1991, paint on wall. 

Gonzalez-Torres’s text portraits are composed of private and public dates and events 

significant to the subject’s formation, initially determined by the subject and added to / 

subtracted from and sequenced by Gonzalez-Torres. In 1991, Gonzalez-Torres asked me 

for a list of formative dates and events which a word, name, place, or phrase could 

denote, from which he would make my portrait. I enthusiastically called on memory, 

letting people, places, and events surface. I obsessed over the responsibility of 

memorializing key relationships, and myself. It was largely a conscious activity relying 

on active memory – searching for and considering “benchmarks.” I thought about what 

conditions formed me and about what I would want to be reminded of on a daily basis 
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since the work would be installed in my bedroom. Finally, FGT selected from my pool 

and sequenced the entries non-chronologically.  

 

 
 

A few years ago I repainted the room and did not reinstall the work. FGT’s portraits are 

not static; they may be modified by whoever owns them, whether that is the subject or 

another individual or institution. My portrait has had two subsequent permutations: for an 

exhibition of portraits of artists by artists organized by Independent Curators Inc. (ICI), 

2004, I self-consciously modified it for being in public, which it has not been. And for 

the occasion of Danh Vo’s “Rundgang,” school exhibition at the Städelshule, 2005, I 

restructured it with all new entries except for one in order to “remake” myself. Each 

reformulation is an accretion to the archive of the work.  
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As the owner of the work, I am using this occasion rematerialize the portrait and modify 

its composition. In light of the overarching research into using and making the archive, 

variety of memory, and representation of pasts, over time, I put together a larger reservoir 

of possibilities, making note of references to compelling memories that popped into my 

head – “memory as appearing, ultimately passively, to the point of characterizing as an 
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affection – pathos –the popping into mind of a memory.” I distilled that into a smaller 

pool, and invited my mother to make the final selection, which I then sequenced non-

chronologically. The work requires being painted by hand where the wall meets the 

ceiling, to wrap around one or more corners onto other walls. Phung Vo, who is Danh 

Vo’s father, will do the painting on site.  
165 Ricoeur, Memory, History, and Forgetting, p. 93.  
166 Rasmus Röhling, Self-Titled, 2008.  
167 Rasmus Röhling, Self-Titled, 2008, video installation. Self-Titled engages the notion of 

the artist’s chronology, and in some measure extends from Röhling’s and my discussion 

about historicizing and issues of archiving and self-historicization. The work uses 

extracts from a documentary on Derrida, a scene from Spiderman 3, a racecar driver 

rapidly shifting gears, and a recitation of an essay written by Röhling for the work. 

 

 
 
168 Ibid. 
169 The Group Material Archive in the Downtown Collection can be viewed by 

appointment: Fales Library and Special Collections, Elmer Holmes Bobst Library, New 

York University, New York.  
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170  

 
171 Julie Ault, ed. Show and Tell: A Chronicle of Group Material. London, Four Corners, 

2010; Doug Ashford, Julie Ault. Group Material: AIDS Timeline. Ostfildern, Hatje Cantz, 

2011. 
172 The Group Material Archive has been made accessible to particular researchers and 

curators in the interim, and material has been loaned to several exhibitions. Now that the 

collection is fully processed and accounted for it can be consulted freely. 
173 Roni Horn aka Roni Horn encompasses a double-volume book and four retrospective 

exhibitions that took place in 2009–10 at the Tate Modern in London, Collection Lambert 

in Avignon, France, the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York, and the 

Institute of Contemporary Art in Boston.  
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174   

 

While Roni Horn was researching and conceptualizing the retrospective of her work in 

2009, she and pored over photographs of herself she collected from various sources, 

choosing twenty-four, which she then composed into pairs for use in the publication, 

Roni Horn aka Roni Horn, (Steidl Verlag, copublished by Tate, London, and the Whitney 

Museum of American Art, New York, 2009). Subsequently Horn selected a larger choice 

of photos for the work aka, 2009. The images are made uniform scale and alternate 

between childhood, teenage, and adulthood. Personal style is variable. Horn jumbles 

chronology, countering any notion of linear evolution. Not in fact autobiography, aka 

combines portraiture, documentary, personal excavation, and biographic proposition, 

verging on a fresh genre. I wonder what was revealed to the artist, what she experienced 

as she surveyed the history of her looks and encountered evidence of former selves. What 

was she studying? What (or who) was she seeking? Identification? Foreshadowing? A 

prototype in childhood? Was she always recognizable to herself? Was there 

disidentification? Are those images included in aka? Was indication of her enduring 

chameleonic appearance puzzling, reassuring, or somehow out of synch with her internal 

images? What remembrances did the experience of looking open onto? Any thesis to be 

garnered from aka is met within itself by antithesis; the work is a conundrum. Horn has 

ostensibly made herself a subject while also making herself an object—of study of self 

and of identity.  
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218



  

                                                

175  

 
176 On July 7, 2011, fifteen years after the dispersal of the artist’s belongings, Ault and 

Rosen reflected together on their decisions.   
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177 

 
 

 
178 On first viewing, this work reminded me of the dedication page in Toni Morrison’s 

Sula: “It is sheer good fortune to miss somebody long before they leave you. This book is 

for Ford and Slade, whom I miss although they have not left me.” 
179 A Selection of Snapshots Taken by Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Alejandro Cesarco, ed. 

(New York: A.R.T. Press, 2010).  
180 Danh Vo, Death Sentence, 2009, Ink on sixty pieces of paper, Text compiled by Julie 

Ault and handwritten by Phung Vo. 
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181 For decades Benning refused to convert his 16mm films to other media because if he 

did, it would not be film. Benning has recently allowed some transferral to digital media,  

and transferred casting a glance, 2007, 80 min., 16 mm to DVD for this exhibition.  

 

 
 
182 Conversation with the author, June 11, 2009 
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The following textual components are part of the exhibition, Ever Ephemeral: 
Remembering and Forgetting in the Archive, Signal - Center for Contemporary Art, 
Monbijougatan 15, Malmö, September 23 – November 13, 2011, and Inter Arts Center, 
Bergsgatan 29, Malmö, September 30 – October 30, 2011.  
 
 
 
Checklist, Ever Ephemeral: Remembering and Forgetting in the Archive 
 
Alejandro Cesarco, Present Memory, 2010, text compiled by Cesarco, produced as 
booklet in exhibition.  
 
Time Frames: A Conversation, 2011, dialogue between Ault and Andrea Rosen about 
their decision to disperse Felix Gonzalez-Torres’s collection of clocks rather than archive 
them when he died.  The clocks have been gathered from their respective owners for the 
occasion of this exhibition. The conversation is a take-away booklet in the exhibition.  
 
Julie Ault, 4195.6 feet: Geography of Time, 2010, text on James Benning (dir) casting a 
glance, 2007, produced as handout in exhibition. 
 
Julie Ault, Historical Inquiry as Subject and Object, 2010, essay on Group Material 
archive and book project, a take-away in exhibition.  
 
Doug Ashford, Julie Ault: Group Material: AIDS Timeline 
(Hatje Cantz, dOCUMENTA (13), 2011, ISBN 978-3-7757-2881-2) 
 
Rasmus Röhling, Self-Titled, 2009, text by Röhling imbedded in his work and a take-
away in the exhibition.  

 
Julie Ault, Roni Horn, a compilation, 2010 [ongoing], text that derives from researching 
Horn’s journals to compose a personal chronology of the artist; exhibited in relation to a 
set of artists books by Horn. Extract produced for exhibition. 
 
Felix Gonzalez-Torres, “Untitled” (Portrait of Julie Ault), 1991, the loan form for the 
work includes the text, materialization specifications, and terms of agreement. 
(
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“Ever Ephemeral: Remembering and Forgetting in the Archive”  
 
 
Curated by Julie Ault 
 
 
 
Signal - Center for Contemporary Art  
Monbijougatan 15, entrance from the backyard 
SE 211 53 Malmö 
September 23, 2011 - November 13, 2011 
 
Inter Arts Center 
Bergsgatan 29 
SE-214 22 Malmö 
September 30, 2011 - October 30, 2011 
 
 
Signal Checklist  
 
 

Danh Vo 
Death Sentence, 2009 
Ink on sixty pieces of paper 
Text compiled by Julie Ault and handwritten by Phung Vo 
 
Julie Ault, Danh Vo.  
Where the Lions Are, 2009  
Publication [Kunsthalle Basel] 
 
Twelve vintage clocks designed by George Nelson and collected by Felix Gonzalez-Torres 
Loaned by Julie Ault, John Connelly, Amada Cruz Harman and Rick G. 
Harman, Jim Hodges, Roni Horn, Michelle Reyes, Andrea Rosen 
 
Julie Ault and Andrea Rosen,  
Time Frames: A Conversation, 2011 
Booklet [published for the occasion] 
 
James Benning 
casting a glance, 2007 
16 mm film transferred to dvd, 80 min. 
 
Julie Ault 
4195.6 feet: Geography of Time, 2010 
Text handout 

 
“Viruses”  
November 3, 1986 
Time magazine 

228



Loaned by The Group Material Archive, Downtown Collection at the Fales 
Library and Special Collections, Elmer Holmes Bobst Library, New York 
University 
 
The Fales Library & Special Collections 
Guide to the Group Material Archive 1976-2009 (bulk 1979-1996), 2011   
Web page, finding aid, not yet published 
 
Julie Ault 
Historical Inquiry as Subject and Object, 2010 
Text handout 

 
Julie Ault, ed.  
Show and Tell: A Chronicle of Group Material, 2010 
Publication [London, Four Corners Books] 
 
Doug Ashford, Julie Ault 
Group Material: AIDS Timeline, 2011 
Pamphlet [Hatje Cantz, dOCUMENTA (13)] 
 
Alejandro Cesarco 
Present Memory, 2010 
Color video, no sound, continuous loop, 4 min. 
 
Alejandro Cesarco 
Present Memory, 2010 
Booklet [published for the occasion] 

 
 
Inter Arts Center Checklist  

 
 
“Liberace 1919–1987”  
February 16, 1987 
People magazine 
Loaned by The Group Material Archive, Downtown Collection at the Fales 
Library and 
Special Collections, Elmer Holmes Bobst Library, New York University 
 
The Fales Library & Special Collections 
Guide to the Group Material Archive 1976-2009 (bulk 1979-1996), 2011   
Web page finding aid, not yet published 
 
Julie Ault 
Historical Inquiry as Subject and Object, 2010 
Text handout 

 
Julie Ault, ed.  
Show and Tell: A Chronicle of Group Material, 2010 
Publication [London, Four Corners Books] 
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Doug Ashford, Julie Ault 
Group Material: AIDS Timeline, 2011 
Pamphlet [Hatje Cantz, dOCUMENTA (13)] 
 
Felix Gonzalez-Torres 
“Untitled” (Portrait of Julie Ault), 1991 
Paint on wall  
 
Rasmus Røhling 
Self-Titled, 2008 
Video installation  
 
Rasmus Røhling 
Self-Titled, 2008 / 2009 
Text handout 

 
Roni Horn 
You Are The Weather, 1997 
Another Water, 2000 
This Is Me, This Is You, 2002 
Dictionary Of Water, 2002 
Cabinet Of, 2003 
Index Cixous, 2005 
Doubt Box, 2006 
Roni Horn aka Roni Horn, 2009 
aka, 2010 
Well and Truly, 2011 
Publications [various publishers]  
 
Julie Ault 
Roni Horn, a compilation, 2008–present 
Text extract on wall 

 
 
 
“Ever Ephemeral” is part of Ault’s doctoral research in fine and performing arts, 
Malmö Art Academy, Lund University.  
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PRESENT MEMORY
Alejandro Cesarco
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All this must be considered as if spoken by a character in a 
novel. 1  

!
e subject of nostalgia comes into the picture: it belongs 

to the precarious hold that a person may have on the inner 
representation of a lost object. 2

Nostalgia is a sadness without an object, a sadness which cre-
ates a longing that of necessity is inauthentic because it does 
not take part in lived experience. Rather, it remains behind 
and before that experience. Nostalgia is like any form of nar-
rative, and hence, is always ideological: the past it seeks has 
never existed except as narrative, and hence, always absent, 
that past continually threatens to reproduce itself as a felt 
lack. 3  
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If a person very close to us is dying, there is something in 
the months to come that we dimly apprehend—

much as we 
should have liked to share it with him—

could only happen 
through his absence. W

e greet him at the last in a language 
that he no longer understands. 7

Cisplatin, Pemetrexed, Avastin. 8

!
e photograph is literally an emanation of the referent. From 

a real body, which was there, proceeded radiations which ul-
timately touch me,  who am here; the duration of the trans-
mission is insignificant; the photograph of the missing being, 
as Sontag says, will touch me like the delayed rays of a star. 
A sort of umbilical cord links the body of the photographed 
thing to my gaze: light, though impalpable, is here a carnal 
medium, a skin I share. 4

 !
e photograph as souvenir is a logical extension of the 

pressed flower, the preservation of an instant in time through 
a reduction of physical dimensions and a corresponding in-
crease in significance supplied by means of narrative. [...] 
Temporally, the souvenir moves history into private time. 5

!
e souvenir involves the displacement of attention into the 

past. !
e souvenir is not simply an object appearing out of 

context, an object from the past incongrously surviving in the 
present; rather, its function is to envelope the present within 
the past. 6
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Endlessly I sustain the discourse of the beloved’s absence; 
actually a preposterous situation; the other is absent as refer-
ent, present as allocution. !

e singular distortion generates 
a kind of insupportable present; I am wedged between two 
tenses, that of the reference and that of the allocution: you 
have gone (which I lament), you are here (since I am address-
ing you). W

hereupon I know what the present, difficult tense, 
is: a pure portion of anxiety.  Absence persists—

I must en-
dure it. Hence I will manipulate it: transform the distortion 
of time into oscillation, produce rhythm, make an entrance 
onto the stage of language (language is born of absence: the 
child has made himself a doll out of spool, throws it away and 
picks it up again, miming  the mother’s departure and return: 
a paradigm is created). Absence becomes an active practice, a 
business (which keeps me from doing anything else); there is 
a creation of fiction which has many roles (doubts, reproach-
es, desires, melancholies). !

is staging of language postpones 
the other’s death: a very short interval, we are told, separates 
the time during which the child still believes his mother to 
be absent and the time during which he believes her to be 
already dead. To manipulate absence is to extend this inter-
val, to delay as long as possible the moment when the other 
might tipple sharply from absence into death. 9

I wanted to do a show that would disappear completely. It 
had a lot to do with disappearance and learning. [...] Freud 
said that we rehearse our fears in order to lessen them. In 
a way this “letting go” of the work, this refusal to make a 
static form, a monolithic sculpture, in favor of a disappearing, 
changing, unstable, and fragile form was an attempt on my 
part to rehearse my fears of having Ross disappear day by day 
right in front of my eyes. 10

!
e methodological centrality of the personal carries through 

his complete oeuvre. He has commented: “It is not hard for 
me to tell things about myself personally—

that’s the easy 
part. !

e hard part about making personal work is not to 
make it one man’s problem—

not to make a film that just 
refers to my own grief. W

ho cares about that? I want people 
to be able to enter the film through their own lives ... But by 
myself being open I think they can be open to themselves. 
!

at’s what I think a personal film has to do—
has to show a 

trust but then it has to become more meaningful than what 
that story is about. It has to be bigger.” 11
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W
e found by way of explanation that in mourning time is 

needed for the command of reality-testing to be carried out 
in detail, and that when this work has been accomplished the 
ego will have succeeded in freeing its libido from the lost ob-
ject. W

e may imagine that the ego is occupied with analogous 
work during the course of melancholia; in neither case have 
we any insight into the economies of the course of events. 12

To articulate the past historically does not mean to recognize 
it “the way it really was” (Ranke). It means to seize hold of a 
memory as it flashes up at a moment of danger. 13

Nothing sorts out memories from ordinary moments. 
Later on they do claim remembrance when they show their 
scars. 14
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It is now a commonplace assumption to believe that some-
thing essential is lost, or at least attenuated, in the process of 
growing up. W

hether it is called vision or imagination, or 
vitality, or hope, lives are considered to erode over time (the 
idealization of childhood and adolescence is reactive to this 
belief). And it is, of course, integral to this story to conceive 
of death as an enemy—

as something we fight, something 
that makes surprise attacks—

and not as of a piece with our 
lives. 15

[Little Prince] “You know, when you are feeling very sad, 
sunsets are wonderful ...”
[Narrator]: “On the day of the fourty-four times, were you 
feeling very sad?”
But the little prince didn’t answer. 16

It is a good thing, he thought, that out of consideration for 
the reader, there should pass through the essay’s discourse, 
from time to time, a sensual object. 17
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!
e temporality of everyday life is marked by an irony which 

is  its own creation, for this temporality is held to be ongo-
ing and nonreversible and, at the same time, characterized 
by repetition and predictability. !

e pages falling off the cal-
endar, the notches marked in a tree that no longer stands 
—

these are the signs of the everyday, the effort to articulate 
difference through counting. 18

For both art and life depend wholly on the laws of optics, 
on perspective and illusion; both, to be blunt, depend on the 
necessity of error. 19

Being is a becoming. And this becoming does not achieve 
stabilization even with death. Long after a given being has 
ceased to be physically in the world, it remains there, mne-
monically, “housed’ in all of the psyches that have ever af-
firmed it. In each of those psyches, it is not a coherent and 
stable entity, but a constellation of diverse and highly particu-
larized sounds and images, caught up in a ceaseless process of 
flux and transformation. 20

And even when the bird walks, one still knows him winged. 21
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Silence remains, inescapably, a form of speech (in many 
instances, of complaint or indictment) and an element in a 
dialogue. 22
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!
e artist Felix Gonzalez-Torres died in 1996 at the age of 38. 

His friends Julie Ault and Andrea Rosen were responsible for tak-
ing care of his personal possessions, among which were at least a 
dozen clocks designed by George Nelson in the late 1940s and ‘50, 
as well as hundreds of plastic toy figures collected by the artist, and 
his books. Ault and Rosen distributed the objects among Gonza-
lez-Torres’s intimates, friends, and colleagues. Now the clocks are 
on loan to Ever Ephemeral, which is part of a larger investiga-
tion of the intersection of memory, history, time, and archiving. 
On July 7, 2011, fifteen years after the dispersal of the artist’s 
belongings, Ault and Rosen reflected together on their decisions. 

AULT:  Last night I read this letter that Felix sent to you 
in 1993, which at the time accompanied the gift of a clock. 
Until I read it, I had not consciously been thinking about 
the emotional content of reassembling the group of clocks. 
I’ve been mostly focused on the practicalities. !

e letter be-
gins, “!

is is not a clock. It’s more than just a machine that 
marks time,” and ends, “To more time.” It threw me into an 
emotional state, which was not how I’d planned to begin our 
conversation. 
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One interpretation of Felix collecting “optimistic clocks” the 
last couple years of his life is that he was buying time. But I 
never liked that explanation, in part because it doesn’t recon-
cile with Felix as I knew him. Perhaps the clocks were not 
amulets so much as they were beautiful, tough objects that 
fed his process of working through the complex relationships 
to time, which the conditions he was living in, and with, 
brought forward. Perhaps the clocks were about facing time. 
Diagramming a situation of no escape. You can’t ignore time 
when you have a dozen clocks on the wall. 

W
hat led me to regather the clocks was the desire to see 

them together again, and generate an occasion to recollect our 
memories of thinking through what to do with Felix’s things 
when he died, specifically his books, the clocks, and the toys 
he collected. I’d like to revisit our decisions to disperse those 
things as we did and reflect on how they sit with us fifteen 
years later. !

ere is also a desire to symbolically stage a re-
union of community that was united around Felix and is now 
diffused, although particular bonds remain active. 

ROSEN:  !
e movement between emotionality and objec-

tivity you are talking about is a really essential part of this 

dialogue, because these positions were always fused in Felix’s 
work. !

e work is a guiding force, or example, in that it im-
bues something with one’s own personal emotionality but at 
the same time allows it to be stripped of anything personal in 
order that it might have some greater existence. 

I’m remembering how museum curators would ask Felix, “Do 
you mind if we don’t allow people to take sheets of paper 
from the stack during the opening?” and he’d say, “No, I don’t 
mind,” and I’d say, “But Felix, why did you agree to that when 
dispersal is at the essence of what you believe and what the 
work is about?” Referring to institutions, he explained how 
you have to allow for the nature of what things are. !

en, 
there was a situation when the stacks were shown at a gallery, 
and the gallery had hired people to roll up sheets from the 
stacks and give them out at the opening. At that point Felix 
said he actually hated seeing people take them at openings. 
Felix maintained the works no longer belonged to him, and 
these kinds of shifts and ambiguity helped me realize that the 
work can only really transcend itself through other people. 

I think we used Felix as our example when we made those 
decisions about his things, which is to say, it’s not that the 
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clocks weren’t imbued with meaning, it’s not that you can’t 
read them as being about holding onto time, it’s not that any-
one shouldn’t have considered them precious or representa-
tional. But Felix set up an agenda. No matter how essentially 
private or however much something is saturated with emo-
tional content the only thing you can do for that to continue 
is to give it up. Felix set an agenda for us.

AULT:  W
e proceeded with dispersal in step with his prin-

ciples, but it amazes me that we never talked about it in those 
terms. M

y memory of the period is vague, as is my recol-
lection of the physicality of the experience and whether we 
dismantled his apartment over a few days or a few weeks. Al-
though I don’t recall the contour of our discussion I am rea-
sonably certain that we didn’t explicitly address what should 
happen with his things in analytic terms. I don’t think we 
even considered keeping the toys he’d amassed, or the clocks, 
or even his library together, or talked about any of these be-
ing institutionalized in the form of an archive. At that mo-
ment his things were somewhere between life and becoming 
artifact. Your reading of the situation mirrors mine, that the 
resolution happened organically, that it was the only thing to 
do that made sense. 

ROSEN:  Felix was not didactic, he didn’t say this is what my 
work is about, or this is what I want you to do, but he trained 
us in a way of thinking. He exposed a realm of possibility.

AULT:  I’m hoping to activate my memory through tapping 
into yours. Do you know when Felix started getting the Nel-
son clocks, or recall any fragments of discussions about them, 
or being with him when he found a clock? I thought he col-
lected clocks for about two years before he died, but the letter 
he sent you was written in February 1993, indicating it must 
have been at least three years.

ROSEN:  !
ere had to have been a time when he could only 

start affording such things, but I think that he had one clock 
that began it. I would guess, although I don’t know why, that 
it was the multicolored one. 

AULT:  I also recall it was one of the atomic clocks. I remem-
ber him being very taken with those around the same time 
that he got excited about Sputnik lamps, which were also 
symbolic period objects alluding to the paradox of progress.

ROSEN:  His fascination was with all George Nelson things 
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—
it was chairs and furniture—

and probably started less with 
the consciousness of a clock and more with awareness of Nel-
son’s design. !

e letter is 1993, so he must have already been 
collecting them well before, because otherwise he would not 
have been giving one to me.

AULT:  It seems to me it was probably only a couple months 
before that he began. !

e fact that he gave you one, and wrote 
about optimistic design in the letter indicates a newfound 
pleasure that he wanted to share. He wouldn’t have bought a 
lot of clocks already and then decided to give you one. I sus-
pect he wanted to share the excitement he felt immediately.

ROSEN:  It’s such a condensed time period. One could ask 
what difference does it make whether it was 1993 or 1994 
or 1995; they’re very close together. But between them there 
was a huge expanse of time in terms of what happened in 
Felix’s life. Post Ross’s death there were a number of relation-
ships, exhibitions, and so much progression. I’m surprised 
how finite his letter sounds, how much it has to do with a 
feeling of him already being at the end.

AULT:  !
at’s certainly what unleashed my emotions reading 

it—
the sense of prediction, fate, a rehearsal of saying good-

bye. Even though he probably didn’t start getting the clocks 
until much later, I consider their time frame to be January 
1991, when Ross died, and January 1996, when Felix died. 
!

e letter is midway, at an incredibly complicated period.

If you were in the situation today that we were in 1996 would 
you do the same? I’ve felt some regret about scattering Felix’s 
books, but I don’t know if it’s legitimate.

ROSEN:  M
y only major concern is about how we archived 

our choices. I think there was hastiness in treating the record-
ing of the books the same way we did other things; thinking 
that we only needed to write down “book” or “three books” 
and who they were given to.

AULT:  You and I kept a lot of books, though I’ve since given 
some away. And we gave some of his close friends books that 
related to their shared histories and interests. Some choices 
were very specific, for instance we sent Felix’s dog-eared copy 
of Remaking History to Barbara Kruger because she edited it, 
thinking she would appreciate his margin notes and use. But 
I think we had a different relationship to the clocks and saw 
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them as more elevated than anything else because of their 
symbolic content, especially at that moment.

ROSEN:  Felix chose to amass the clocks into a collection, 
which was different than selecting a certain chair, for in-
stance. !

ere was something about the collectiveness. At Fe-
lix’s memorial M

ario Nunez said everyone in this room is like 
a part of a library and we’re all responsible for remembering 
different chapters—

together we make up this library that is 
Felix. I believe we had dispersed the objects prior to that, but 
I remember how profound that was to me. 

W
e never felt that his objects should stay together or that 

we were sacrificing them to fulfill the agenda of distribution. 
Keeping Felix’s collected toys together would have been a 
strange misplaced relationship of trying to hold onto some-
thing that didn’t exist. !

ere was also the acknowledgement 
that if you have two of the toys for instance, you have the 
essence as if you had all of them, whereas holding onto all of 
them would express a false sense of possession of something 
else.

AULT:  One reason we didn’t want to keep these things to-

gether reflects that Felix felt one could never own or depend 
on anything; you have to let go. Archiving would have created 
illusions of permanence and coherence that seemed contrary 
to his philosophy. I have a different consciousness now about 
archiving. I wouldn’t change our decisions, but I think if we 
were in the situation now we would discuss whether or not to 
keep his books together. W

ere they part of his papers? 

ROSEN:  I guess they were a slightly gray area. W
e thought 

about people who would want something Felix used and 
wrote in, something referring to his intellect. Something 
that touched on work and not only the light side. !

ere’s also 
the fact that a book with margin notes has Felix’s hand in it. 
Nothing else left in his apartment had his hand in it like that. 
I think it’s worthwhile to go back and contact everyone we 
gave a book to, and ask them what book it was and what edi-
tion, and to photograph the covers. Beyond that I don’t regret 
not having those tangible things. It’s impossible to interpret 
why Felix underlined a certain passage in a book. And I’m 
skeptical when a curator says, “I want to look at Felix’s library, 
I want to look at every single thing he underlined, and I want 
to read every note he ever wrote.” But what happens if these 
things were all together? I would be happy to provide some-
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one with a list of every book that was in Felix’s library and 
leave it at that. But if I had every one of those books, would I 
want people to look at them?

AULT:  But eventually you won’t be around. !
e books con-

tain notes he wrote for himself; they are precious like diaries 
and work journals. Even an enigmatic notation in a book be-
comes precious to a researcher.

ROSEN:  But there’s an assumption that he read each book 
equally or with equal intention, and in fact we don’t know 
when he read them or with what intentions or in what order, 
or whether he underlined for a class or for something else. 

AULT:  On one hand there are no assumptions that are legiti-
mate, but on the other all assumptions are legitimate—

maybe 
this is intrinsic to both research and historical representation. 
Someone tries to find the puzzle pieces and put them to-
gether in order to form a picture for him or herself.

ROSEN:  Felix did not want the picture to be about him. It’s 
the work. W

hatever he digested from readings that margin 
notes might reflect went into the work. He didn’t want the 

subject to be him or him personally. I really believe in his 
desire to keep the separation between what went on with the 
work and him as a person.

AULT:  As you know, when I was working on the book on 
Felix’s work I also wanted to read and see everything, and did, 
but I did not write explicitly about Felix’s work or reveal in-
side information about his process. For me, looking at every-
thing I can get my hands on during research has to do with 
absorbing sensibility, tone, inference, and various content, 
ideas, and angles—

all stimulating the process, but it does not 
imply a one-to-one relationship with portrayal. !

ere’s a dif-
ference between taking it all in and what you do with it. 

I don’t think that we sufficiently considered the difference 
between books and the other collections like toys and clocks. 
A library is accumulated over time and reflects periods in 
one’s life and growth. It’s eclectic. It’s not the same as com-
prehensively collecting certain kinds of toys or Nelson de-
signs. And because it shows the pathways and idiosyncrasies 
of one’s thinking processes it’s illuminating to researchers. 
Dispersing books is somewhat radical, because it goes against 
conservation and the notion that if you keep annotated books 
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together you can apprehend a person’s intellectual itinerary. 
Such a collection or archive would support that idea, which 
many people probably do not regard with skepticism but 
consider being a sound method. And to some degree the log-
ic makes sense: if I read and see everything and consult every 
image and piece of information possible then I am going to 
get to a deeper understanding of the thinking and process 
and conditions of the person I’m studying. I subscribe to this 
too but also stand by the conclusion of not objectifying Felix’s 
reading through archiving the books.

ROSEN:  !
e work needs to stand on its own. Felix used 

those books for him to make the work. And the work is what 
exists. !

e work can only be open for interpretation. Felix 
was very poignant about this to me; the work needed to stand 
on its own. !

e idea that his books should be disseminated 
came from this root, and maybe over however many years it 
is since Felix died, we’ve lost that part of how rigorous he was 
about that. 

AULT:  !
ere is great value in archiving. At the same time ar-

chive authority has to be taken with a grain of salt; if they had 
been archived, the books would apparently say, this is what 

Felix was reading. But he was also reading other things that 
didn’t get saved. W

e don’t know the scope of what he read 
and if and to what degree anything he read or saw influenced 
his thinking and his work. 

Anyone who approaches the archive and tries to get a handle 
on a subject must to some degree understand the ambiguity 
of what’s encountered within, and understand archives are 
partial and sometimes random. 

If we had chosen to keep the books together then I would 
have made a case for the clocks being archived too; they 
are potentially as important as the books. !

ere is the work, 
and then there is everything else. !

ere are lines that can be 
drawn, but I don’t think it is only his books that speak to his 
intellectual exchange. !

e clocks do too, and the toys. Every-
thing could. 

I’m just beginning to think about what it means to see the 
clocks together again. !

ey’re really beautiful and compel-
ling, but there’s some sadness about the whole thing, not only 
about Felix’s death, but that the community is so different. 
!

ey represent a specific community as well as a larger con-
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text made up of overlapping communities that Felix’s work 
emerged from that not only changed but eventually disap-
peared. Addressing the inevitability of dissolution is one of 
the reasons I wanted to organize this reunion. 

ROSEN:  !
at’s the interesting thing about community; it 

can’t be what you expect. You can’t have an expectation of 
what all that effort to create community will be. !

e com-
munity of who Felix touched in his lifetime could only be 
so much and we are not bound together. !

at’s what’s so in-
teresting about his work. It can’t be insular. If you keep the 
group the same it only has its limitations. Yet someone can 
write me a letter that tells how Felix’s work affected him or 
her that I would never have anticipated. 

Out of the toys and books and everything Felix had the 
clocks are content-wise the closest things to his work. In the 
end this clock is an object and it doesn’t represent Felix. But 
this letter is Felix. W

e can detach ourselves from these ob-
jects. !

ey don’t hold Felix. It’s harder for us to think about 
giving up those things that have his handwriting on them. 
!

ere’s an assumption that a book Felix read and annotated 
is Felix more than that clock is Felix. 

AULT:  !
ere’s a continual paradox—

“that object is not Felix, 
but it also is Felix.” And the paradox keeps upping the ante. 
So those papers of Felix’s that do remain, enter the archive, 
and become accessible take on tremendous weight.

ROSEN:  Yes, those things that exist are disparate and dispro-
portionate, but I feel he specifically chose to keep the things 
he kept, though in no way is it a complete record. W

hat we’re 
striving to do is create broader archives so these things have 
contexts. For instance there’s a picture of a bracelet of the 
dolphins. W

e can assume that that picture was not the source 
but a source for his idea of continuous dolphins. And then 
there’s a history of the dolphin stack and the decisions made 
around that work. I’d like to see that information exist in as 
many files as could potentially be relevant. It is one piece of 
information in a history of information. 

At the Felix Gonzalez-Torres Foundation we are working 
with the idea of case studies, how decisions were made in Fe-
lix’s lifetime and after: W

hy did this thing happen, how did 
that next thing happen? Almost no decision that we make is 
done on speculation or on my assumption. W

e go back and 
see how decisions were made, what happened in that exhibi-
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tion, and in that one. !
is tracing also becomes part of the 

archive, as well as any information or oral history that goes 
into it. A document or element may go into a section about 
a particular stack piece, and it may go into a segment about 
stacks in general, and it may go into an archive about a par-
ticular exhibition like the Guggenheim show. So the idea is 
that information exists in many places. To sift through that 
archive autonomously, as though these are the only things left 
in Felix’s archive, seems to me to be irrelevant. W

e take that 
material and integrate it elsewhere, not the original piece of 
paper but a copy, so it is in the context of other relevant deci-
sions and those case studies perpetually growing.

AULT:  Of course there is also the original piece of paper. 
W

here does that live? W
hat you’re saying makes sense, Fe-

lix’s work and his thinking and the archival traces don’t synch 
comfortably with the boundaries and classification system of 
the archive. !

ere’s also the problem of interpretation, the 
tendency to articulate one-to-one relations between artwork 
and source, which is often reductive or just wrong (though in 
some instances might be accurate). Searching for sources and 
connecting the dots and creating genealogies happens fre-
quently in art history writing. You’re speaking of an archive 

based on cross-referencing as a set of possibilities, which is 
designed with the capacity to generate lots of readings and 
a context of cross-connecting information to other informa-
tion rather than confining particular informational artifacts 
or turning them into specific stories. 

ROSEN:  It’s like your book on Felix; it’s about contradiction. 
!

at piece of information contradicts another, and you’re 
going to be able to see the contradictions. I’m much more 
interested in that situation of differences than in, “oh, here it 
is.” M

aybe it is the closest way of letting people experience 
Felix’s way of thinking; the way he almost trained us to think; 
the responsibility to not take something at face value and to 
be responsible for evolving the information and constantly 
re-contextualizing.

AULT:  !
is letter is a good example. I’m glad I never saw 

it before, or if I did see it I screened it out. I read yours and 
Felix’s correspondence years ago, and I feel like I would have 
paid attention to it, but maybe not, maybe I read it and it had 
nothing to do with what I was thinking at the moment, and 
I just didn’t take it in. Of course if you start applying this let-
ter to thinking about the works with two clocks, “Untitled” 
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(Perfect Lovers), well, that’s a valid connection to make but it’s 
not sure or singular.

!
is is an exciting challenge, to make such a new kind of 

archive. At its core Felix’s work requires that all formats for 
enacting it be tailored or rethought. Tailoring the archive ex-
tends from that. 

ROSEN:  M
y intention with the archive and foundation is for 

its format to be a replication of Felix’s intentions. It’s taken 
years to do that. It has its own ambiguities and open-end-
edness and it’s not instructive or didactic, it provides a way 
of thinking that will hopefully guide someone’s strategies of 
how to make future decisions. 

AULT:  It might take another ten years but I don’t think that 
matters. It’s not about getting it done fast and simply creat-
ing access. You’re charged with the responsibility, and there’s 
a time when the ideas of how to make information, including 
that which has been private, accessible in a fitting way, and 
how to structure it takes as long as it takes. 

ROSEN:  It’s not even a choice. It has its own organic time 

frame and it has to unfold as it unfolds. !
e risk of that is like 

the urgency of Felix’s letter, that he was in a situation where 
he felt like we all live with the illusion that we’re going to be 
around for another however many years. 

AULT:  In the second part of the letter, like in other cor-
respondence from Felix, and even in the clocks, there was 
clarity. 

ROSEN:  As much as he’s telling me in it to think with cer-
tain optimism, you can’t ignore the finiteness of this letter. 
And the clicking of the clock is way more finite having read 
this letter, even though it wasn’t his intention.

AULT:   In only a few sentences in Felix’s letter multiple in-
tentions are expressed. “And then it will always remind you 
of the good times, the growing times or times of growing, 
the important time, the urgent time, the beautiful time we 
had the luck of having together, by chance.” It implies differ-
ent tenses. !

at’s one of the things I find so beautiful about 
the clocks, that they invoke ephemerality and permanence, 
memory, history, and questions about perception of time. 
W

hat tense are these objects? W
hat tense is the archive?

254



255



Published on the occasion of Ever Ephemeral 
curated by Julie Ault.
Signal, Malmö
September 23 – November 13, 2011.

COVER:  George Nelson clocks owned by Felix Gonzalez-
Torres and re-collected for the exhibition. Installed and 
photographed for the purpose of this conversation at 
Andrea Rosen’s office prior to shipping.

DESIGN:  Alejandro Cesarco

256



4195.6 feet: Geography of Time 

 

Julie Ault 

 

 

A great artist can make art by simply casting a glance. A set of glances 
could be as solid as any thing or place, but the society continues to cheat 
the artist out of his “art of looking,” by only valuing “art objects.” The 
existence of the artist in time is worth as much as the finished product.   

 

—Robert Smithson, (1968) 

 

Between May 15, 2005, and January 14, 2007, I made sixteen trips to 
Spiral Jetty. Created in 1970, the Jetty is a 1,500-foot-long spiral-shaped 
jetty extending into the Great Salt Lake in Utah constructed of rock, mud, 
salt crystal, and algae. The resulting film maps the Jetty back onto its own 
thirty-seven-year history – looking at and listening to its reccurring 
changes.       

—James Benning (2007) 

 

 

Had you not read or heard James Benning describe his film casting a glance (2007) prior 

to watching it, you’d likely assume that the sixteen dates that delimit its chronological 

structure and herald its constellation of eighty one-minute shots made at Spiral Jetty 

indicate when they were filmed. Each group of shots is introduced with a date, starting 

with April 30, 1970, which marks the jetty’s beginning, and ending with May 15, 2007. 

The fact that the imagery is in fact the result of Benning’s visits between 2005 and 2007 

is not apparent in the film.  

 

Benning claims it was not his intention to fool people into thinking he had been filming 

Spiral Jetty for thirty-seven years; he characterizes the conflation of chronologies as “a 

metaphor for history, a metaphor on time.”1 Nonetheless some viewers find the 

designated time span confusing or feel hoodwinked when they realize the discrepancy. 

Others walk away in awe of what they believe to be the filmmaker’s durable commitment 
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to recording the jetty. For those who follow Benning’s work closely, the superimposition 

of time frames – thirty-seven years, eighteen months, and eighty minutes – is far more 

artful and complex than a ploy; it is a valuable methodological manifestation of his 

persistent investigation into time, duration, and landscape.  

 

The link between the history of Spiral Jetty and Benning’s filming of it is the water level 

of the Great Salt Lake, which fluctuates dramatically due to climate change and seasonal 

shifts, and thus determines the jetty’s concealment and/or exposure. The water level rises 

in spring due to mountain runoff and recedes in summer when extensive sun exposure 

causes the rate of evaporation to exceed inflow and rainfall. Because of the exceptionally 

shallow nature of the lake, even modest changes in level can enlarge its area, thereby 

swallowing the jetty. 

 

When Benning visited on May 15, 2005, to begin filming, he coincidently found the 

water level was at 4195.6 feet, exactly the same as when Smithson made the piece in 

1970. While reviewing water level notes from his trips about a year later, he realized he 

could mimic the conditions of earlier times with matching levels, and decided to 

superimpose the jetty’s history onto his images.2 

 

Spiral Jetty first went underwater in 1973, the year of Smithson’s death, and it did not 

reemerge, except sporadically, until 2002. The jetty’s visibility since 2002 is mostly the 

result of drought. During its period of invisibility Spiral Jetty became well known 

through aerial images from 1970 picturing it basking in sunshine, fully exposed above 

water. These photographs were instrumental in transforming the work into an icon, 

particularly as no documentation of Spiral Jetty in its submerged state circulated. Until 

the jetty’s resurfacing it was publicly perceived as static, frozen in time, and was 

inadvertently objectified.  

 

Benning regards Spiral Jetty as a vital formation and wants to show how it changes over 

time as a result of climate, season, weather, daylight, industry, and tourism. Casting a 

glance shows us Spiral Jetty fully exposed, partially underwater, and completely 
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submerged, and in this way representationally restores its periodic vulnerability and 

variety. 

 

When filming Spiral Jetty, Smithson used multiple vantage points and scale shifts 

ranging from extreme close-ups to aerial views to photographically portray the 

earthwork. In his film Spiral Jetty (1970) he used ground-level perspectives to show the 

sculpture’s construction and helicopter shots when depicting its finished state. Benning’s 

methods derive from and expand on the artist’s strategy. Except for several overlooking 

shots made from a twenty-foot ladder, Benning positions his camera exclusively at 

ground level. He employs a “to-and-fro” method that intersperses shots from various 

ranges and perspectives, thereby countering the notion of a singular ideal vantage point.  

 

Benning believes in the virtues of focused attention and duration, viewing both as active 

forms of learning integral to his practice. They also reflect the influence of Henry David 

Thoreau. While living in the cabin he built on Walden Pond, Thoreau wrote: “No method 

nor discipline can supersede the necessity of being forever on the alert. What is a course 

of history, or philosophy, or poetry, no matter how well selected, or the best society, or 

the most admirable routine of life, compared with the discipline of looking at what is to 

be seen?”3 

 

Casting a glance has a personal dimension and interweaves public biography with 

autobiographic references. At the outset we learn the film is “in memory of Robert 

Smithson,” and the final shot is accompanied by the sound of a small plane, a reference to 

Smithson’s death. Four of the sixteen timeline dates that introduce the film’s sections 

harbor personal associations that point to mortality: January 2, 1971 (Smithson’s 

birthday, 1938); July 20, 1984 (Smithson’s death, 1973); December 28, 1970 (Benning’s 

birthday, 1942); and April 11, 2002 (his daughter Sadie Benning’s birthday, 1973).4 

 

Another compelling dimension of casting a glance is its soundtrack, which was mostly 

recorded on location. We listen to the coactions of wind and water, punctuated by birds, 

thunder, insects, and the occasional indication of civilization. Soon after we settle into the 

259



film’s nearly sublime atmosphere, strange human yelps shatter the sense of solitude. Then 

we’re confronted with gunshots, a trademark of Benning’s films. Later we hear a fighter 

jet overhead, dispatched from an Air Force base just west of the jetty. 

 

Benning incorporates two extra audio segments that were not captured on-site. About 

three-quarters through the film, a 1973 recording of Gram Parsons and Emmylou Harris 

singing the beautiful and mournful duet “Love Hurts” ruptures the section captioned 

March 19, 2005. Like Smithson, Parsons died in 1973. He was twenty-six. The volume 

increases and decreases as the shots transition, suggesting a fluctuating distance to the 

source – perhaps a tape deck in an off-screen car. The song seems remote, ghostly. Its 

emotional content is intensified by images of the jetty engulfed in the cool colors of dusk 

and the warm tones of last light.  

 

During his editing process Benning happened to watch Mono Lake, by Nancy Holt and 

Robert Smithson, a film that charts a trip they made with Michael Heizer to the 

hypersaline California Lake in 1968. When Holt edited their footage thirty-six years later, 

she included two romantic songs by Waylon Jennings, whom the three had seen perform 

a week before going to Mono Lake. Benning speaks about using music, like Holt, to 

invoke the psychic pain of witnessing the death of a loved one. He refers to Nancy Holt 

and Robert Smithson, to Emmylou Harris and Gram Parsons, and relates through his 

personal experience of witnessing the death of a close friend in 1979.5  

  

A second inserted acoustic fragment accompanies footage of five people walking on 

Spiral Jetty. We hear a man’s voice intermingled with ambient sound, but it is muted; his 

words are indecipherable. Although unidentified, the voice is Smithson’s, which Benning 

sampled from Mono Lake. 

 

Normally a stickler for precise equivalency, the eighty shots that compose casting a 

glance are only approximately one minute each. Benning has deviated from his usual 

methods when it comes to each segment’s length, as well as to his customary allegiance 

to symmetry, by introducing variation in the number of shots that form the film’s 
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sections.6 He is nonchalant about such anomalies: “I somehow didn’t care this time,” and 

on another occasion jokes, “I’m getting too old to count.”7 While the filmmaker’s 

transgressing his own logic might be initially destabilizing for some Benning aficionados, 

it is striking the way Benning embraces change in his own methodology. Casting a 

glance, while documenting Spiral Jetty, is a measure of his transformation as artist and 

filmmaker.  

 

Benning obsessively explores what engenders a sense of connection for him here. The 

film attests to alliance, influence, and veneration. I can’t help but think of casting a 

glance as an offering – a love letter, essentially – to Smithson, who died without 

experiencing the full evolution of Spiral Jetty. It is also a dialogue – an unwitting 

collaboration with the deceased artist. While Benning frames Spiral Jetty through his 

particular brand of “subjective objectivity” and formal simplicity, the inverse also occurs: 

he is framed by Smithson and thus comes into focus. Through this we get to experience 

the quintessential Benning via Spiral Jetty, which we find to be an ideal context for 

enacting the filmmaker’s philosophies of looking and listening and landscape as a 

function of time. Smithson’s vision manifest in Spiral Jetty amid the multifaceted 

splendor of the Great Salt Lake, and Benning’s vision manifest in the conceptual and 

formal grace of casting a glance, coalesce into an articulation of complementary 

sensibilities and convictions, particularly in respect to understanding landscape as an 

infinitely dynamic process. 

 

In a recent conversation Benning reflected on that initial day of filming and the 

coincident measurement of 4195.6 feet. He recalled, “A violent storm blew through later 

that day and the water rose and dropped two feet. The jetty disappeared and then 

reappeared allowing me to witness its historical range in just a few hours (maybe eighty 

minutes); perhaps this was what made me think a year later that I should map my film 

back across the jetty’s full history.”8 

 

The obvious story told in casting a glance is the life of Spiral Jetty; Benning and 

Smithson’s communion of methods is an implicit focus, and the overshadowing theme is 
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time. Inquiring of the relationship between chronology and narrative,the film’s timeframe 

seems illusory, throwing “now” and “then” into question; casting a glance is somehow 

tenseless.9 Geological time, calendar time, clock time, perceptual time, and cinematic 

time are concurrently invoked, which makes a compelling methodological point of 

contact with Smithson. In 1996, Jack Flam insightfully hypothesized, “…Smithson takes 

time itself not only as one of the main themes of his art, but also as one of his most 

important mediums.”10 This reflection could well extend to Benning and his embrace of 

temporality in casting a glance.  

 

Oh, and did I tell you what a beautiful film it is? 
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1 Benning in conversation with Lynne Cooke on the occasion of a screening of his films 
at Dia:Beacon, September 21, 2008. 
2 E-mail to author, April 15, 2009. 
3 Thoreau quoted in Benning, “Life is Finite,” Wexner Center website, 2008. Thoreau’s 
influence on Benning continues: in 2007 he built a copy of the Walden cabin in the Sierra 
Nevada mountains. 
4 E-mail to author, April 2, 2007. 
5 Benning, Vienna Filmmuseum, November 1, 2007.  
6 For example, sixty one-minute shots create One Way Boogie Woogie, 1977; thirty-five 
two-and-a-half minute shots compose El Valley Centro, 2000; and ten ten-minute shots 
form Ten Skies, 2004. 
7 “Dialogue with James Benning” moderated by Robert Koehler, Buenos Aires Festival 
Internacional de Cine Independiente, March 27, 2009. 
8 Conversation with the author, June 11, 2009. 
9 Physicists and philosophers widely agree that “the flow of time” is a creation of 
consciousness that we rely on for order. See Dan Falk, In Search of Time; The Science of 
a Curious Dimension, (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2008). 
10 Jack Flam, Robert Smithson: The Collected Writings (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1996). 
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Historical Inquiry as Subject and Object 

 

Julie Ault 

 

Each person who sits down to write faces not a blank page but his own 
vastly overfilled mind. The problem is to clear out most of what is in it, to 
fill huge plastic bags with the confused jumble of things that have accreted 
there over the days, months, years of being alive and taking things in 
through the eyes and ears and heart. The goal is to make a space where a 
few ideas and images and feelings may be so arranged that a reader will 
want to linger awhile among them…. But this task of housecleaning (of 
narrating) is not merely arduous; it is dangerous. There is the danger of 
throwing the wrong things out and keeping the wrong things in…. 
 

—Janet Malcolm1 

 

Since the New York-based artists collaborative Group Material disbanded in 1996, I have 

continued its representation through live narration and writings, and responded to 

inquiries on a case-by-case basis. As the only founding member who remained until its 

conclusion I felt a responsibility to keep recounting the group’s practice. (Long-term 

member Doug Ashford has done likewise.) Group Material’s cultural practice was 

temporal and the forms employed were ephemeral. When the group ceased its activities I 

was intent on preserving its ephemerality and not becoming history. Fearing a revisionist 

encapsulation in which conflicts and contradictions of collaboration are resolved in their 

representation, I resisted our work being defined or objectified in a monograph by an art 

historian, and reserved the right to cohere our history at some future point.  

Following a decade of active narration I decided it was time to relinquish 

responsibility (and control) and address Group Material’s history with lasting effect. I 

needed to confront the material traces that had infiltrated every closet, cabinet and spare 

spot in my apartment, as well as the psychic traces that permeated memory. Collecting 

material saved by other members’ as well and joining it all together in an archive would 

permit access to Group Material in a more coherent way than had been possible, and open 

the door for further historical representation. 
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Tackling the mission of recuperating Group Material as a two-pronged 

‘housecleaning’ operation involved gathering and organising the pool of material to 

constitute the archive, and simultaneously distilling from that body of information to 

make a book. While formalising the archive sought to make Group Material newly 

public, the process was also conceived as a laboratory in which to investigate the logic, 

structure, implications and practice of the archive. I spent several months processing the 

material in its soon-to-be permanent home – the Downtown Collection at New York 

University: handling, reading and looking at every paper, image and item; taking note, 

cross-referencing, recollecting and reflecting. The more I reviewed the more deeply I 

understood the malleable and fallible nature of memory, and memory repeatedly threw 

documentary fact into question. Alternatively edified and mystified, the experience 

demonstrated the utter insecurity of the categories ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’.  

Looking back, I realise while telling the story of Group Material these past years I 

have unwittingly told some lies. This discovery occurred when encountering information 

in files that I had long since blotted from memory. Surprised, I read on and the divide 

between recollection and fact expanded. Certain retrieved information was basic while 

some signalled that Group Material is much more complex and debatable than I had 

meanwhile fabricated. It seems I had convinced myself that the streamlined storyline, 

which I repetitiously recounted for years, was accurate.  

Of course documents and artefacts are not intrinsically truth telling either; they 

are fragmentary and disconnected from context. Archives set the stage for history writing, 

yet they can mislead and even lie through omission. Essential pieces of information, 

which might answer questions and redirect research, are not necessarily tangible or 

archived. 

 

While retrieving Group Material for myself, for the group and with the larger purpose of 

public representation in mind, inhabiting the dual roles of observer and observed created 

a central methodological challenge, which at times was confounding. Flipping between 

my own and other members’ muddle of memory as well as the accumulation of material 

sometimes felt like too much and not enough. But, ultimately my insider relationship to 
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the subject in conjunction with a more independent association to the potential for 

archives to shape historical representation seemed to productively balance one another. 

Each aspect of cohering the archive and making Show and Tell: A Chronicle of 

Group Material has embodied specific and abstract purpose. A set of vexing questions 

fuelled the work. How does bringing documentation together imply shaping history, and 

writing history? How do artefacts – whether material or informational – communicate? 

Can contexts be in effect communicated? What archival structure and practices will 

animate and complicate without over determining meanings? How does the archive 

archive? What tense is the archive? Where does the archive end? What defines its frame? 

What can the collective subjective do when given the chance to write its own history? 

What is gained and lost in the process of subjecting ephemeral and peripheral activities to 

conservation, from inducting them into history? What kind of suitable forms can be 

shaped to embody the historicising processes, gathered knowledge and diverse purpose 

that drive this inquiry? How to make what is missing evident as a layer of historicising? 

How does the subjective transform the material to a public sphere without manipulating 

it? Can one effectively challenge history writing while writing history?  

 

The book’s main section was conceived as a chronicle composed of reprinted documents 

and images, with a guiding text running throughout. Show and Tell takes its ingredients 

and methods from the archive, which embodies both private and public material. The 

making of the group as a specific context along with its structure and process is 

inseparable from its public creations, yet the bulk of existing representation focuses on 

Group Material’s projects. Show and Tell widens the focus to include conveyance of 

internal workings in each layer of material that forms the book, and stresses aspects of the 

collaboration that are otherwise invisible.  

Group Material comes to life in the archive. Working through the material, I was 

struck by the vividness and changing character of internal correspondence, minutes of 

meetings, exhibition proposals and press releases produced by the group. Emotional 

intensity is palpable in early communiqués, proposals and press releases are bombastic, 

topics and debates of the times are glimpsed through language, and graphic design 

bespeaks period styles. A selection of documents is reprinted in their original form and 
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scale in Show and Tell. They are valued as ‘original language’, which vividly conveys 

what we perceived we were doing at the time far better than writing that depicts from the 

distance of time would, whether by someone inside or outside the group. This material 

would commonly be considered source for writing rather than substance for presentation. 

By design the book encourages that the documents be regarded as primary texts rather 

than ancillary illustrations. This method situates readers in the archive, inviting a 

multiplicity of interpretation.  

Contradictory evidence is at the heart of the archive and prominently figures into 

this portrayal of Group Material. A four-page incendiary letter written by cofounder Tim 

Rollins to the group in 1980 is fully reprinted alongside documents that represent a more 

harmonious collaboration. Tim’s letter rants and rails rhetorically. It evidences major 

clashes in the collaborative’s first months but it also shows how seriously he regarded the 

collaboration and articulates what was at stake for the group. As Janet Malcolm asserts, 

‘Letters are the great fixative of experience. Time erodes feeling. Time creates 

indifference. Letters prove to us that we once cared. They are the fossils of feeling… 

conduit to unmediated experience.’ 2  

The guiding text that filters throughout the chronicle was conceived as a 

nonspecific voice imparting otherwise inaccessible circumstances, facts and anecdotes 

alongside the archive materials. It represents a close reading and distillation of multiple 

documentation and composite memory. This text captions, reports, digresses and 

discloses, coalescing subjective and objective knowledge into a seamless voice that 

augments the material. A depersonalised present-tense mode is used, intended to situate 

readers in the times of events and suggest collective subjectivity, distinct from first 

person retrospection. Trains of information such as the continuities and discontinuities of 

the group’s composition, conflicts and contradictions endemic to its process, and how 

Group Material structured itself and financed its work run throughout. 

While reading through the files I noted many interesting segments in all types of 

documents, initially regarding this as source material for the guiding text. The number of 

full documents that could be reproduced was limited by the budget, which led to creating 

a layer of diverse extracts varying in author purpose, length and style. Unified by 

typographic design treatment, these also filter throughout the chronicle. 
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Image wise, snapshots portraying the various members and incarnations of the 

group, although in some cases there are no photos, and formal installation photography of 

the collaborative’s forty-five projects are presented on equal footing. 

Despite the multiple layers of motley material that compose the chronicle, the 

goal was to bring the elements into a carefully designed formal system that stresses all 

the material as primary and equivalent. The book’s visual tone builds on Group 

Material’s aesthetic style. Analogous to the decentralised thematic exhibition format the 

group advanced, the chronicle is thought of as an exhibition space in the form of a book.  

Revisionist and interpretive tendencies have been restrained in Show and Tell in 

favour of creating a useful documentary foundation and introduction to Group Material’s 

archive. The organisation of the archive and the response to that process through the book 

provide a platform and base interpretation to use, negotiate and take issue with. The 

project is also a case study in archiving, historical investigation and history writing, 

shaped from the questions and problems enmeshed in an amalgam of personally, 

collectively and socially vested inquiry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Originally published in Índex Magazine, number 0, Autumn 2010, Museu d’Art 
Contemporani de Barcelona (MACBA). 
 
 
 
 
                                                
1 Janet Malcolm, The Silent Woman. Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes (New York: Vintage, 1995), p. 
205. 
2 Ibid., pp. 109–10. 
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social conditions in w

hich A
ID

S w
as not only allow

ed but encouraged to 
becom

e a national crisis, and broadcast som
e evidential responses m

ade in 

D
oug A

shford 
&

 Julie A
ult

the arm
s of the crisis. T

he tim
eline related the w

idespread stigm
atization 

of people w
ith A

ID
S, dem

onstrating the links betw
een representation and 

judgm
ent and betw

een representation and allocation of resources. F
urther-

m
ore, it docum

ented the im
pact that hom

ophobia, racism
, heterosexism

, 
and sexism

 had on the form
ation of public policy. 

A
esthetic practice and social practice m

erged in A
ID

S T
im

eline. T
he 

project involved layers of collaboration in and beyond the group w
ith both 

individuals and com
m

unity advocacy organizations. A
ID

S T
im

eline proposed 
m

odels of history w
riting, curatorial m

ethod, artistic practice, and social 
process, as w

ell as a com
pound of tem

poral contexts joined together that 
re"ected the clim

ate of circum
stance and perception, the com

plexity of the 
period. T

he exhibition sought at once to contextualize the A
ID

S crisis and to 
create a context itself—

a didactic exhibit environm
ent that exam

ined recent 
events to account for present conditions, w

ith the hope of in"uencing w
hat 

w
as to com

e. 
A

gency w
as our horizon, and history—

not only that of the 1980s, but histo-
ry as a continuum

 extending from
 earlier than 1979 and going on inde!nitely. 

C
hronology as guiding device set a linear horizon and perform

ed an anchor-
ing purpose, acting as a focal point from

 w
hich view

ers’ perspectives could 
venture. W

ithin such a setup, the horizon is endow
ed w

ith the double function 
of system

atizing and releasing inform
ation. T

he horizon opened view
s to w

hat 
w

as above and below
 the tim

eline. It opened view
s to the larger set of condi-

tions articulated by the arrangem
ent of inform

ation brought into narrative 
arm

ature, to reveal the far-reaching associations betw
een political and cultural 

events that render the historical period legible. 

D
oug A

shford (b. 1958) is an artist, w
riter, and A

ssociate P
rofessor at the C

ooper U
nion for the 

A
dvancem

ent of Science and A
rt in N

ew
 York. 

Julie A
ult (b. 1957) w

orks as an artist, curator, editor, and w
riter. 
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D
ie A

rbeit von G
roup M

aterial bezog sich in erster L
inie auf aktuelle T

he-
m

en und die G
egenw

art und w
urde von unseren persönlichen und gem

ein-
schaftlichen B

eobachtungen angetrieben – ebenso w
ie von den gesellschaftli-

chen D
ringlichkeiten, die w

ir w
ahrnahm

en. U
nser H

orizont w
ar das P

räsens. 
1989 w

urden w
ir von L

arry R
inder, dem

 K
urator der M

A
T

R
IX

 G
allery 

am
 B

erkeley U
niversity A

rt M
useum

, dazu eingeladen, uns m
it dem

 T
hem

a 
A

ID
S zu beschäftigen, nachdem

 er im
 V

orjahr in der D
ia A

rt Foundation 
unsere A

usstellung »A
ID

S &
 D

em
ocracy: A

 C
ase Study« gesehen hatte. 

D
ie dam

aligen M
itglieder von G

roup M
aterial w

aren D
oug A

shford, Julie 
A

ult, Felix G
onzalez-T

orres und K
aren R

am
spacher. 1989 blickten w

ir bereits 
auf m

ehrere Jahre der E
pidem

ie zurück, in denen diese zutiefst unangem
essene 

öffentliche R
eaktionen ausgelöst hatte. U

nser A
lltag w

ar geprägt durch im
m

er 
häu!gere E

rkrankungen infolge von A
ID

S und T
odesfälle unter jungen F

reun-
den und K

ollegen. Z
u unserer eigenen E

rbauung und für öffentliche Z
w

ecke 
begann die G

ruppe, eine G
eschichte der U

m
stände zu konstruieren, unter 

denen sich die E
pidem

ie in eine ausgew
achsene K

rise transform
iert hatte. 

Z
usam

m
en m

it dem
 B

erkeley-P
raktikanten R

ichard M
eyer untersuchten 

w
ir die E

reignisse und E
ntw

icklungen an verschiedenen Schauplätzen – in 
den B

ereichen von M
edizin und W

issenschaft, R
egierungspolitik und Sta-

tistik, G
rasw

urzelbew
egungen und A

ktivism
us in den betroffenen C

om
m

u-
nitys sow

ie D
arstellungen von A

ID
S in den M

edien, aber auch die künst-
lerischen R

esonanzen und die Populärkultur des betreffenden Z
eitraum

s. 
B

ei der G
estaltung der A

usstellung w
urden ausgew

ählte A
rtefakte und 

dokum
entarische M

aterialien aus diesen G
ebieten m

it K
unstw

erken von 
Individuen und K

ollektiven im
 R

ahm
en einer chronologischen Struktur zu-

sam
m

engebracht. D
ie P

räsentation w
urde durch eine dicke schw

arze L
inie 

zw
eigeteilt, die den zeitlichen H

orizont der A
ID

S-K
rise m

arkierte; diese 
begann 1979, als die C

enters for D
isease C

ontrol begannen, E
rkrankungen 

und T
odesfällen aufgrund eines neuen Im

m
unde!zienz-V

irus nachzugehen, 
und reichte bis in die dam

alige G
egenw

art, 1989. D
ie alljährliche w

ach-
sende Z

ahl neuer A
ID

S-E
rkrankungen und T

odesfälle erschien auf der 
Z

eitleiste, und parallel zu ihr verliefen T
exte – von der G

ruppe kuratierte 
Inform

ationen zu den gleichen Forschungsfeldern. D
ie Z

eitleiste w
urde 

ergänzt durch dokum
entarisches M

aterial und einige unm
ittelbar auf das 

T
hem

a bezogene K
unstw

erke, w
ährend andere, indirekte und m

etaphori-
sche A

rbeiten nicht zeitlich verankert w
urden.

A
uf den ersten B

lick förderte das Form
at der Z

eitleiste eine lineare 
L

esw
eise; sobald m

an sich jedoch in die H
istorien und E

rzählungen und 

B
ilder vertiefte, w

urden Q
uerverw

eise unverm
eidlich. D

ie B
estandteile der 

A
ID

S T
im

eline w
urden nicht als grundverschiedene E

lem
ente oder Fakten 

präsentiert, sondern als ein G
e"echt m

iteinander verknüpfter E
reignisse, 

das gesellschaft liche P
rozesse beschrieb und den V

ernetzungsgrad von 
H

andlungen und E
reignissen aufzeigte. 

D
iese dam

als ein Jahrzehnt w
ährende G

eschichte von A
ID

S spiegelte 
praktisch alle bedeutenden gesellschaftlichen U

ngerechtigkeiten w
ider, die 

die D
em

okratie in den V
ereinigten Staaten beeinträchtigen. D

ie A
nordnung 

von Inform
ationen, die die G

ruppe vorgenom
m

en hatte, postulierte eine 
G

eschichte der politischen und sozialen V
erhältnisse, die nicht nur zulie-

ßen, sondern begünstigen, dass A
ID

S zu einer nationalen K
rise w

urde, und 
veröffentlichte einige entlarvende R

eaktionen, die unter dem
 E

indruck der 
K

rise aufkam
en. D

ie Z
eitleiste inform

ierte über die verbreitete Stigm
atisie-

rung von M
enschen m

it A
ID

S und zeigte die Z
usam

m
enhänge zw

ischen 
ihrer R

epräsentation und B
eurteilung sow

ie zw
ischen ihrer R

epräsentation 
und der B

ereitstellung von R
essourcen auf. D

arüber hinaus dokum
entierte 

sie den E
in"uss, den H

om
ophobie, R

assism
us, H

eterosexism
us und Sexis-

m
us auf die H

erausbildung der öffentlichen O
rdnung ausübten.

In A
ID

S T
im

eline verschm
olzen ästhetische P

raxis und gesellschaftli-
che P

raxis m
iteinander. D

as P
rojekt erforderte vielschichtige Form

en der 
K

ooperation innerhalb und außerhalb der G
ruppe m

it E
inzelpersonen und 

Interessenverbänden. A
ID

S T
im

eline schlug M
odelle für G

eschichtsschrei-
bung, kuratorische M

ethoden, künstlerische P
raxis und gesellschaftliche 

P
rozesse vor, ebenso w

ie eine V
erknüpfung tem

porärer K
ontexte, die zusam

-
m

en das K
lim

a der V
erhältnisse und der W

ahrnehm
ung und die K

om
plexität 

jener Z
eit w

iderspiegelten. D
ie A

usstellung zielte darauf ab, die A
ID

S-K
rise 

zu kontextualisieren und zugleich einen eigenen K
ontext herzustellen – ein 

didaktisches A
usstellungs-E

nvironm
ent, das aktuelle E

reignisse untersuchte, 
um

 über gegenw
ärtige V

erhältnisse R
echenschaft abzulegen, verbunden m

it 
der H

offnung, zukünftige E
ntw

icklungen zu beein"ussen. 
H

andlungsm
acht w

ar unser H
orizont, ebenso w

ie die G
eschichte – nicht 

nur die G
eschichte der 1980er Jahre, sondern auch die G

eschichte als 
ein K

ontinuum
, das vor 1979 begann und sich unendlich fortsetzt. D

ie 
C

hronologie als L
eitfaden bildete einen linearen H

orizont und diente als 
A

nker; sie fungierte als B
lickpunkt, von dem

 aus sich die B
etrachter neue 

Perspektiven erschließen konnten. Innerhalb einer solchen A
nordnung 

erhält der H
orizont die D

oppelfunktion, Inform
ationen zu system

atisieren 
und freizugeben. D

er H
orizont eröffnete A

usblicke auf das, w
as oberhalb 

und unterhalb der Z
eitleiste lag. E

r bot A
usblicke auf die um

fassenderen 
V

erhältnisse, die sich durch die A
nordnung von Inform

ationen in einem
 

narrativen G
erüst ausdrückten, um

 die w
eitreichenden Z

usam
m

enhänge 
zw

ischen politischen und kulturellen E
reignissen aufzudecken, die den 

historischen Z
eitabschnitt interpretierbar m

achen. 

D
oug A

shford (geb. 1958) ist K
ünstler, A

utor sow
ie assoziierter P

rofessor an der C
ooper U

nion for the 
A

dvancem
ent of Science and A

rt in N
ew

 York. 

Julie A
ult (geb. 1957) arbeitet als K

ünstlerin, K
uratorin, H

erausgeberin und A
utorin.
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SELF-TITLED       
 
Rasmus Røhling 
 
 
 
 
In a gallery room – in the piece – and hereby meaning the construction presented to 
us – its deconstruction is always, already actively inherent.1 
 
Looking at this construction we soon discover that we are forced to look at the 
deconstruction in order to identify the construction, as – the piece in front of us, the 
now – is only an accumulation of before.2 
 
One could say that the piece is the castle one builds on a piece of land in order to 
claim it as his kingdom. Even though this construction has a surface, the surface of 
the art piece has more in common with the index of a book, than it has with the wall 
that defines the border of a piece of land.  
 
Standing in front of the art piece with this knowledge – the viewer (being aware of his 
carnal limitations) might ask: “how do I penetrate this facade – How do I access this 
land behind it?”3 
 
The answer is – By doing memory work. By memory work and knowledge we are 
able to go though the facade of the art piece and into its deconstruction. While inside 
the deconstruction we will discover that this structure depends on a linear model, and 
that time is the fiber that holds it together. Just like gravity shapes a landscape, time is 
– by its sequential way of ordering of things - the foundation of this structure.4 
                                                
1 This applies not only to art making but to any kind of representation. In general the 
motivation for this investigation is a concern for the mechanisms behind representation. How 
do they work – and why do they often produce a dual reading of the mechanisms behind the 
represented and the represented itself – Often to the point that the represented presents itself 
as autonomous. I want to connect the represented with the mechanisms producing it. I want to 
locate that space within the space of the presented. 
 
2 In other words the construction is the signifier to another context. The architectual metaphor 
is used to point to the geographical dilemma of location – If this space of deconstruction is 
always, already at work – where is it located – how do we access it psycically? 
 
3 At this point – the text is accompanied with images from computer-generated landscape. 
The question of location – how do we go to this eccentric center of the represented 
deconstruction – has many similarities with a simulator. A place that is physically 
unavailable, but that we visit with a relative relationship to the laws of time and gravity. 
Using history, knowledge and memory we access this deconstruction. However since it is 
only available in this post-mortem state – we must also move as ghost; between “times”, 
through walls etc. 
 
4 As opposed to sequential transmission – with manual transmission, the user (in this case 
meaning the viewer) does not have to go from 1stgear to 2nd gear, 2nd gear to 3rd gear – and so 
on. The user does not rely on a sequential order and can for an example jump from 5th gear to 
1st gear. This mechanism is very similar to how our memory works. As viewers we don’t have 
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However the foundation of this deconstruction relies on the meaning that this order 
produces rather than that it relies on the order itself. 
 
By using the piece as an index, and by combining it with our knowledge and memory, 
we no longer have to read the piece sequentially to get to this meaning.  
 
By memory work we shift perspective and can now navigate in the chronology the 
same way one shifts gear in a car with manual transmission.5 We can now go directly 
to the platforms of meaning existing in the chronology - generated either by the artist, 
by history - or by reflections in the viewer’s own subjectivity. 
 
From this perspective we can study the process of the chronology transforming from 
a grid, and into the body of work that is presented to us in the gallery setting.6  
As the chronology is too complex to be presented as a whole, what the artist must do 
is to pick out essential intersections in the chronology and pull these points into the 
construction as the final piece.  
 
However since the chronology is sequentially connected (meaning that time is the 
fiber that holds it together) the artist must be very aware that in stretching one 
specific point from its context – the surrounding parts of the context will follow – 
potentially creating unintentional gaps for the viewer to enter with his own 
subjectivity.7 
 
To avoid this we have invented conventions of formality within forms of 
representation. By using these conventions we can avoid unnecessary bubbles of 
mystery that would encourage the viewer to enter with his own interpretation at 
unintended points. When these formal tools are used correctly - leaving out parts of 

                                                
to go through the whole learning process (the chronology) that the artist went through 
preparing the exhibition – we don’t have to access the chronology form the same perspective 
as it was written but can tap in wherever. 
 
5 This new perspective reveals the plot of the chronology – so to speak. From this perspective 
the piece is not an autonomous universalizing final stage, but instead a part of a process. Once 
this relation becomes clear, the real “virtuous act” for the viewer to witness is how the artist 
navigates on this cultural map by exporting material from a subjective sphere (the 
chronology) into a public (the exhibition).  
 
6 If for an example the artist wants to pull out a phenomenological topic from the chronology 
– this layer could potentially be imbedded in “local” matters, which are only relevant to that 
specific point in the chronology. 
 
7 The imagery illustrating this paragraph is from Spiderman 3 – from a scene called The Birth 
of the Sandman. Sand’s porous texture makes an ideal example of a system that tends to be 
conceived as a whole, but in fact consists of nummerous independent modules. Just like the 
artist is the invisible hand that shifts the gears in the car with manual transmission – here, the 
artist’s conceptual framework is the transparent force that organizes the material. The artist is 
the third perspective – not the POW in the chronology, not the viewer in the exhibition space 
– but the perspective that observes his own chronology from above as it shapes and grows 
into a new body in the public space. 
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the chronology does not destabilize it– nor does it distort the outcome of the piece 
presented.   
 
An example would be the nail that the painting hangs on. No one that sees a painting 
hanging would think that the canvas is levitating. In other words: leaving the nail out 
of the construction presented to the viewer is a successful example of formal editing 
in the chronology.  
 
Knowing this, we are able to apply a more modular quality to the editorial mechanism 
of pulling specific points from the chronology into the piece.  
 
By combining the memory’s nonlinear way of navigating with conventions of 
formality - we are able to detach particular points from the chronology and bring 
these into the piece - without it affecting the surround cells.  
 
The result is the artist in a new hybrid form. The surface of the art piece has been 
replaced with a portal; a transit area to the artist’s chronology where every stage of 
the process is equally represented. This allows the artist to shift in and out of different 
mediated forms – depending on which one is most suitable for the discourse he wants 
to enter. If needed, the artist can dissolve himself completely into theory – At other 
occasions the artist might transform into a piece in the gallery – or if required he can 
choose to represent himself in person.8  
 
Whatever form he chooses – the mechanism that animated this transformation is 
revealed and logical to the viewer thanks to deconstruction.  
 
Instead of the viewer spending all his interpretive energy on how the message was 
delivered – he can now fully focus on its content.   
 
 

                                                
8 The imagery illustrating this paragraph is from Spiderman 3 – from a scene called The Birth 
of the Sandman. Sand’s porous texture makes an ideal example of a system that tends to be 
conceived as a whole, but in fact consists of nummerous independent modules. Just like the 
artist is the invisible hand that shifts the gears in the car with manual transmission – here, the 
artist’s conceptual framework is the transparent force that organizes the material. The artist is 
the third perspective – not the POW in the chronology, not the viewer in the exhibition space 
– but the perspective that observes his own chronology from above as it shapes and grows 
into a new body in the public space.  
 
In that sense Robert Smithson is the Sandman. In the historicized body of work that one finds 
after his death, he manifests himself in various formats. Sometimes the concept “Robert 
Smithson” is represented as a sand pile-piece, sometimes as a text, and on other occasions he 
figures in person next to the execution of a piece in the landscape. The artist is the editor of 
the transmission from his own chronology. His presence (whatever form it might take) is 
never monumental – but merely serves a temporary gesture to emphasize and optimize the 
relationship between the chronology and the piece. 
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Roni Horn, a compilation 
 
Julie Ault 
 
 
Her mother was often awake in the wee hours of the night reading the newspaper and 
drinking a chocolate egg cream in the kitchen. 
 
Arthur and Anne Horn named their kids economically and symmetrically: Ona, Ian, Roni, 
Matt. 
 
Both of her grandmothers were named Rose. 
 
Her ancestors changed from Hornichyk to Horn when they emigrated. 
  
Her father: smart and sharp, harsh and opinionated, honorable and compassionate. She 
inherited him in some measure. He instilled her with profound love and respect for 
nature. Through objects, she learned from him about the past. 
 
She spent a lot of time walking around Rockland County alone while she was growing 
up. 
 
They thought their father’s name was Arthur but she encountered a document that said 
otherwise after he died. 
 
My mother taught me to say the opposite of what I meant and people would understand 
better. I think she was right . . . because then you get a laugh—or people just think you’re 
out of it. 
 
My father was a pawnbroker—my cousin Eddie was a writer—my father gave him his 
first typewriter—and Eddie wrote a book called The Pawnbroker that was partly based 
on my father’s life except that my father was never in a concentration camp. Then they 
made a film out of Eddie’s book. And the house in the movie was just like ours and Rod 
Steiger was a lot like my father—especially the emotional repression.  
 
She remembers her mother reading Myra Breckinridge when she was about thirteen. The 
cover of the book had an androgynous figure on it. They discussed its subject matter, 
which she found intriguing.  
 
As a teenager, she worked at an apple orchard store stocking shelves and making apple 
cider donuts.  
 
It always seemed like magic to me . . . when he priced things in the pawnshop. 
 
My mother had a blue convertible. I went food shopping with her. When I got lost in the 
supermarket I walked home. My mother wasn’t there either. 
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She used to climb a tree to a private spot on the black tar roof of a storage building where 
her father ran a nursery in Peekskill. There, she could read to her heart’s content in the 
sun, hiding in the light. Once over several days she read lots of Camus—The Stranger, 
The Fall, The Plague, Exile and the Kingdom, The Myth of Sisyphus. 
 
When I was young I found a copy of Psychopathia Sexualis in my parents library. It 
appeared as a reference work, and as such, reading it seemed to have no taboos attached 
. . . Until I actually did read it and was awed at the descriptions—which set quite a 
standard for my imagination in regard to what people do to each other. 
 
Favorite trees inscribe the family homes in her memories. Meadow Street: the maple tree, 
birth to age nine. The elementary school was surrounded by woods. Red Hill Road: 
magnolias, tall grasses, dogwood, age nine to thirteen. She liked to watch the fireflies at 
night. Andover Road: beech tree, age thirteen until sixteen. She couldn’t wait to leave 
home any longer. At sixteen she went to Providence to study.  
 
Conflicts surfaced between father and daughter around when she was fifteen. 
 
Her best friend Arnold was killed at age sixteen when a car hit his motorcycle. 
 
Harold Pinter was important when I was leaving home. I had seen some of the movies he 
wrote screenplays for and then got to reading his plays. 
 
Although not a fan of Sartre, Existentialism and Human Emotions was essential for her as 
it provided insight into melancholy, which had previously seemed mysterious. 
 
Jean Genet made a strong impression on me when I was in undergraduate school—sort 
of when I was fitting into who I was. My first real girlfriend gave me The Thief’s Journal 
with a beautiful picture of Genet by Brassai on the cover. 
 
The library—that’s my home. 
 
When I was eighteen and nineteen I was heavy into Beckett, Joyce, Kafka and Yeats. I 
read Ulysses for the second time while I was traveling with Ditto in Ireland. I loved that. 
Watching the liffey and thinking of Leo Bloom. 
 
While at Yale she read the entire fifteen volumes of Paul Valéry’s work. 
 
I wonder how I see, differently, in solitude. Wonder what I see, differently, in solitude. 
 
She kept journals between 1975 and 1990.  
 
I have a house to which I come back and go from to other places. I have little attachment 
for this place, or any place I’ve ever inhabited. Sometimes I derive a great deal of 
gratification from associating intimately with spaces and places which are comfortable 
(spiritually) to remain in. 
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Her father wanted her to be a scientist. 
 
Her journals are chronological. As repositories for introspection they are also atemporal. 
Presentness, retrospection, and prospection commingle. The early ones are a free flow of 
personal reflection and declaration, romantic longing and savoring, desire and doubt 
about her work, meditation on relations between objects, space, and contexts, and focused 
observation of her immediate natural surroundings—especially in Iceland. After a few 
years the notebooks changed tone. Perhaps it was too painful to be so close to language 
and self-consciousnesses at once. Perhaps her relationship to time changed. Perhaps the 
depth, which had found voice in her journals, was relocated in her art as her practice 
gathered form. 
 
There is no physical manifestation of home in my life. But there is a home. It is a very 
portable one. Home is for me a state of mind. I feel my home composing itself ever more 
concretely as I attain a greater sense of self. Its composition resides also in my 
friendships; the mutual acknowledgements of the profoundest order. 
 
She fashioned a philosophy of home at twenty-three. 
 
The ideal house is a place whose only distinctions between outside and in is the space it 
divides off. It necessarily isolates on a physical level. But there can be no spiritual 
distinction between outside and in. There can be no shelter that isolates spiritually. If 
things are going badly outside it is necessary to take this badness inside. There to deal 
with it the more directly and fully. 
 
A picture of a woman and a sailor (her parents), dated 1945, is pasted to the inside cover 
of one of her journals. 
  
I graduated from college and a few months later I left for Iceland. I took a motorcycle 
and spent six months on crummy roads. I was living in a tent the whole time. It was a 
very frugal period—perpetually uncomfortable, wet, cold, windy and exhausting. 
 
When I am alone everything about me is a mirror. This is new. This reflection, beckoned 
from the wholeness of my solitude. 
 
I thought a great deal about art today and especially the nature of a work which has no 
sensational aspect. No mystery to create magnetism. Just the direct and simple presence 
of a thing which can be seen physically in its entirety in an instant and harbors no 
illusions. 
Her self-imposed isolation is means and destination.  
 
She has an insatiable need for quietude and privacy.  
 
Living with myself is no easy matter: as Valéry said: “One must go into himself armed to 
the teeth…” 
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10 pm I decide to leave directly for Reykjavik. A long, long drive home. But I was really 
up to it—though the frame cracked 40 miles out of Varahlit, I kept going—70 miles out of 
R. the rain came—5:30, into town sopping wet. Standing outside Jenny’s wondering how 
to get in—a brief walk and then a dog barking brings an old woman downstairs—ushers 
me upstairs with warm open gestures—into a beautiful old kitchen out of the 40s with 
b&w checkered tile floor—enamel white fixtures and a high ceiling, painting and glossy 
light blue. It is full of light—and the gesture of the two old women, sisters out of a Fellini 
type sensibility—I keep thinking I must be dreaming—First, I am wrapped in heavy 
blankets and served fruit with the utmost care and attention and then as I sat there, 
wrapped up —like Dad used to tuck me in as a child—eating my red apple—she serves 
me a most delicious egg and tomato sandwich and then another— 
 
I sure do like that motorcycle. How it just keeps going. 
 
Her private records: diaries, intimate letters—received and written, ruminations on 
specific works, letters expressing the philosophy of her art, unpublished writings and 
conversations. She lets me read it all. 
 
Nostalgia longing arises in me at the sight of the early pre-drawn lights in the farmers’ 
houses. 
 
Her itinerancy moved her beyond associative relays between her original landscape and 
formative losses.  
 
When I get back to Reykjavik or my trip to the west fiords I will rewrite this journal using 
only my memory to describe the circumstances—in this way I shall discover the moments 
of deepest intensity I have of experiences here in Island.  
 
Every time you use a memory you change it. 
 
Find a lighthouse to stay at in Iceland. Alone. Utterly. And from each window a vantage 
to see the same view in space, each day . . . but each day feeling its difference . . . the 
difference created through duration. I want to feel that passage. 
 
She realized her authorship early in life. Stillness, reading, remote landscapes, conviction, 
risk taking.  
 
When she finished college she gave a close reading to everything she could put her hands 
on by Heidegger, Nietzsche, and Rilke. Together they formed an important space.  
 
One day this week I will go up to the Museum of Natural History. Really strong urge to 
see the different birds even though all stuffed.  
 
Up to the Museum of Natural History to see the birds. You really have to look hard to see 
them. Looking at the nests, the different collections, arrangements and densities of each. 
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Remarkable constructions. This museum has got to be one of my favorite places in the 
city.  
 
I am seeing so much these days.  
 
Living situation tenuous. No place in Manhattan to move to. Everything exorbitantly 
priced. Not much available. Too much instability for any kind of peace of mind. I wish 
that I could somehow glide above all the mundane change. The plague of urban living 
seems to be that it demands a rate of change which is inhuman and ultimately depressing. 
It seems a deliberate propagation of despair. It takes all my energy just to ignore it. Anne 
and Arthur have a way being encouraging. It’s just their style. 
 
For years she copied lengthy quotations by hand. She keeps these documents in binders. 
Quoted authors include Artaud, Bachelard, Borges, Camus, Capra, Cézanne, Cioran, 
Coomaraswamy, Dante, Dickinson, Dupin, Eliot, Faulkner, Flaubert, Gide, Gourmont, 
Heidegger, Hölderlin, Joyce, Kafka, Kierkegaard, Kubler, Mallarmé, Merton, Ortega Y 
Gasset, Rilke, Rodin, Roethke, Rossellini, Stevens, Siren, Suzuki, Thoreau, Valéry, Weil, 
Williams, Yeats. 
 
Felt so good today, I went out and bought 5 lbs of soap. 
 
I wonder what Faulkner would make of the midnight sun. Composed a little lyric for 
him—“That evening sun—it won’t go down.” 
 
Homesick for Iceland.  
 
Unable to read. Anxious to get forthcoming trip over with. R. Reagan elected president. 
My body responded with nausea, disgust. An aborted day, entirely. Unable to think. 
Wander about too much. 
 
People say they want to get out and “see the world”—as if they weren’t living in the 
world and what they saw daily before them wasn’t a part of it. Getting out to see the 
world is no reason to travel. I’m sitting here wondering why the walnut is so well 
sheltered. So well housed. European Radio talks too much. 
 
In Iceland I was moved from within. I felt first. Beyond the reach of my intellect, beyond 
the application of my words. I felt the presence of my being as real. It is as forceful as the 
sky, the earth and the waters. 
 
I move in tides when I am alone, high and low and constant. 
 
Have been working intermittently throughout day and evening. It seems that I get much to 
close to what I am doing and lose the structure of sight. Reading Thoreau whose attitudes 
and interest in nature is very appealing to me. I like the basis for his writings as well as 
the form. With the exception that his poetry which occurs frequently throughout the text is 
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very poor. I have taken to skipping over it entirely. I greatly admire his lifestyle and the 
sense that his work, writing, and observing the natural world comes from a real center. 
 
In solitude, her subtle mind is in dialogue with a multiplicity of authors.  
 
What do you do when someone moves you? You cultivate that motion. 
 
Snowshoeing in Vermont. That is my next move. 
 
Spectacles bore her. 
 
I remember when I was a child, perhaps 12 years old; my father and I stopped in an 
antique shop. There I found an extraordinary ivory cue ball. I couldn’t take my eyes off it. 
It captured my imagination and inspired an immense desire to hold it. He preferred not to 
give it to me. 
 
Artifacts of faith: she was attracted to things made solely as the result of faith in 
something, which have no other meaning. 
 
A long walk to see the sun rise. A majestic view of the hanghukill glacier and the valley 
north of it. I am truly inspired tonight and the new work is really beginning to come to 
clarity in my mind. I am also so full of Yeats and believe tonight has brought me a more 
full appreciation and understanding of his work.  
 
In me late last night and early this evening, I carried in me the most quiet and true 
happiness. It was indeed a state of inspiration in which I felt at one with myself and the 
nature about me. I felt a communion with Yeats I never before felt except in rare moments 
with Rilke—that I really knew / felt the meaning of their words. Thru the internal state of 
my being. I had lived their meaning and their meaning was part of me. 
 
A mundane ordinary day. But basically relaxing. Yeats is really in me now. And I am 
bigger for it. 
 
On long journeys in Iceland she reads particular authors in depth. She took Thomas 
Bernhard to the Arctic Circle while working on “Pi” and “Arctic Circles.” His energy 
suited the view perfectly—empty, flat—end of the world landscape—Gathering Evidence, 
Woodcutters, The Loser, Concrete, Gargoyles, The Lime Works. It was like the landscape 
catalyzed an understanding and created a kind of stamina in me for reading him.  
 
Emily Dickinson accompanied her when she toured the country’s hot tubs and pools. 
Another time it was Flannery O’Conner’s short stories. She first read O’Conner on the 
recommendation of her high school English teacher.  
 
The weather has got me thinking again: living life as the moment-to-moment result of 
myriad circumstantial exchanges . . . . I’m haunted by the critical questions I have about 
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my work. Trying to keep it at a slight distance—believing I can resolve them in time with 
less direct address— 
 
There exists no outside force that is capable of affirming my being in the manner that I do 
through my work. 
 
Her seclusion is interposed with a heavily populated fantasy life. 
 
One winter in Iceland she read Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks entirely in the dark. It was 
wonderful. When I was a kid “Tonio Kröger” was important to me. I took that story very 
personally. 
 
I grew up with the Arctic Circle on the map and there was no question in my mind that I 
was going to go look at it one day and I did so. Of course it is a dead ringer for any other 
horizon but it is the Arctic Circle. 
 
By the early-eighties her journals principally provide occasions for deep examination of 
her art works. She stops keeping notebooks by 1991. Thereafter she keeps notes on 
disparate sheets of paper, often undated.  
 
A gold field…as it lays on the floor…lays among the dust and accumulating newspapers, 
I wonder and wonder and wonder at it: and so here I have a disembodied substance 
brought back to corporal existence–an epic object–it would make the coldest place burn 
with its fire, is splendor—a brilliance capable of reflecting the purest of natures, the 
purest of solitudes–A presence so palpable—I close my eyes to the object and it 
becomes—and becomes. 
 
Gold is rarely experienced in its pure state. It is rarely used for its intrinsic properties (if 
it were it would not be alloyed so frequently.): it is used most frequently for its image 
quality.  
 
When she first began reading, Edgar Allan Poe was a fixation. She especially liked all the 
stories on premature burial and obsessional behavior. She recollects experiencing a weird 
sexual energy from reading him. 
 
To use color as a material substance: manipulated as much for its phenomenal offering 
as for its less seen but highly present qualities: chemical and physical properties. 
Adhesion, solubility, texture, density. 
 
The first lines of Dickinson’s recorded in her journal are: “To shut our eyes is travel.” 
“We went to sleep as if it were a country.” “I work to drive the awe away yet awe impels 
the work.” 
 
Pair = One thing plus another 
Double: One thing plus itself 
Duplicate: One thing plus itself again exactly 
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Twin: One thing plus one thing that are alike (likenesses) 
 
. . .  in the late eighties I had a kind of epiphany with Dickinson and just dropped 
everything—stayed home and read everything in print in one go. That meant a couple of 
weeks as I recall. Her writings are not exactly light reading and I remember wanting to 
reread many times before moving to the next poem. I then went on to her letters. 
 
Lispector came to me in the late eighties and early nineties. I have a very strong 
connection to her work. 
 
I’ve always thought of my library as the center of the world. 
 
Lyrics of Abba songs and of “Send in the Clowns” sit in a pink plastic folder in her files. 
 
She doesn’t often find herself somewhere she doesn’t intend to be. Place is purpose. A 
Place: condensation of acts. 
 
I think that all the visual work comes through language. I believe I think with words, I 
can’t verify that, but my understanding of how I put ideas together or how I put work 
together, forms together, is definitely involved with language in some way. 
 
She makes lists: 
Recurrence 
Repeat 
Pair 
Double 
Duplicate 
Twin  
Franchise 
Reflection 
 
and 
 
I have been taken as 
My sister’s husband  
My niece’s father 
My girlfriend’s boyfriend 
My best friend’s boyfriend 
My girlfriend’s girlfriend 
 
and 
 
My father was a pawnbroker in Harlem 
My first real girlfriend’s name was Ditto 
My first trip to Iceland was in 1975 
My hair used to be red 
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My hair was so thick I had no peripheral vision 
My cousin Seth put his hand in dogshit on a dare when I was a teenager 
My best friend was Arnold—we used to swim naked in the top of a silo 
My mom bought me a chocolate colored plastic wallet with sky king embossed in blue 
and black on the cover 
I first masturbated over Monica Vitti in L’Avventura—on T.V. 
I used to have a recurring dream—me on a ladder as high as the sky—next to a stack of 
books as high as the sky too. I was reading the top book working my way down to an 
unseen bottom 
I had a pink bathroom when I was young 
I was kicked out of the Brownies when I was a kid. The troop leader didn’t want any 
Jews.  
My father had a cuckoo clock in this pawnshop. I liked to pull the solid metal cones that 
hung from the clock and watch the cuckoo come out. The cuckoo got stuck outside the 
clock and my father smacked me. 
I used to have a pair of mittens made as golf club covers. They had been hocked at the 
pawnshop. They were mink w/ brown velvet lining.  
 
She is self-possessed. She is full of herself. 
 
I have this almost pathological desire for privacy.  
 
Maybe I’m just imitating the sense of memory. 
 
I started thinking how who I’m talking to affects who I am—because who I’m talking to 
affects how I am—and how affects how I’m seen—that is, how you see me. So this circle 
of perception affects the outcome of me at any given moment. And the question then 
became what moment do I take to be me? So then a confusion of selves arose, even 
though over the years I noticed that I do bear a likeness to myself in some ways. But what 
about all the times when I hardly recognize myself? 
 
She habitually listens to Shirley Bassey singing Goldfinger. Sometimes she makes it a 
duet. 
 
I have a sister. And I figure that it’s her presence that allows me so much solitude. 
 
She considered having impersonations of herself made by Tommy Lee Jones, Renée 
Zellweger, and others.  
 
I spent a few nights in a hotel. The halls were lined with glass cases crowded with stuffed 
birds. Near the door to my room a large snowy owl was sitting on a chest. I hustled the 
owl into my room. The owl’s presence was so strong. Even a dead owl…And I couldn’t 
sleep. So late in the night I schlepped it back out to the hall. 
 
She is demoralized by mundanity, the aggressive subjugation of nature worldwide, and 
America’s widespread ignorance of history.  
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I am sitting in a room that is also my home—and it overlooks a not-quite-setting-sun, 
across the ocean horizon, in what has become a kind of recurring criminal act—
absorbing all of my attention for hours at a time. Also in the view out there is the 
entrance to the center of the earth—Snaefellsjökull. In the foreground of the view are a 
traffic rotary and recycling center and a sewage treatment plant too. Together they do an 
ok job of countering the sublime. 
 
Her library contains many books by Theodor S. Geisel, aka Dr. Seuss. 
 
. . . Jerry, Margret, Ditto, Lin, Matthew, Douglas, Sandy, Dale, Eliza, Jeanny, Jeff, 
Rachel, James, Quentin, Ona, Robert, Don, Felix, Tala, Melissa, Vicente, Arnold, Frida, 
Ulfur, Matt, Georgia . . .  
 
It is necessary for me to be received by those who move me. In this reception resides my 
home. 
  
A quintessential lifelong New Yorker. She oscillates between chumminess and 
detachment, bombast and sensitivity, directness and evasion. Sometimes she calls people 
‘babe’ or ‘honey bunch.’ When she’s fired up she swears like a sailor. 
 
 Iceland’s landscape is being nibbled from every direction: a dam here, a road there, 
patches of gridded forest here. With each of these new alterations, Iceland moves one 
step further –away from its unique self. Seeing all of this combat with beauty, I begin to 
understand that Iceland’s infamous bad weather was in fact a blessing in disguise–
protecting Iceland all these years from the Icelanders. 
 
The bad news of the world is always in her. Reading the news really winds her up. 
Invectives abound.  
 
I feel so alienated because I can’t hold the world together in a way that makes sense to 
me—in terms of all this horrific shit going on.  
 
My mother died yesterday. That’s how I found myself at the Museum of Natural History. 
The Hall of African Mammals was just as it was when my mother first brought me here. I 
remember the things I remembered then. The dioramas hold time and memory constant.  
 When I was a child I came into this room, fresh from a bright blue sky that 
lingered in my vision. I took that blue and the color of the sun right into the darkness with 
me. The memory of them illuminated and scaled the vast darkness. I held my mother’s 
hand as I stood in front of these other places, stringing the views, one after another — 
places like pearls, together.  
 In the Hall of African Mammals that day my mother wore a kerchief pulled tightly 
over her hair and knotted behind her neck. When I looked at her, I saw a muted light 
reflecting off her forehead, accentuating the line of the kerchief and the shape of her 
head. She wore a powder blue sweater trimmed in brown scallops around the neck and 
sleeves. The powder blue fuzz caught the light and made the sweater glow in the 
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darkness. The fuzzy aura of kinked wool teased me as I looked up at her. And around her 
neck she wore a strand of grooved gold balls.  
 Many things encircle her, radiating out from her—gold balls, links of illuminated 
windows, sequences of inhabited reflections, a necklace of faraway places—and the 
memories borne in me. I encompass myself with them—a spiral opening out, expanding: 
always in the present tense. 
 
She laments the transformation of her original landscape from farming community to 
suburban expansion. 
 
Memory is a pairing of you. 
 
My brother and I would play outside together. He let me wipe my nose on his shirt so I 
didn’t have to go home. 
 
BEING FULL OF RELATION 
 
My weather began back in grade school. In class the teacher announced a hurricane was 
on its way. With that she dismissed us and emphatically instructed: “Run home!” I guess 
it gave me such a thrill I’ve been running to Iceland ever since.  
 
You know the room in a lighthouse that revolves? When you stand in that room you feel 
like the light.  
 
Weather is the one thing she holds in common with every person. 
 
While working on Library of Water she read Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian, The 
Road, and No Country for Old Men. The former contained episodes of violence that were 
more powerful than I have seen in any film—i.e. Peckinpah, Tarantino, etc.  
 
“We’ll be up shit’s creek” as my mother used to say.  
 
In a letter to Dr. Ruediger Hentschel at Schott Galswerke she wrote: I want to produce a 
work of optically clear, utterly transparent glass. This would be an object which from 
afar would have a container-like aspect that the frosted sides would present, but when the 
viewer approaches the object and looks into it from the top—will have the experience of 
seeing into the interior of a solid form. Basically an object which is a window into itself. 
The object is in another sense, the experience of transparence itself. Transparence in the 
paradoxical form of a solid mass. Something not looked through, but into. I thought that 
a body of still and clear water would be an analogy for the work, but water is almost 
always contained by something not water. Here would be an object that distinguishes 
itself in its extreme state of clarity. 
 
. . . I have come to Iceland dozens of times since . . . almost every year sometimes twice a 
year . . . it has a migratory frequency and sense of necessity . . . I’ve tried to imagine not 
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going to Iceland . . . it’s not an option . . . I go because I have to . . . the way geese 
migrate . . . a chemical necessity . . . 
 
Her aim is to make objects that are clear about themselves. 
 
. . . I want to talk about this experience I had ‘x’ time ago and I have to wonder why I’ve 
picked just that one—or even why I remember that one thing. And so I’m thinking about 
all the missed memories that are me too but totally forgotten. And now I’m thinking why 
can’t I remember the things I’ve forgotten and isn’t the missing me, me too?  
 
 
 
 
Reading Roni Horn 
 
 
I am sitting in her studio reading her journals and private papers from the past thirty 
years. She works nearby customizing letterforms for a vocabulary of weather. They look 
liquid and whimsical and remind me of Dr. Seuss.  
 
Usually she works in this room alone. For the time being, I am in her daily milieu reading 
and absorbing. The open-plan arrangement along with the newness of our proximity 
encourages access: out-of-the-blue we ask each other questions and offer spontaneous 
commentary. After a couple days of this, she starts playing loud music, most frequently a 
playlist that includes Knocking on Heaven’s Door, Sympathy for the Devil, Goldfinger, 
Play With Fire, Desperado, and Sinnerman. It depletes my reading concentration, but I’m 
getting the full-on Roni-in-her-studio experience, so I don’t protest. 
 
I presume the notebooks provide direct admittance to her former present tense—taking 
me where I get to know Roni long before I knew her.  
 
Every once in a while I look up and exclaim, “this is so juicy,” to which she smiles, looks 
intrigued, and immediately returns to what she was doing. I feel like a snoop despite 
permission. She has not read her early journals in decades and might well be stunned by 
the intimate yearnings formerly lodged in her mind that found voice in diaristic privacy. 
Situations, sensations, and emotions are rendered with raw sensitivity: hard evidence of 
feelings written in their time. I am flushed from what she felt, and have difficulty 
reconciling with Roni who sits in front of me. In and out of time.  
 
She springs from one room to the other and from one work station to another—reviewing 
images, talking to Suzanne and Ann in the office, making calls, editing texts, checking 
email. Sometimes I’m jolted by her physical presence as she rushes to the printer or 
suddenly belts out “ . . . the man with the Midas touch . . . ” 
 
My abrupt questions must seem bizarre: ‘who was David? What happened between you?’ 
She looks blank at first—unaware of what I’m talking about—yet she devoted pages and 
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pages to him thirty years ago as she savored their deepening friendship and subsequently 
anguished over the unexplained rupture that occurred. She was tremendously 
disappointed to learn that their bond was neither definite nor mutually precious. He 
disappeared from her journal.  
 
Every afternoon, around three o’clock, one of us goes out to get us each a pack of 
Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups. 
 
I wonder if I am the only person who has read these, or if a former intimate ever intruded, 
perhaps under duress— distressed by the sense of fading connection—seeking 
verification of their unarticulated ending on the horizon.  
 
Every once in a while she says, I can’t believe I’m letting you read all that. Frankly, I 
can’t either. 
  
Her accounts of solitary travel speak of the paradox of isolation. Her longing for social 
communion is so insistent and intense that I mirror it. When I come to descriptions of 
meetings that evolved into the warm exchange of contact I feel as reassured and renewed 
as if they were my own experiences. 
 
The diary-writing protagonist of Sartre’s Nausea reasoned: “I think that is the big danger 
in keeping a diary: you exaggerate everything. You continually force the truth because 
you’re always looking for something.” 
 
I’ve never maintained a journal for long, but when I was around five years old, did so for 
a few weeks. Apparently my days were simple: it was exclusively composed of entries 
that read “macaroni and cheese today” and “no macaroni and cheese today.” 
 
She may not realize that some love letters are tucked into notebooks, but I can’t bring 
myself to tell her. 
 
I’ve only been reading a few days but I conclude, perhaps erroneously, that she has 
always made good choices for herself.  
 
I marvel over the deep thinking and fine writing she demonstrated at only twenty years 
old. Shit, this chick has always been self-conscious, articulate, and sharp as a tack. 
Recollections of myself at that age are disturbing. I wonder what would explain the gulf. 
 
She has long centered her life on freedom and responsibility. Youthful contact with 
Sartre’s philosophy of existentialism cannot account for this (“ . . . man being condemned 
to be free carries the weight of the whole world on his shoulders; he is responsible for the 
world and for himself as a way of being . . . ”); such tenets must be in her core.  
 
My appetite for biography is driven by an unappeasable desire for self-understanding—
which I suspect is a somewhat unhealthy cultural symptom—and by the wish to cultivate 
possibilities for my future through the lens of another. 
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Evenings, I read some of the books by Genet, Sartre, Camus, and Poe that impressed her 
when she was coming of age. 
 
When asked in 1993 to provide a curriculum vitae for the first monograph on his work, 
Felix Gonzalez-Torres composed a chronology of his life that intertwined private and 
public events, which he related informally (1964 Dad bought me a set of watercolors and 
gave me my first cat . . . 1993 Sam Nunn is such a sissy, peace might be possible in the 
Middle East). Twelve years later I made a duet with his timeline: further inscribing 
personal milestones and social memories and histories, including some that occurred 
before his birth as well as after his death (1945 First atomic bomb, named “Little Boy,” is 
dropped on Hiroshima by the United States . . . 1994 “Untitled” (America) is the last of 
twenty-four light string pieces made over two years, which Gonzalez-Torres calls “my 
own history of light.”). That piece inspired Roni’s invitation for me to consider her 
personal history. I regard this as an undertaking of friendship, but not only. Investigating 
relationships between clock time, history, lived experience, narrative, and memory has 
occupied me since Felix died, although I hope it won’t always. 
 
I felt on firmer ground with the Felix chronology, with his biographic armature to derive 
from, and because he could not take issue with my choices.  
 
Every artist colludes in the shaping of his or her public persona. If I push this piece 
freely, I may activate her boundaries and learn the extent of her inclination to control 
portrayals of herself. Mirroring is intrusive business, even when invited.  
 
She seems like a minefield. She is sensitive, and I recognize the double-edged nature of 
sensitivity with regard to my own psyche. I doubt she has thought much about the 
potential consequences of this collaboration—how it could affect our friendship, our 
connection. I might write something that offends or disappoints her. My idea of accurate 
information may not flush with her self-perception. I may not know her as well as I 
believe I do, which would be unsettling. How best to balance privacy with exposure? 
What will be exposed? The enterprise feels treacherous. Still, I like the idea of testing our 
limits. Projecting discord, I remind myself (and mentally remind her) to lighten up.  
 
Last night, I reread an email I received from Jim Benning a few years ago: “Life is finite 
with a beginning and end. It can be traced along a line. Someone thirty-five has a line this 
long. Someone eighty-two twice that plus some. However, the number of points in each 
line is exactly the same. Proof: Form an angle with any two lines of finite length. Draw a 
line through the end points of each line and then a set of lines parallel to that line. The 
points of the two lines are shown to obey a one-to-one correspondence. Perhaps an 
ordering of the points is more important than length . . . . But time is infinite with no 
beginning and no end. It can be represented on a line that is infinitely long in both 
directions. Life placed on this line exists as a point somewhere in the middle. Tomorrow 
is just as far away from no beginning (negative infinity) and no end (positive infinity) as 
are today and yesterday. Therefore all of life exists at the same point in time.” 
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Where to begin? I’ve heard that people in therapy either recount and reexperience the 
past, or focus on current circumstances and relationships. I talked exclusively about the 
present. But as Roy Schafer has observed, “Once the analysis is under way, the 
autobiographical present is found to be no clear point in time at all.” 
 
Language is blunt. We could use a new tense that refers to past, present, and future as 
synchronous.  
 
In 1991, Felix asked me for a list of formative dates and events which a word, name, 
place, or phrase would denote, from which he would make my portrait. I enthusiastically 
called on memory, letting people, places, and events surface. I obsessed over the 
responsibility of memorializing key relationships and myself. I thought about what 
formed me and about what I would want to be reminded of on a daily basis since the 
piece would be installed in my bedroom. Finally, Felix selected from my pool and 
sequenced the entries non-chronologically. 
 
“In the theatre of the past that is constituted by memory . . . we think we know ourselves 
in time, when all we know is a sequence of fixations in the spaces of the being’s 
stability—a being who does not want to melt away, and who, even in the past, wants time 
to ‘suspend’ its flight.” (Bachelard) 
 
Felix’s portraits are not static; they can be modified by whoever owns them. (The owner 
may or may not be the subject of the portrait.) Typically the owner preserves the artist’s 
original selection, and some expand on it. My portrait has had two subsequent 
permutations: one time I self-consciously modified it for a public exhibition. And for 
another exhibition I restructured it with all new entries except for one. Collectively the 
three versions diagram the absolute mutability of self and life as flux.  
 
Subject and object: alternating between authoring, witnessing, and narrating our selves. 
 
A few years ago I painted over the original portrait and have no plans to recreate it. I 
don’t really want to live with it now, although I’ve contemplated making the fourth 
version a random group of memories,  an impersonal accounting of public events, a 
collection of lies, or a set of predictions.  
 
Sometimes when I hear myself proliferating my personal facts and fictions I wish I could 
just stop talking. Stories repeated and repeated in order to sustain some semblance of 
consistency about who I think I am. Mythologizing is tedious. Of course demythologizing 
gets tiresome too.  
 
Self-representation always involves the dilemma of “the secrets kept from oneself and 
from others.” (Bersani and Phillips) The impact of a secret cannot be fathomed until it is 
exposed.  
 
Recently, after swearing to tell the truth, I was interviewed by a judge for jury duty, and 
responded to his questions automatically. Upon leaving the courtroom I was stunned to 

301



realize how much misinformation I had unintentionally served up in a five-minute 
exchange, beginning with my birthplace. (I instinctively say I’m from Maine but actually 
I was born in Boston.)  
 
Every so often when she tells me something about her past, I suspect she’s told it 
countless times and I feel a bit uncomfortable. 
 
My attraction to her diaries is that they are from her past, not about it, and are perhaps 
more reliable than history filtered through memory and myth.  
  
Carolyn Steedman has written, “And here is a problem: history and biography came into 
being together, make constant reference to each other, make us see the one in the other, 
make us think in the same way; but one is about the end, and the other can only ever be 
about endings.” 
 
Occupied by concepts of biography, I wonder what the alternatives are.  
 
The desire for new means of constructing experience is active. It is the unforeseeable that 
I am most interested in. 
 
We seem to spend decades apprehending our life stories, and then begins the incessant 
process of loosening their grip on us, detaching from our case histories.   
 
There is a danger that Roni Horn, a compilation may be misinterpreted to suggest that 
personal history is retrievable and archivable. 
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LOAN AGREEMENT 
 

 
LOANED BY:    Julie Ault 
     88 Bleecker Street #4G 
     New York, NY  10012 
 
 
LOANED TO: Malmö Art Academy  

Box 17083  
200 10 Malmö SWEDEN  
(hereinafter, the “Borrower”) 

 
LOANED FOR:     “Ever Ephemeral” September 30, 2011 - October 30, 2011  
 
LENGTH OF LOAN: September 1 – November 30, 2010 
 
WORK: FELIX GONZALEZ-TORRES 
 “Untitled” (Portrait of Julie Ault), 1991 
 Paint on wall 
 Dimensions vary with installation 
 ARG# GF1991-033 
  
 
INSURANCE VALUE     
FOR THE BORROWER:   Cost of installation of the work  
     

 
The loan must be credited in the exhibition as follows:   
 
Collection of Julie Ault, New York 
 
Julie Ault (hereinafter “the Owner”) is assigning their rights and responsibilities to create a 
manifestation of the work in accordance with the open-ended yet specific parameters of the work.  
 
The borrower accepts the Owner’s rights and responsibilities with respect to the work within the 
parameters. The loan of the Owner’s rights and responsibilities as granted to the borrower is 
enduring only for the specified length and specific purposes of the loan. Each manifestation of the 
work is the work and should be referred to only as the work. 
 
There are many steps necessary for the borrower to fully take on the responsibility of 
manifesting this work and this loan is made only if all of these steps are taken on fully. The 
borrower must read this entire document and fulfill all requirements within it. This loan is 
contingent on the fulfillment of these requirements. If these requirements are not fulfilled, 
this loan document is null and void.  
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SPECIFICS OF THE WORK 
 

It was the intention of Felix Gonzalez-Torres that the work be able to be manifested and may 
physically differ according to the location and interpretation of flexible parameters. 
 
Description  
One artwork consisting of text comprised of events and their corresponding dates. The font of the 
text is Trump Medieval Bold italicized. The color for the text is dark grey. 
 
Regarding the Text of the Portrait  
The Owner has the right and responsibility to add and/or subtract events and their corresponding 
dates to/from the work at any time. The Owner has the ability to decide on a case-by-case basis, 
whether to assign this right (or any part thereof) to add/or subtract events and their corresponding 
dates, to an authorized borrower.  In this case, as curator of the exhibition, The Owner has 
decided it is not necessary to extend these rights. 
 
Text of the Portrait 
The borrower should manifest the following version of the portrait.  

The Cold Room 1962  Beckett 1964  Aunt Jo’s Kitchen 1961  Justine and Juliette 1990 
 Maine Mall 1971  Pontiac 1973  Tootsie Pop 1973  Felix 1987  Group Material 1979 
 Alexis de Tocqueville 1992  National Endowment for the Arts 1989  Roni 1990  Moon 
over Miami 1991-95  Dr. Irene 1991  Bill and Hillary 1992  Cab Ride 1995  Dead 1996  
Come Alive 1996  Mickey and Minnie 1997  Joshua Tree 2000  Deepening 2010  Cabins 
2007  

 
Installation  
In the ideal manifestation of the work the text is hand-painted by a professional sign painter in a 
horizontal line or lines directly on the wall or walls just below where the wall meets the ceiling, 
creating a continuous unbroken frieze, formatted according to the space and length of text in a 
modest but readable scale. Because the work can expand or contract in length due to the potential 
to add and/or subtract events and their corresponding dates and in consideration of the flexible 
parameters of the work and the varying conditions of each chosen site for installation, each 
manifestation can physically differ. While the work may encircle the site in more than one 
horizontal line if there is enough text to warrant it, it is not intended to appear in paragraph 
format. It may be broken by the architectural details of a space.  
 
Please note: while the medium is paint on wall, within the artist’s lifetime in situations where this 
was not possible, he did allow portrait works to be applied to the wall in alternate mediums.  If 
such a situation arises, where a sign painter is not possible, the borrower may approach the Owner 
to determine the appropriateness of an alternative medium. The Foundation welcomes the 
opportunity to provide advice in such situations or the Foundation may act on behalf of the 
Owner. 
 
It is important that the borrower understand the breadth of their decision making responsibilities 
in regard to the installation of the work so that they are prepared to predetermine and make as 
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many decisions ahead of time as possible, while leaving room for the understanding that some of 
the decisions may unfold during the process of physically installing the work. Once the text has 
been chosen, the borrower must determine the site for installation, taking into consideration if the 
site is appropriate in relation to the parameters set out (as described above) and, if so, the 
borrower must consider how the features or conditions of the site might alter or influence the 
installation. The borrower must also understand their responsibility for formatting the text within 
the open-ended yet specific parameters of the work (as described above).  
 
Whenever consistent with its charitable and educational mission, The Felix Gonzalez-Torres 
Foundation is available without charge to provide information on previous installations, and the 
borrower is encouraged to contact The Felix Gonzalez-Torres Foundation with any specific 
questions about the work. 
 

ADDITIONAL TERMS OF LOAN 
 

Costs 
The Borrower is responsible for all costs associated with installing and maintaining the work 
while it is on loan. 
 
Deinstallation 
Upon completion of the exhibition, all materials out of which the work was manifested must be 
destroyed or obliterated.  

 
Copyright, Rights and Reproductions 
All copyright in and to images of Felix Gonzalez-Torres works is reserved. Loan of this work 
confers no right to make images or authorize third parties to use images of it. The Foundation 
must be contacted to obtain image usage rights.  It is the responsibility of the borrower to refer 
anyone seeking the right of reproduction to the Foundation.  
 
Regarding Portrait Works: Maintaining an Unbroken History  
As stated in the Certificate of Authenticity and Ownership, Felix Gonzalez-Torres considered a 
recording of the variations from manifestation to manifestation of each installation of the work to 
be conceptually important. Therefore, each time the work is installed (by the Owner or by an 
authorized borrower) the installation should be recorded both through written documentation of 
the events and their corresponding dates included and the specific order in which they appear as 
well as installation photographs of each manifestation. 
 
Archival Responsibilities 
An inherent part of the work of Felix Gonzalez-Torres is that it may physically differ according to 
location and the configuration of the work. To this end, the Foundation works to obtain and retain 
a complete history of all exhibition information, installation details, production material, as well 
as all exhibition catalogs and information about each installation of the work. Therefore, the 
Foundation requests that borrowers work with the Foundation to maintain accurate and complete 
archives of the work by sharing the following archival information and material with the Owner 
and the Foundation. The following information and materials should be provided by the Borrower 
and sent to The Felix Gonzalez-Torres Foundation and the Owner free of charge. Please note: as 
specific technologies change or become obsolete, images of the work should be provided to the 
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Foundation in a format of comparable quality to what is described below. Up-to-date preferred 
specifications may be obtained from the Foundation.   
 
 Details regarding each specific installation: 

- The events and their corresponding dates used and the specific order in which they 
appear. This should be recorded through both installation photographs and written 
documentation. 

- Type of installation method used and contact information for the individual or company 
executing the installation. 

- Floor plan indicating the location of the work in the space.  
- An elevation view of the space (which includes measurements of the work and the wall(s) 

on which it is installed). 
 
 Details regarding each exhibition in which the work was included: 

- Information about the exhibition, including title, curator, and exhibition dates 
- Two copies of the exhibition catalogue 
- One copy of all exhibition materials, including a press release and checklist 
- Five copies of the invitation or announcement card 

 
Details regarding documentation of the work: 

- High-quality photocopies or digital scans of all reviews of exhibitions in which the work 
is included, including title of article, author, title and date of publication and page number 

- High-quality photo documentation of each manifestation of the work installed in context, 
including name and credit line of the photographer. All copyright in and to images of 
Felix Gonzalez-Torres works is reserved and this should be indicated to the photographer 
of the work. Images must be provided as high resolution digital images, which must 
fulfill the following conditions: 
- Each image must be in TIFF format 
- Each image must be a minimum of 60 MB at 8 Bit (ideally 80 MB or larger) in RGB 

format, when opened. Please note this must be the original out-of-camera file size. 
Resolution must not be interpolated or manipulated in any way. At a resolution of 
300 dpi, the largest dimension should be approximately 20 inches or more. Please 
also provide RAW and 16 Bit files, if they are available.   

- Images may not be compressed, or a lossless compression should be used, such as 
LZW.  

- All images must be provided on a CD/DVD labeled with exhibition title, dates, 
institution, photographers’ name and any courtesy information; alternately, the 
images may be sent via a file sharing application like YouSendIt. Images sent this 
way should be accompanied by a PDF or DOC listing the same information. 

 
Regarding Titles and Media 
Felix Gonzalez-Torres intended that the wording, punctuation, placement of punctuation and 
parentheses, and formatting of titles and media were specific and had conceptual meaning.  It is 
requested that the work be listed as follows in catalogues, wall labels and other texts: “Untitled” 
(Portrait of Julie Ault).   If it is the protocol of the borrower to italicize or underline titles, it is 
requested that the quotation marks and parentheses remain in place. If it is standard practice to 
include medium and dimensions in catalogues, on wall labels or other texts, it is requested that 
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the following text be used: Paint on wall; Dimensions vary with installation. It is not appropriate 
to indicate any additional details specific to a particular installation of the work.  
   
This loan document is executed by the Borrower and the Owner, who has full legal title to the 
work. The Borrower agrees and acknowledges that the terms set forth in this loan document are 
binding upon the Borrower as a condition of the Borrower’s loan of the work, and each individual 
executing this loan document, whether on behalf of the Owner or the Borrower, represents and 
warrants that he or she, as the case may be, has the legal authority to cause the Owner or the 
Borrower, as the case may be, to enter into it. 
 
 
 
 
By:______________________________ Date: ____________ 
 
Julie Ault  
 
 
    
 
By:______________________________ Date:_____________  
Silvana Hed, Malmö Art Academy 
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Show and Tell: A Chronicle of Group Material (London: Four Corners, 2010 ISBN: 978-
0956192813). Show and Tell is data and evidence of a major test site for the problematics 
of my research.  
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Chronicle:
1979–1996

Septem
ber 1979, N

ew
 York. Tim

 Rollins, 
M

arybeth N
elson, H

annah Alderfer, Beth 
Jaker, and Peter Szypula have all finished 
their undergraduate degrees at the School 
of Visual Arts (SVA), w

here they studied w
ith 

conceptual artist Joseph Kosuth, w
hose art, 

philosophy, and em
phasis on collaboration w

ere 
pivotal for them

. They are eager to extend the 
cam

araderie, com
m

unity, and critical dialogues 
they created in school. Tim

 is currently m
aking 

politically engaged investigative installations, 
w

hich often include popular m
usic and text, 

and is at w
ork on a M

aster of Education degree 
at N

ew
 York U

niversity (N
YU

). M
arybeth, 

H
annah, Beth, and Peter are prim

arily attracted 
to collective production and are engaged 
w

ith gender and sexual politics theory. They 
are not m

aking art individually. At N
YU

, Tim
 

befriends Patrick Brennan, a painter w
ho 

has recently transferred to the art education 
departm

ent there. Julie Ault, Yolanda H
aw

kins, 
and Tim

 share an apartm
ent; they all m

et in art 
classes at the U

niversity of M
aine at Augusta 

in 1973. Julie occasionally m
akes collages 

using im
ages draw

n from
 popular m

agazines, 
and is interested in collaboration. Yolanda is 
principally an actress pursuing theater w

ork. 
Instigated by Tim

 and Patrick, these friends and 
friends of friends form

 a group to discuss and 
present socially engaged art, other people’s as 
w

ell as their ow
n, and to bring together their 

aesthetic and sociopolitical aim
s. D

IY culture, 
fem

inist discourse, the civil rights m
ovem

ent, 
M

arxist theory, as w
ell as the loose netw

ork of 
collectives, alternative spaces, journals, and 
adhoc activities in N

ew
 York C

ity’s nonprofit art 
sector are all form

ative contexts for the group.
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O
ctober 1979. M

arek Pakulski—
Julie’s cousin, 

w
ho is also a friend of Tim

’s—
soon joins. 

M
arek, a m

usician, is the bass player for the 
Fleshtones. Patrick’s friend M

ichael U
dvardy, 

w
ho he m

et studying art at M
iam

i D
ade C

ollege, 
is also invited to join. M

ichael is currently 
m

aking artw
orks that diagram

 social relations 
w

hile continuing his education at C
olum

bia 
U

niversity. The group begins m
eeting in their 

various apartm
ents to discuss ideas and plan 

activities. Each m
em

ber pays m
onthly dues of 

$30. The nam
e G

roup M
aterial is agreed on, to 

invoke collective production and to highlight 
shared interests in investigating m

aterial culture 
and effecting m

aterial change. British artist 
C

onrad Atkinson’s current exhibition M
aterial–

Six W
orks, w

hich is concerned in part w
ith the 

politics of labor and unions in Britain, is another 
reference point for nam

ing the group. Atkinson’s 
w

ork is particularly influential for Tim
.

N
ovem

ber 1979. G
roup M

aterial discusses 
acquiring not-for-profit incorporation status 
in order to be eligible for governm

ent funding, 
and the possibility of getting a storefront 
headquarters and exhibition / w

ork space.
The group designs a logo, plans a m

anifesto 

and sets up a telephone answ
ering service. The 

m
em

bers also present their current individual 
w

ork at m
eetings. O

n one such occasion Patrick 
Brennan projects a slide of a large painting he 
m

ade of a N
ew

 Jersey industrial landscape, and 
stands back to the group facing the projection 
w

earing a leather bom
ber jacket w

hile C
andi 

Staton’s disco hit “Victim
” plays on the stereo. 

M
arch 1980. In addition to theoretical and 

practical discussions, the group attends panels 
and starts planning their first show

s, to take 
place once a space is found. 

9
 G

M
 m

em
bers, 1980

, 
clockw

ise from
 top left: 

S
zypula, Brennan, 

Rollins, A
ult, Lebron, 

N
elson, Jaker, D

ones, 
A

lderfer, Pakulski

M
EM

BER
S

:
H

annah Alderfer, Julie 
Ault, Patrick Brennan, 
Yolanda H

aw
kins, Beth 

Jaker, M
arybeth N

elson, 
M

arek Pakulski, Tim
 

Rollins, Peter Szypula, 
M

ichael U
dvardy
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11 
C

H
RO

N
IC

LE

June 1980. Tim
 consults Volunteer Law

yers 
for the Arts (VLA) about N

ew
 York State 

incorporation procedures and learns that 
instituting term

s for decision-m
aking and 

responsibility allocation in the group, and 
producing and preserving a paper trail are 
prerequisites. M

eeting m
inutes and internal 

business including proposals, rebuttals and 
questions should be registered in w

riting and 
kept on file. A statem

ent of purpose as w
ell as 

operational policies and a three-year projected 
budget need drafting. The group is required 
to establish com

m
ittees, select officers and 

assign duties to each m
em

ber. D
espite not 

w
anting such a form

al structure, the group 
adheres to these procedures on paper in order 
to get incorporated. In principle the group is 
com

m
itted to a non-hierarchical structure and 

decisions are m
ade according to collective 

agreem
ent, often achieved after plenty of 

anim
ated and fiery debate. VLA law

yer D
avid 

G
laser agrees to handle G

roup M
aterial’s 

incorporation process pro bono. Patrick and 
M

ichael’s friend Liliana D
ones (Lili), form

erly a 
fellow

 painting student at M
iam

i D
ade C

ollege, 
is accepted as a new

 m
em

ber. Lili is studying 
in N

YU
’s art departm

ent. H
er w

ork involves 

gathering inform
ation about people’s econom

ic 
and social conditions through questionnaires.

July 1980. The group finds and rents an 
affordable storefront at 244 East 13th Street, 
on a low

-incom
e largely Spanish-speaking block 

on the Low
er East Side. The im

m
ediate focus is 

on the first show
 and the initial program

, fixing 
up the space, and producing a statem

ent of 
purpose, announcem

ents and press releases for 
public distribution. The space needs renovation 
including a sink, a paint job, electrical w

ork and 
lighting, false w

alls for the back, as w
ell as a 

general clean up of the interior and exterior. 
Yolanda H

aw
kins is m

ade forew
om

an and a 
renovation schedule is established. M

onthly 
dues are raised to $45 to m

eet the responsibility 
of the storefront’s operating costs; any excess 
funds are to be put into program

s and activities. 
W

ith the prospect of going public getting closer, 
interpersonal tensions and ideological conflicts 
escalate. The agenda for the July 22 m

eeting 
includes: “open, general discussion of G

roup 
M

aterial’s purpose w
ith a consideration for 

current personal and practical tensions operant 
in the group.”

9
 G

M
 storefront at 244 

East 13th Street, 1980
-

 Follow
ing spreads: 

Fiery com
m

uniqué to 
G

M
 from

 Tim
 Rollins

M
EM

BER
S

:
H

annah Alderfer, Julie 
Ault, Patrick Brennan, 
Liliana D

ones, Yolanda 
H

aw
kins, Beth Jaker, 

M
arybeth N

elson, M
arek 

Pakulski, Tim
 Rollins, Peter 

Szypula, M
ichael U

dvardy
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A
ugust 1980. Ideas for show

s are debated and 
the exhibitions calendar is planned. There is a 
lot of discussion about the press kit proposed 
by H

annah, and over how
 to represent G

roup 
M

aterial and its specific exhibitions. M
oney 

is tight. The press kit and inaugural m
aterials 

are scaled dow
n. O

ut of financial necessity the 
group decides new

 m
em

bers w
ill be charged a 

$500 m
em

bership fee for a full vote in G
roup 

M
aterial, or $250 for half a vote.

Septem
ber 1980. M

undy M
cLaughlin, another 

form
er School of Visual Arts student, is 

accepted as a new
 m

em
ber. M

undy’s m
ontages 

com
bining found im

ages and m
aps illustrate 

collectively held assum
ptions about U

.S. politics 
and consum

ption. Severe financial problem
s 

result in Julie and Patrick scolding m
em

bers 
w

ho are not paying up. M
ichael Lebron, a 

C
ooper U

nion graduate w
orking w

ith advertising 

strategies and public address, attends tw
o 

m
eetings and the Septem

ber 6 photo session of 
the group but does not becom

e a m
em

ber of the 
group. Form

er SVA student Anne D
rillick as w

ell 
as G

eorge Ault (Julie’s cousin and a friend of Tim
 

and Yolanda’s), currently a com
puter science 

graduate student at N
YU

, join G
roup M

aterial. 
Both are attracted to group process rather than 
object m

aking.

M
EM

BER
S

:
H

annah Alderfer, G
eorge 

Ault, Julie Ault, Patrick 
Brennan, Liliana D

ones, 
Anne D

rillick, Yolanda 
H

aw
kins, Beth Jaker, 

M
undy M

cLaughlin, 
M

arybeth N
elson, M

arek 
Pakulski, Tim

 Rollins, Peter 
Szypula, M

ichael U
dvardy
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M
eeting M

inutes (excerpt), 
Tim

 Rollins, July 29, 1980

G
roup debates the colors of the w

all. Julie 
proposes one w

all red, the other gray. Pat 
expresses fear of looking like a “regular” 
art gallery—

he is for painting the entire 
space red or Julie’s “com

bination proposal.” 
Yolanda is against a “neutral” gray—

is for all 
red, the com

bination, or a darker charcoal 
gray. Lili is for the com

bination proposal w
ith 

an em
phasis on the red w

all and office. Peter 
w

ants the entire space gray w
ith the 

exception of the office space w
alls w

hich w
ill 

be red. M
arybeth suggests that the context 

of the exhibition space shouldn’t be over-
em

phasized and that the color should be 
com

fortable. S
he w

ants gray w
alls w

ith the 
office red. H

annah agrees w
ith M

arybeth, 
believing that all red w

ould draw
 out the w

alls 
im

perfections and w
ould m

ake the space 
intense and sm

all looking. Beth also w
ants a 

gray space w
ith a red office and a red toilet 

room
. Beth suggests that w

hat goes on in the 
space w

ill contextualize the space and that 
w

all colors are som
ew

hat irrelevant. Tim
 

passes out statem
ent concerning the 

reasons for painting the gallery red. The 
group votes on three options: 1. C

om
bo 

proposal of gray w
alls, red office. 2. A

ll red. 3. 
A

ll gray. O
ption one passes unanim

ously. 
C

olor chips that Tim
 researched are chosen. 

Tim
 is responsible for getting the paint. . . .

G
roup m

akes questions for each of us to 
answ

er for next m
eeting about first show

:

H
ow

 do you w
ant G

M
 to be represented in the 

first show
?

D
o you w

ant G
M

 to be represented as a 
collection of individuals?
D

o you w
ant G

M
 to be represented as a group 

or collective?
H

ow
 do w

e w
ant to be represented in relation 

to the com
m

unity w
here w

e are located?
H

ow
 do w

e w
ant to reach a broader audience?

W
hat to you w

ant to do for the show
?

H
ow

 do w
e w

ant G
M

 to relate, include other 
artists? W

hy include other artists?
W

hat do w
e w

ant our relationship to the art 
w

orld to be?

Proposal for the Proposal of Exhibitions, 
Tim

 Rollins, July 29, 1980

Proposals for exhibition “form
s and contents” 

should be presented to G
roup M

aterial in 
this order:

 
1. Ideas for show

s tend to com
e from

 the 
strangest places: in the m

idst of lunch, tw
o 

seconds before you are ready to fall asleep 
on a Thursday night, during a drunken 
conversation, and so on. Rarely are ideas 
generated in one individual’s head: the 
individual’s idea is actually a synthesis of 
som

ething seen or heard or investigated or 
thought of socially. But nevertheless an 
individual is inevitably responsible for giving 
an idea its voice. Ideas for show

s should be 
w

ell thought (as to appropriateness, 
feasibility, advantages and potential 
problem

s, history of the idea, etc., ideas as 
to concrete execution) by an individual or 
group and D

RA
FTED

 in the form
 of a loose 

proposal to be subm
itted to G

roup M
aterial.

 
2. D

iscussion for show
 proposals should 

N
EV

ER
 be discussed on the sam

e day or 
m

eeting that they are delivered. Each 
m

em
ber of G

M
 should have a copy of the 

proposal outline to take hom
e and TO

 TH
IN

K
 

A
BO

U
T, adding suggestions directly to the 

subm
itted proposal sheet.

 
3. A

t the next m
eeting, people com

e back 
w

ith their com
plaints, their enthusiasm

s, 
their criticism

s. G
roup votes w

hether to 
develop or return the proposal to the 
individual responsible. If returned, the idea is 
dropped. If developed, m

em
bers return their 

w
ritten com

m
ents (on the proposal sheet) to 

the individual w
ho tries to synthesize group 

opinion into a FO
R

M
A

L PRO
PO

SA
L to be 

adopted at the next m
eeting.

 
4. PRO

PO
SA

L is presented at the next 
m

eeting and either agreed upon or not 
agreed upon. W

hile a consensus w
ill alw

ays 
be attem

pted, if a stalem
ate occurs 

im
peding decision on adoption of show

, then 
a m

ajority vote m
ust be taken.

 
5. The individual responsible for proposal 

becom
es the S

PO
N

S
O

R
 for the exhibition, 

and creates a com
m

ittee to do all the w
ork 

for the actualization of the show
, going 

through appropriate O
fficers (sec., treas., 

public relations, press, com
m

unity liaison, 
art director, etc.) to ensure a successful and 
sm

ooth operation.
 
6. Exhibition is held.

N
otes on first show

 plans (excerpt),
A

ugust 1980

A
n attem

pt should be m
ade to avoid the first 

show
 looking like just a bunch of art. I think 

this could easily happen as the show
 w

ill have 
no central them

e and the w
orks w

ill not be 
ultra related to each other. 
 

In m
y opinion the interest w

e need can be 
had through the w

ay in w
hich w

e treat our 
space as an exhibition salon. The function 
of the gallery m

ust be realized in social and 
historical term

s. . . . The interior design of our 
space and the displaying of art should be 
of optim

al im
portance and should be 

determ
ined by intellectualism

, careful 
thought, and not taste, never taste. . . .
W

e should strive to m
ake this event fun. 

W
e absolutely m

ust avoid snobbery, 
stuffiness and rigidity. (Brennan) 

I think it is extrem
ely im

portant that our first 
show

 clearly dem
onstrates our belief in 

a w
orking m

ethod that recognizes people 
organizing to w

ork together in their ow
n 

interests as the basis of political action—
and 

our com
m

itm
ent to the form

ing of alliances 
necessary to do this. A

ny first show
, no 

m
atter w

hat its structure, w
ould say, “This is 

w
ho and w

hat w
e are, and this is an indication 

of w
hat you can expect from

 us. . . . O
ne w

ay 
to do this w

ould be for G
M

 to assum
e, 

at various points throughout the show
, a 

m
ore self-conscious voice of introduction. . . . 

could for exam
ple introduce a history of 

artists’ groups “as G
M

”—
or G

M
 as an idea 

w
hose tim

e has com
e—

or as a certain notion 
of socialism

 / fem
inism

, as w
orkers, as 

a bunch of young artists com
m

itted to 
a com

prehensible art (w
ho like to scream

 at 
one another), as com

ing out of a certain class 
background—

as $45 a m
onth, as teachers, 

as students, as neighbors, as com
ing out, 

as D
iana Ross. . . (N

elson)

Them
e—

socio-political inform
ation.

S
upplem

ental inform
ation—

as im
portant as 

the artw
ork (w

e m
ust keep in m

ind that a 
large percentage of the traffic flow

ing 
through the first show

 w
ill have had very 

little prior exposure to the content of G
M

 or 
the artw

ork involved). 1. Flyers or a booklet 
containing the follow

ing info: A
. W

hat is 
G

roup M
aterial—

w
ho is involved and w

hat do 
w

e hope to accom
plish. B. Background 

inform
ation on guest artists and G

M
 artists 

w
hose w

ork is exhibited. A
 poster or som

e 
other com

m
em

orative piece of paper. (D
ones)

First show
 (FS

) w
ill determ

ine our initial 
outreach, m

ake clear w
ho w

e see as our 
audience, and to w

hat kind of a public w
e are 

com
m

itted to. . . . FS
 appropriate tim

e to 
express how

 w
e see G

M
 relating to 

com
m

unity, operating in this particular 
location. . . . A

ddress com
m

unity by having all 
w

ritten statem
ents a part of the show

 in 
S

panish and English, im
m

ediately bridging 
the language barrier. . . . Each G

M
 m

em
ber to 

participate in som
e w

ay—
either individual or 

group w
orks or statem

ents, som
e people w

ill 
do both. That w

e m
ake art—

statem
ents 

dem
onstrating w

here our com
m

itm
ents lie 

socially and politically—
that w

e invite only 
individuals operating w

ithin political groups 
to show

 w
ork. That other art groups engaged 

in social activism
 m

ay present w
orks 

representing their group that have been 
m

ade under collective nam
e. . . . The purpose 

of this show
 w

ould be to establish our 
alliance / affinity to these artists . . . to show

 
how

 firm
ly based w

e, as a group of artists, 
are in an em

erging cultural activism
, w

hich is 
occurring on an international scale. This 
collection of artists / art groups m

akes a 
point about the relationship of “individual” to 
“collective” as a satisfactory personal 
solution, as a viable political strategy. (Jaker)

The organization of the first show
 m

ust 
reflect our understanding of how

 w
e 

function, w
hy w

e decided to originate, w
hat 

are our histories, diversities, and sim
ilarities, 

im
m

ediate and long range goals. . . . I feel 
a Blueprint diagram

 or foundation should be 
constructed of how

 this com
m

unication is to 
take place. This also ties in directly to G

M
 as 

a learning center. . . .The D
iagram

, Blueprints 
exhibitional form

 should reflect the 
com

m
unication process built on struggle.

A
 struggle practical enough to satisfy 

physical needs and progressive enough to 
satisfy intellectual and em

otional needs. 
C

om
m

unication is central to the articulation 
of social relations betw

een people. (S
zypula)
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The inaugural exhibition includes a w
indow

 
installation of m

ontages m
ade by Peter, 

M
arybeth, H

annah, and Beth, an installation 
by C

onrad Atkinson, w
orks by M

ichael Lebron, 
Klaus Staeck, and other group m

em
bers. Lili’s 

piece, Budgets, consists of ten papers pinned 
to a bulletin board. Although they are not 
identified by nam

e, they reflect the budgets 
of G

roup M
aterial m

em
bers. A calendar of 

upcom
ing exhibitions and inform

ation about 
the group is distributed. The night before the 
show

 opens, Tim
 is setting up his piece, w

hich 
includes stenciling text in red paint on the floor, 
w

hile a stereo w
ith M

artha and the Vandellas’ 
“D

ancing In The Street,” also a part of his w
ork, is 

on continuous play. It is unclear if the paint w
ill 

dry in tim
e and w

hether or not the show
 w

ill be 
ready for the reception. As the Vandellas song 
plays repeatedly, tensions m

ount and everyone 
begins yelling at one another.

9
 W

indow
 m

ontages 
by G

M
 for Inaugural 

Exhibition

G
roup M

aterial, 
244 East 13th Street, N

ew
 York, 

O
ctober 4–27, 1980

Inaugural
Exhibition

G
erald M

arzorati, “A
rtful D

odger,”
The S

oho N
ew

s, O
ctober 15, 1980

 
“I am

 for art that is political-erotic-m
ystical

. . . for art that em
broils itself w

ith the every-
day crap and still com

es out on top,” C
laes 

O
ldenburg declared nearly 20

 years ago, 
around the tim

e he opened the door to his 
Store (an actual storefront on the Low

er East 
S

ide) and beckoned the street drop into the 
post-abstract expressionism

 art vanguard. 
N

ot long after, of course, O
ldenburg aban-

doned the low
ly grit of the city block (and that 

of the plaster sculpture he m
ade and stocked) 

for the A
m

erican heartland and the m
onu-

m
ental prom

ise it held. 
 

In m
oving along, O

ldenburg w
as also 

m
oving w

ith the flow
. If, by the late 60

s 
artists w

ere inclined at all to w
ork w

ithin 
Robert Rauschenberg’s fam

ous gap betw
een 

art and life, they usually concerned them
-

selves w
ith art and life of a very private 

sort. The street, and all that it gathers, got 
pulled in.
 

But now
, in neighborhoods w

here galleries 
fear to tread, there’s fresh pounding on the 
pavem

ent. In the S
outh Bronx, Stefan Eins 

and Joe Lew
is have staked out and m

ain-
tained Fashion M

oda, a ground floor perfor-
m

ance and gallery space that has planted a 
touch of dow

ntow
n w

ay uptow
n and shipped 

back to M
anhattan som

e provocative notions 
about w

hat art is and w
ho can m

ake it. Last 
N

ew
 Year’s Eve, a group of artists associated 

w
ith C

ollaborative Projects—
a cell-like group 

of politically conscious artists that has 
organized a num

ber of show
s and events 

along social them
es—

seized an abandoned, 
city-ow

ned storefront on D
elancy Street 

(m
any of the artists lived or w

orked in the 
surrounding blocks) and filled it w

ith crude, 
m

anifesto-type artw
orks condem

ning the 
neighborhood’s landlords and developers. 
(The city eventually padlocked The Real 
Estate S

how
, but has since given the organiz-

ers another ram
shackle storefront on R

iving-
ton Street the artists call A

BC
 N

o R
io.) A

nd 
last spring m

any of the ideas and personali-
ties associated w

ith these various groups and 
events cam

e together in the m
uch-discussed 

Tim
es S

quare S
how

, w
here, along w

ith every-
thing else, m

ore than a few
 prom

inent art-
w

orld figures saw
 for the first tim

e that art 
w

as once again infiltrating life. 
 

The latest such m
ove w

as launched earlier 
this m

onth in a storefront at 244 East 13 St. 
betw

een S
econd and Third Avenues—

 a “bad” 
block in the icy parlance of the suddenly 
resuscitated East V

illage real estate 

industry. H
ere, in w

hat w
as form

erly an 
H

ispanic social club, an eight-m
onth-old 

artists collective called G
roup M

aterial has 
opened a gallery and com

m
itted itself to, in 

the w
ords of the inaugural statem

ent, “the 
creation, organization, and prom

otion of an 
art dedicated to social com

m
unication and 

political change.”
 

“W
e’re not just going to be a gallery devoted 

to show
ing political art,” Tim

othy Rollins 
explained several hours before the opening of 
the gallery’s first show

—
a sm

all survey of 
politically-m

inded w
orks, m

ost of them
 by 

G
roup M

aterial artists. “W
e w

ant to set up 
real social relationships w

ith the people here, 
w

orking people. It’s im
portant for us to 

becom
e a vital part of the block. A

 lot of 
people did it in the 60

s, and then they got 
aw

ay from
 it. N

ow
 everybody’s m

ore com
pla-

cent about and satisfied w
ith the w

hole 
art-as-com

m
odity idea. W

e’re not.”
 

Like m
ost of the artists, w

riters, film
m

akers 
and m

usicians w
ho m

ake up this burgeoning 
storefront scene, the G

roup M
aterial m

em
-

bers—
as Liliana D

ones’ Budgets survey piece 
in the current show

 accurately details—
are 

young (under 30
), live on the Low

er East S
ide 

(loftless), and m
ake art that reflects the new

 
w

ave’s penchant for unpolished m
edia and 

unvarnished m
essages. A

nd G
roup M

aterial’s 
politics, like those of Fashion M

oda and C
olab, 

stem
 less from

 any dogm
atic ideology than 

from
 the facts of their lives. Fresh from

 art 
school (w

here m
any of them

 m
et), stuck in 

cram
ped apartm

ents and dull, if rent-paying, 
jobs, the G

roup M
aterial artists are fighting 

w
hat they see as an urban guerrilla w

ar w
ith 

the only tools they have.
 

“W
e’re not just w

hite kids slum
m

ing,” argues 
Patrick Brennan, another group m

em
ber. 

“W
e’re here because w

e live here, and our 
problem

s are the neighborhood’s problem
s. 

W
e pay the rent [$450

 a m
onth] so w

e can be 
as political and controversial as w

e w
ant or 

have to be.”
 

A
m

ong the events on G
roup M

aterial’s 
calendar are The Salon of Election ’80

 (a show
 

of presidential election-based art to take 
place election night, N

ov. 4); the G
ender S

how
 

(an investigation of issues concerning sexual-
ity); and a dance party featuring three 
decades of “revolutionary” recordings.
 

In all these activities G
roup M

aterial 
m

em
bers em

phasize that they hope to draw
 

on talents and resources outside the group, 
and draw

 to the storefront those w
ho m

ight 
norm

ally pass a gallery by. Says Rollins 
confidently: “The w

hole thing, in the end, 
should be seen as a catalyst.”
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To w

hich skeptics w
ill no doubt counter, 

catalyst for w
hat? There are those w

ho 
m

aintain that the best of these young artists 
w

ill, in the near future, crop up in m
ainstream

 
galleries and m

useum
s—

that the storefront 
scene is not so m

uch an alternative as a 
trailblazing shortcut.
 

Further, it has been argued that the 
increased cultural activity am

ong young 
East V

illage artists has, if inadvertently, 
been a catalyst for rising rents and co-op 
conversions that drive out the very neighbor-
hood people G

roup M
aterial w

ants to align 
w

ith and help. 
 

S
uch assertions have not escaped the 

G
roup M

aterial artists. “You alw
ays have to 

deal w
ith contradictions,” says Rollins. “M

ost 
of us are aw

are of how
 gentrification w

orks. 
But w

hat are w
e supposed to do? W

ould it be 
better if w

e lived on C
olum

bus Avenue, m
ade 

art, ignored politics and rem
ained pure? 

You’ve got to do som
ething.”

R
ichard G

oldstein, “Enter the A
nti S

pace”
(excerpt), 
The V

illage Voice, N
ovem

ber 5–11, 1980

H
ere, in the heart of the up ’n ’com

ing East 
V

illage, artists five years younger than the 
C

olab crow
d have opened a space that offers 

advice about low
ering your rent—

in S
panish. 

People from
 the block donated all the 

furniture; local children w
ander in, giggling at 

the w
alls. A

t the opening last m
onth, 40

0 
people gobbled fish fritters cooked by the 
w

om
an upstairs. It w

as so successful, as art 
events go, that G

roup M
aterial has already 

earned the enm
ity of N

ew
 W

ave artists far 
and w

ide. “Real cute,” sm
irked one. “W

ell 
read,” snarls another. 
 

The m
em

bers of G
roup M

aterial return the 
com

plim
ent. “W

e don’t identify ourselves as 
N

ew
 W

ave artists,” says Beth Jaker. “It seem
s 

to be a very reflective art,” her colleague Tim
 

Rollins adds, “a cam
p critique, the m

iddle 
class m

aking fun of itself. It’s like the w
arning 

W
alter Benjam

in gave about the danger of 
aestheticizing politics. W

e’re less interested 
in reflecting than projecting out into the 
com

m
unity.”

o
 Inaugural Exhibition, 

left to right: w
orks by 

Patrick Brennan, M
argia 

K
ram

er, M
undy 

M
cLaughlin

-
 Follow

ing spread:
D

etail of handout 
to visitors distributed 
during Inaugural 
Exhibition
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[
 Budgets by Liliana 

D
ones

9
 G

M
 and friends on 

East 13th Street
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p
 President Jim

m
y 

C
arter delivers his 

concession speech, 1980
p

 Still from
 The D

eer 
H

unter

M
EM

BER
S

:
H

annah Alderfer, G
eorge 

Ault, Julie Ault, Patrick 
Brennan, Liliana D

ones, 
Anne D

rillick, Yolanda 
H

aw
kins, Beth Jaker, 

M
undy M

cLaughlin, 
M

arybeth N
elson, Tim

 
Rollins, Peter Szypula, 
M

ichael U
dvardy

The show
, consisting of a w

ide array of w
orks 

relevant to topical political situations and the 
presidential cam

paign, opens on election night. 
G

roup M
aterial invites people to w

atch the 
returns and “join us for an evening of ridicule, 
suspense, fear, and hopelessness.” Three 
televisions are installed, w

hich are tuned into 
netw

ork election coverage and a broadcast of 
M

ichael C
im

ino’s film
, The D

eer H
unter, about 

the effects of the Vietnam
 w

ar on a group of 
friends from

 a sm
all tow

n in Pennsylvania. 
Form

er actor Ronald Reagan is elected.

N
ovem

ber 1980. M
arek Pakulski has left the 

group to focus on his m
usic, leaving the Vice 

President role vacant, w
hich has to be filled for 

incorporation requirem
ents. Tim

 reports on the 
progress of the ALIEN

ATIO
N

 show
 and presents 

the flyer design and ideas for special events. 
It is suggested that the group participate as 
a w

hole in som
e m

anner: either in the form
 of 

a collective project, or through an evening of 
perform

ance pieces that concern alienation. 
The group agrees on the night of perform

ances, 
but no date is set. Tim

 also m
akes a request for 

historical quotations that could be enlarged as 
part of the installation and suggests lighting 
the show

 w
ith only glaring fluorescents. The 

group decides to serve coffee in styrofoam
 

cups w
ith ugly plastic stirrers for the opening 

and no booze. The People’s C
hoice is planned 

w
ith special events such as talent show

s and 
screenings of hom

e m
ovies being considered. 

A C
hristm

as party is scheduled for the block. 
There is general discussion about the need to 
analyze and critique the exhibitions and events, 
and the poor quality of interaction am

ong group 
m

em
bers, particularly around developing show

s. 
These and other group conflicts are articulated.

G
roup M

aterial, N
ew

 York, 
N

ovem
ber 4–16, 1980

The Salon of 
Election ’80

M
eeting M

inutes (excerpt), 
Tim

 Rollins, N
ovem

ber 11, 1980

O
pen (epic) discussion:

Patrick: C
om

plains w
ork and responsibility is 

not being equally divided w
ithin group. The 

group is not functioning as a group, and in 
effect is w

orking against itself. 
Lili: H

ostilities are w
orked out in m

eeting but 
rem

ain. G
roup is polarized. Tim

 and Patrick 
are the only ones w

ho hang the show
s.

Beth: A
grees w

ith Patrick on m
atters of 

w
orkload and adm

its being guilty of not 
doing enough. Thinks uneven effort on part 
of m

em
bers is a direct result of hostilities 

w
ithin the group.

Peter: S
uggests that in the instance of the 

A
LIEN

ATIO
N

 show
 Tim

 w
as in total control 

from
 the beginning and didn’t w

ant anyone to 
contribute anything. C

om
m

ents that Tim
 had 

told him
 there w

as no w
ork left to do.

Patrick: M
oves that the A

LIEN
ATIO

N
 show

 
w

as only a sm
all aspect of the problem

.
Tim

: D
islikes insidiousness and hostilities 

in group. G
roup m

em
bers have to 

discipline them
selves.

G
eorge: States he has tried his best to 

do w
ork in the group but had not realized 

how
 little tim

e he w
ould have. W

ants to 
learn som

ething in the group. H
as 

considered quitting. 
Julie: M

em
bers should take responsibility for 

doing w
ork and not w

ait until they are told 
w

hat to do. People are jealous of an idea—
therefore don’t w

ant to contribute to Tim
 and 

Patrick’s show
s, how

ever the m
ajority of 

show
s are Tim

 and Patrick’s ideas—
does this 

m
ean that no one is going to help w

ith any 
show

? Talk of m
em

bers (Beth, H
annah…

) is 
positive but their actions don’t reflect this. 
M

em
bers w

ho don’t put w
ork in a show

 are 
hostile tow

ard those that do—
do not talk to 

them
 about their w

ork. 
H

annah: S
uggests that Patrick and Tim

 are 
not using the right tone to get her 
cooperation. Their open hostility m

akes 
her less w

illing to participate in their 
projects. W

ants m
ore theoretical 

discussions on show
s.

Tim
: Initiating projects, and discourses are 

m
ore im

portant than discussion. (C
an’t 

chitchat about “alienation.”)
M

arybeth: A
grees w

ith Julie’s com
m

ents. W
ill 

try to be m
ore responsible. Finds it 

im
possible to w

ork w
ith Tim

 and Patrick but 
tries to w

ork around them
 (w

orkshops, 
H

allow
een party). There m

ay be a jealousy of 
ideas but there is also a possessiveness of 
ideas on part of Tim

 and Patrick—
w

on’t let 
other m

em
bers join in creative process. The 

w
ork of m

em
bers goes unnoticed if not 

directly w
itnessed. The relations in the group 

are not getting better but w
orse. 

Lili: Introduction of the Third W
orld concept—

those m
em

bers are directly involved in 
feuding. It is selfish of six m

em
bers to take 

up tim
e dom

inating discussion.
Julie: N

ot selfish of other m
em

bers because 
it is a definite problem

 w
ithin the group and 

it m
ust be w

orked out. The group is not going 
to w

ork out until everyone finds a place 
w

ithin the group.
M

undy: W
e are involved in a business-type 

organization and should not let personal 
differences spoil our effectiveness.

27 
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9
 A

LIEN
ATIO

N
, left to 

right: w
orks by Joseph 

Kosuth, Tim
 Rollins, A

nn 
M

arie Rousseau, G
M

 
(w

indow
s)

-
 A

LIEN
ATIO

N
 flyer 

designed to m
im

ic R
idley 

S
cott’s 1979 film

, A
lien

ALIEN
ATIO

N
, in part inform

ed by M
arxist 

theory, is: “An exhibition that describes and 
explains the m

odern break-up of reality—
our 

separations from
 society, production and 

nature.” D
uring an evening of live perform

ances, 
M

undy sings “The Star-Spangled Banner” and 
recites the Lord’s Prayer. Patrick perform

s I’m
 a 

Victim
, the finished version of the presentation 

he previously m
ade to the group, for w

hich 
he stands in front of a painting he m

ade of a 
H

udson River w
aterfront location instead of 

using a projected im
age. 

D
ecem

ber 1980. Tim
 subm

its a proposal to 
split the group into tw

o com
pletely independent 

bodies that share only the responsibility of 
m

aintaining the space.

G
roup M

aterial, N
ew

 York,
N

ovem
ber 22–D

ecem
ber 21, 1980

A
LIEN

ATIO
N
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9
 PEZ candy dispenser 

collection exhibited in 
The People’s C

hoice

M
EM

BER
S

:
H

annah Alderfer, Julie 
Ault, Patrick Brennan, 
Liliana D

ones, Anne 
D

rillick, Yolanda H
aw

kins, 
Beth Jaker, M

undy 
M

cLaughlin, M
arybeth 

N
elson, Tim

 Rollins, Peter 
Szypula, M

ichael U
dvardy

January 1981. W
ith the help of neighborhood 

kids H
ector and C

elinda, G
roup M

aterial goes 
door-to-door visiting residents on the block, 
inviting participation in the upcom

ing exhibition. 
D

oors open readily to the kids, w
ho speak 

Spanish. In som
e cases people offer som

ething 
on ths spot; one w

om
an takes her w

edding 
photo off the w

all and hands it over. O
thers 

are skeptical about the use and care of their 
treasured objects. M

om
entum

 builds as people 
bring in their m

aterial and item
s are installed in 

the space. Friendly rivalry prevails and soon the 
w

alls are full. Lili, w
ho is C

uban, suggests “Arroz 
con M

ango” (w
hich loosely translates as “w

hat a 
m

ess”) as a subtitle for the show
. Invitations to 

the opening are m
ailed out using the notoriously 

slow
 bulk m

ailing system
 in order to keep costs 

dow
n. The announcem

ents do not get delivered 
in tim

e for the reception, w
hich is nonetheless 

a great party w
ith only residents from

 the block 
and G

roup M
aterial m

em
bers in attendance. 

“Bingo N
ight,” an event accom

panying the show
, 

attracts lots of neighbors and local artists.
 February 1981. G

eorge Ault leaves the group, 
due to his studying responsibilities at N

YU
.

G
roup M

aterial, N
ew

 York, 
January 10–February 1, 1981

The People’s 
C

hoice (A
rroz 

con M
ango)
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Thom
as Law

son, “The People’s C
hoice,

G
roup M

aterial,” A
rtforum

, A
pril 1981

G
roup M

aterial is a loose association of 
about 12 artists com

m
itted to w

orking in the 
area w

here aesthetics and politics m
eet. The 

group has existed in one form
 or another for 

about a year, operating from
 a storefront on 

East 13th Street since last July and 
presenting them

e show
s in w

hich the idea 
behind each show

 is considered m
ore 

im
portant than any of the pieces in it. 

 
The m

em
bers of G

roup M
aterial find the 

notion of production problem
atic w

hen they 
consider the role of art objects. To keep from

 
having that production co-opted (som

ething 
very few

 overtly political artists have been 
able to avoid) they dow

nplay and at tim
es 

repudiate the object in favor of the context. 
The group’s real w

ork is their use of the 
storefront as a catalyst. Their am

bition, at 
least at present, is rem

arkably free of 
individual careerism

 and is focused instead 
on the creation of the conditions necessary 
for m

aking com
m

unication possible. 
 

O
ne could quarrel w

ith their anachronistic 
denial of the potential that the art object 
holds but not w

ith their genuine desire to 
initiate discourse. The problem

 lies w
ithin 

their w
ell-w

orn m
eans. But these questions 

are cavils, evidence m
erely of factional 

dispute. W
hat is m

ore im
portant in the case 

of G
roup M

aterial is their em
phasis on the 

need for discourse, the break that they are 
attem

pting from
 the self-enclosed system

s 
of recent art. 
 

For The People’s C
hoice the group invited 

the residents on the block to exhibit things 
they liked and w

ere im
portant to them

. M
ost 

brought personal m
em

entoes, photographs 
and gifts, and a few

 brought objects that 
indicated the idiosyncratic tastes of real 
collectors. N

early everything cam
e w

ith a 
story, as a w

hole, the show
 turned into a 

narrative of everyday life, a folk tale in w
hich 

intim
acies w

ere shared w
ithout sham

e. 
 

The artw
ork on display w

as diverse in both 
intent and degree of sophistication. There 
w

as a m
ural done by the kids on the block as 

a part of a w
eekly project. There w

ere a few
 

am
ateurish paintings of fam

ily, favorite 
landscapes and pleasing abstract shapes. 
There w

ere som
e sm

all clay pieces by 
som

eone’s grandm
other, now

 dead. The value 
of these artifacts lay precisely in their 
sentim

entality, a quality that is absent from
 

m
ost artw

ork that strives to m
ean som

ething 
to a general audience. 

 
M

ost of the paintings w
ere fam

ily 
souvenirs or gifts. The photographs w

ere of 
babies, first com

m
unions, w

eddings, pictures 
taken in the arm

y, and in one case, a billboard 
of superim

posed snapshots docum
enting the 

history of an entire fam
ily. Each picture had 

its ow
n story, and together they added up to 

a m
oving, detailed record of a sm

all 
com

m
unity w

ithin the city. 
 

A
nother category w

as that of the 
collectors, people w

ho had chosen to 
exercise a quirky, personal taste in 
furnishing their hom

es. There w
as a 

collection of sm
all toy anim

als from
 above a 

person’s kitchen sink, another of PEZ brand 
candy dispensers, a three-dim

ensional 
picture of a covered bridge and a strange-
looking valet chair. The function of all of 
these is m

ostly esthetic, yet they still have 
extra-esthetic narratives that sustain them

. 
The m

ost shocking of these w
as the Robert 

M
orris poster from

 1974, infam
ous in another 

context, in w
hich the artist posed in S

&
M

 
costum

e. It w
as presented here w

ith the 
explanation that it w

as taken from
 the 

apartm
ent of a m

an w
ho had hanged him

self. 
 

A
pparently different from

 the very 
personal, very local content of the bulk of the 
show

, the sculpture of Jorge Luis Rodriguez 
seem

ed at first out of place. But the w
elded-

steel construction, a shiny-surfaced dressing 
table w

ith a crazed, C
ubist-inspired 

structure, soon began to seem
 m

ore at hom
e. 

N
ot only w

as the im
age itself a dom

estic one, 
and obviously intended to be seen as such, 
but it soon becam

e clear that Rodriguez’s 
role on the block w

as a special one. H
e is the 

com
m

unity’s artist, w
orking w

ith the 
com

m
unity’s ow

n icons and supported by the 
people he serves. 
 

The artists of G
roup M

aterial are clearly 
serious in their com

m
itm

ent to the idea that 
art can be used as an instrum

ent for social 
and political change, and to date their 
interventions have dem

onstrated a 
rem

arkable intelligence. But like all such 
groups, they w

ill probably suffer from
 the 

contradiction that lies at the heart of their 
existence. N

o m
atter w

hat their aspirations 
are, no m

atter their abilities, at som
e point 

each m
em

ber of the group w
ill be faced w

ith 
a terrible, if fam

iliar, choice—
betw

een 
political or esthetic action. U

ntil then, G
roup 

M
aterial w

ill probably present som
e of the 

m
ost provocative and thoughtful show

s to be 
seen in N

ew
 York.
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9
  Photograph lent for 

The People’s C
hoice by 

Junior, the 
superintendent of 244 
East 13th Street 

Press release (excerpt), 
G

roup M
aterial, January 1981

The People’s C
hoice—

an exhibition of 
favorite art possessions on loan from

 the 
people and households of 13th Street 
betw

een 2nd and 3rd Avenues, and the 
m

em
bers of G

roup M
aterial. A

 display 
of the private gone public, of the-not-
norm

ally-found-in-an-art-gallery, of 
personal choice and cultural value on 
one block in N

ew
 York C

ity.
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Letter to G
roup M

aterial  (excerpt),
Joy Episalla, C

arrie Yam
aoka, M

ichelle A
raujo 

Bill A
llen, Bobby Bordo, February 14, 1981

G
roup M

aterial has m
isrepresented its ow

n 
objective of social com

m
unication in the 

curating of the G
ender S

how
 in the follow

ing 
w

ays: There w
as no opportunity for the 

artists to share their ideas and artw
ork 

about gender (in an attem
pt to end the 

alienation of the individual artist). Rather, the 
curators, unbeknow

nst to the contributing 
artists, decided to jury the show

, and then 
view

ed the w
ork in the privacy of the artists’ 

hom
es, thus prohibiting any dialogue about 

the nature of gender. . . . 
 

G
roup M

aterial has m
isrepresented its 

objective of political change in the curating 
of the G

ender S
how

 in the follow
ing w

ays:

A
s in the “official w

orld of art and academ
ia,” 

the artists had no opportunity to “m
aintain 

control” over their w
ork. In one case, the 

curators denied the artist control over his 
w

ork by accepting it only up on the condition 
that he m

ake certain changes. A
nother 

w
ork w

as not accepted because it w
as 

“too large.” . . . 
  

W
e w

rite this letter because G
roup 

M
aterial has been a real alternative to the 

w
orld of art com

m
odification. Its strength 

lies in criticism
 and support in a collective 

fashion. To continue this discrim
inating 

practice reinforces the w
ays in w

hich artists 
are alienated and coopted from

 distribution 
and exhibition of artw

ork. . . .

37 
244 EA

S
T 13TH

 S
TR

EET

It’s A
 G

ender
Show

!
G

roup M
aterial, N

ew
 York, 

February 14–M
arch 9, 1981

It’s A G
ender Show

! is organized by G
roup 

M
aterial m

em
bers Beth Jaker, M

arybeth N
elson, 

H
annah Alderfer, and Peter Szypula w

ith 
external curatorial collaboration from

 an artist 
friend, Effie Serlis, w

ho also studied at SVA. The 
exhibition’s them

atic focus on gender and issues 
of sexual politics generates a great deal of 
interest and expectation am

ong artists (as w
ell 

as criticism
). The show

 develops a strong w
ord 

of m
outh and brings in a substantial audience. 

(There are no existing photographs of this show
.) 

,

327



-
 Follow

ing spread: 
Revolting M

usic playlist 
(pages one and tw

o of six)

M
EM

BER
S

:
H

annah Alderfer, Julie 
Ault, Patrick Brennan, 
Liliana D

ones, Yolanda 
H

aw
kins, Beth Jaker, 

M
undy M

cLaughlin, 
M

arybeth N
elson, Tim

 
Rollins, Peter Szypula, 
M

ichael U
dvardy

M
undy, Julie, and Tim

 select songs, bring 
records, and take turns D

J-ing the event. M
ovies 

borrow
ed from

 the m
idtow

n D
onnell Library 

are projected including: W
orkers C

onditions, 
M

artin Luther King Speeches, Anti-W
ar 

D
em

onstrations, Black M
usic in the Sixties, 

W
om

en in D
efense, and Kids and W

ar Toys.

M
arch 1981. Anne D

rillick leaves the group.

Revolting M
usic

M
achinists’ U

nion H
all, N

ew
 York, 

M
arch 7, 1981, 11 p.m

.

328



329



G
roup M

aterial, N
ew

 York, 
M

arch 21–A
pril 20, 1981

C
onsum

ption: 
M

etaphor, 
Pastim

e, 
N

ecessity

9
 The “Everything M

ust 
G

o!” sign installed at 
G

M
’s entrance for 

C
onsum

ption prom
pted 

the landlord to notifiy 
the group about its 
obligation to fulfill its 
lease agreem

ent.

This is the first exhibition for w
hich the space is 

painted entirely red. A Tupperw
are party is held 

on April 15. The invitation reads: “G
roup M

aterial 
loves Tupperw

are! Join Louise, a charm
ing 

Tupperw
are representative, and G

roup M
aterial 

in the consum
ption of a product w

ell w
orthy of 

artistic acclaim
!” M

uch to Louise’s surprise, and 
as a credit to her sales skills, the Low

er East 
Side-based artists and m

usicians w
ho attend 

buy a lot of Tupperw
are.

A
pril 1981. Suggestions for next year’s 

exhibitions include: a show
 about the fam

ily; 
open invitational in collaboration w

ith Low
er 

East Side space ABC
 N

o Rio and Fashion M
oda 

in the Bronx; Living in the C
ity; Religion; Arroz 

con M
ango II; Law

 and O
rder; W

ar; H
abits &

 
Rituals; M

edia—
C

an You Top This?; political 
photom

ontage artist Klaus Staeck; Sports; 
Television; Apocalypse; the W

hitney Biennial; 
C

elebrity Show
; Fun Show

; and Love and Sex.
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9
 D

etail of w
ork by Tim

 
Rollins in C

onsum
ption

45 
244 EA

S
T 13TH

 S
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G
roup M

aterial, N
ew

 York, 
M

ay 2–June 4, 1981

Facere /
Fascis

A D
ress / D

ance / D
azzle event is held at C

lub 
57 in conjunction w

ith the exhibition. M
undy 

and Julie D
J and people are invited to: “Just 

w
ear w

hat you sw
ear by. You’ll w

alk that glorious 
runw

ay as your fashion selection is announced 
to an adm

iring audience. All the dancing 
afterw

ards w
ill relieve that spring fever. G

roup 
M

aterial puts fashion in your hands . . .”

The announcem
ent card for Facere / Fascis is a 

source of conflict in the group. H
annah and Beth 

47 
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S
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feel the im
age is offensive to w

om
en. H

annah, 
w

ho often designs m
aterials for the group, does 

not w
ant any part in doing this card. Lili, w

ho is 
also a designer, does, and designs it to look like 
a m

agazine cover.
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M
ay 1981. H

annah Alderfer, Beth Jaker and 
M

arybeth N
elson w

ant to w
ork collaboratively 

on visual projects in fem
inist com

m
unities. 

Along w
ith Peter Szypula they leave the group 

due to irreconcilable differences over ideological 
priorities and personality clashes.

June 1981. Yolanda H
aw

kins has not been 
participating m

uch or attending m
eetings 

for som
e tim

e and is no longer a functioning 
m

em
ber of the group. G

roup M
aterial is now

 
an incorporated not-for-profit organization, 
aw

aiting tax-exem
pt status from

 the Internal 
Revenue Service.

The Future of G
roup M

aterial, 
Julie A

ult, M
ay 1981

 For G
M

 to im
prove itself w

e should look to 
som

e of our original am
bitions.

1) “Part of G
M

’s w
orking responsibility is to 

the im
m

ediate local problem
s that shape the 

special character of this place. H
ousing, 

education, sanitations, com
m

unity 
organizing, recreation. These are the 
concrete areas of practice that give our 
artistic and theoretical w

orks sustenance 
and m

eaning.”
2) “Rethink the purpose of art and the 
orientation of its institutions. G

M
 w

ant to 
explode the assum

ptions that dictate w
hat 

art is, w
ho art is for and w

hat an art 
exhibition can be.”
3) Broaden our base, com

m
unicate w

ith 
artist groups, etc. outside the U

.S
., and set 

up an international netw
ork.

4) To represent G
M

 as a group in exhibition 
and projects (outside of 244 East 13th).

The People’s C
hoice w

as the best show
 w

e’ve 
had. It w

as so successful because the show
 

itself w
as a brilliant idea and it really 

addressed #2 above. It is also the only show
 

w
e got intelligent and favorable press (from

 
A

rtforum
). Political A

rt by C
hildren and Food 

&
 C

ulture both have the possibility to be as 

successful. These show
s are the m

ost fun 
and w

ere and w
ill be true G

M
 projects w

hich 
the w

hole group w
orks on.

 
W

e should concentrate on this type of w
ork 

as opposed to the them
e show

s w
here w

e 
choose tw

o or three people to take care of 
the show

 and then they go collect w
ork. N

ot 
that this form

at hasn’t been good but it is 
m

uch m
ore problem

atic in term
s of there 

being a com
prehensive, understandable, 

explanatory show
 on the w

alls, “In m
y 

opinion” (ha ha ha) the C
onsum

ption show
 is 

the only one of those that succeeded. . . . 
 

Lastly, if G
M

 is to becom
e the force 

w
e w

ant it to becom
e every m

em
ber m

ust 
question their interest. The best w

ay 
to com

bat the criticism
 of being 

a self-interested clique is to cease 
being  a self-interested clique.

49 
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[
 Letter of resignation 

to the group by H
annah 

A
lderfer

M
EM

BER
S

:
Julie Ault, Patrick Brennan, 
Liliana D

ones, M
undy 

M
cLaughlin, Tim

 Rollins, 
M

ichael U
dvardy
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Since the sum
m

er of 1979 the bodies of tw
enty-

nine black children, adolescents and adults 
have been found dead in Atlanta, believed to be 
m

urdered by one or m
ore serial killers. Atlanta’s 

black com
m

unities are terrorized by the killings, 
w

hich receive a great deal of m
edia attention. 

G
roup M

aterial responds to this topical 
situation, w

hich has been generating responses 
in art m

aking, w
ith an exhibition presenting 

“ten artists and collaboratives w
ho address the 

ram
ifications of the tragic child m

urders 
in Atlanta.”

9
 A

tlanta, left to right: 
w

orks by Faith R
inggold, 

M
icki M

cG
ee, and Tim

 
Rollins w

ith 35 children 
from

 H
arlem

 and the 
Low

er East S
ide 

G
roup M

aterial, N
ew

 York, 
June 14–30, 1981

Atlanta: A
n 

Em
ergency 

Exhibition
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The final show
 of G

roup M
aterial’s first season 

is a one-night exhibition of pieces related to the 
culture and politics of food, along w

ith edible 
artw

orks consum
ed during the event. 

July 1981. Patrick Brennan, Liliana D
ones, 

and M
ichael U

dvardy leave the group out of 
frustration w

ith ongoing conflicts and from
 a 

desire to focus on their individual art practices. 
Patrick announces he is keeping the space to 
use as a studio. The lease is in his nam

e. 

A
ugust 1981. G

roup M
aterial is aw

arded its first 
N

EA grant in the am
ount of $5,000 (through 

an eligible um
brella organization, H

eresies). 
D

irector Frank H
odsell w

ithholds the funds; 
allegedly because he suspects the group has 
com

m
unist leanings due to the red w

alls of its 
gallery. Eventually the m

oney is released.

G
roup M

aterial, N
ew

 York, 
July 11, 1981, 8 p.m

.

Eat This Show
M

EM
BER

S
:

Julie Ault, M
undy 

M
cLaughlin, Tim

 Rollins

O
pportunity for the W

om
en of G

roup 
M

aterial: O
ne of the boys has been lonely 

lately at night (betcha can’t guess w
ho????) 

since that lovely tradition know
n as the Tall 

S
hips is being replaced this year by the m

ore 
elegant N

ATO
 W

A
R

 S
H

IPS
 on July 4th, there 

w
ill be a dem

onstration or tw
o. N

o M
ore N

ice 
G

irls—
call A

nne Pitrone 477-5799 (w
ho m

ay 
not be a part of N

o M
ore N

ice G
irls, but is 

organizing this dem
onstration). S

o com
e on 

you nice girls, Lili, Julie, M
undy—

screw
 it—

let 
that bitch in you com

e out. Read The S
cum

 
M

anifesto!
(D

ue to the fact that the secretary has 
becom

e a sincere fem
inist in the past w

eek, 
she w

ill leave you w
ith a quotation from

 that 
great book of w

isdom
—

The S
cum

 M
anifesto: 

“A
lthough com

pletely physical, the m
ale is 

unfit even for stud service.”)

M
eeting M

inutes (excerpt), 
M

undy M
cLaughlin, June 23, 1981 

Incorporationville: Everyone is sick of these 
reports and M

undy m
ust deal w

ith negative 
vibes as she dishes out the new

s that if w
e 

get tax exem
pt status w

ithin 18 m
onths of 

becom
ing incorporated, w

e are not 
responsible for taxes. S

he m
ust deal w

ith 
yaw

ns and dow
nright looks of disdain w

hile 
reporting that going under an um

brella w
ill 

not effect our incorporating procedure. 
M

undy is very sad w
hen her report is over—

she enjoys being in the lim
elight so.

Back of the space: the w
ord from

 Julie the 
Jaw

breaker (so better behave) is G
ET YO

U
R 

S
H

IT O
U

T O
F TH

E BA
C

K
 BEFO

R
E IT G

ETS 
S

TU
FFED

 U
P YO

’ A
S

S
. 

M
adam

e Binh G
raphics C

ollective: W
ants to 

do a poetry reading on June 19—
group says 

Y
EA

H
 W

E G
O

 FO
R

 TH
O

S
E G

IR
LS

—
even if, as 

Tim
 points out, they aren’t cool.

A
rtists Interested in G

M
: H

ey m
an w

e are 
getting G

O
O

D
 FEED

BA
C

K
 from

 groovy 
artists like John Fekner, Paulette N

enner, and 
lots of great people w

ho know
 w

here it’s at. 
The w

ord is, and this is a trip m
an, they 

actually think w
e are TO

G
ETH

ER
 and all that. 

G
rant Letter(s): Fine, fine, m

m
m

m
 good. G

ood 
letter boys.

55 
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O
ctober 1981. G

roup M
aterial distributes a flyer, “C

aution! 
Alternative Space!” in D

ow
ntow

n U
ptow

n, an exhibition by 
seventeen low

er M
anhattan based alternative spaces at the 

C
ity G

allery in N
ew

 York. The handout explains the problem
s 

that em
erged during the group’s first year, w

hich led to 
leaving Thirteenth Street to develop a new

 practice based 
around distribution and em

ploying public spaces. In addition 
to planning projects for city squares, new

spapers, and m
ass 

transit, the group begins to use Tim
 and Julie’s living room

 
at 132 East 26th Street as a headquarters for m

eetings and 
occasional exhibitions, and discusses getting new

 m
em

bers. 
Jock Reynolds conducts a site visit to 26th Street on behalf 
of the N

ational Endow
m

ent for the Arts (N
EA) in response 

to the group’s funding application. After a few
 

m
inutes of pretending to be professional and 

established, the adhoc character of the set-up 
is apparent to Reynolds, w

ho proposes a candid 
conversation over a couple of six-packs. H

e is 
supportive and offers good advice.
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G
roup M

aterial H
eadquarters, 

132 East 26th Street, N
ew

 York, 
O

ctober 31–N
ovem

ber 28, 1981

Enthusiasm
!

59 
EN

TH
U

S
IA

S
M

!

9
 C

urrent G
M

 m
em

bers 
clockw

ise from
 left: 

Julie A
ult, D

oug A
shford, 

M
undy M

cLaughlin, 
Tim

 Rollins

The group show
 Enthusiasm

! announces G
M

’s 
new

 headquarters. Tim
 and Julie paint bold 

exclam
ation m

arks inspired by the graphic 
design of Alexander Rodchenko on the second 
floor w

indow
s of 132 East 26th Street, and use 

the m
otif for the exhibition flyer.

N
ovem

ber 1981. In the sum
m

er Tim
 m

et D
oug 

Ashford at the C
oney Island Show

, w
hich 

they had both participated in. D
oug had just 

graduated from
 C

ooper U
nion w

here he studied 
w

ith H
ans H

aacke and M
artha Rosler. H

e m
akes 

layered draw
ings that quote from

 m
ass culture 

for both street and gallery settings, and is 
interested in collaborative social practice. Tim

 
introduces D

oug to M
undy and Julie in the fall 

and in N
ovem

ber he is invited to join the group.
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9
 Post Reagan election 

unattributed advert 
displayed on taxi cab 
exterior
-

 M
5, top to bottom

: 
w

orks by C
andace 

H
ill-M

ontgom
ery, 

A
nton Van D

alen, 
Tom

 Bassm
ann

Press Release (excerpt), 
G

roup M
aterial, D

ecem
ber 1981

The collection of artw
orks speaks to 

the rider about: 
alienation from

 their jobs
the independence of Puerto R

ico
the condition of public schools
urban fear
the new

 face of U
ncle Sam

and m
uch m

ore.

As part of the group’s objective to integrate art 
into everyday spaces, G

roup M
aterial contracts 

to fill 100 advertising spaces inside buses on 
the Fifth Avenue lines—

M
3, M

4, M
5, M

20—
that 

travel the spine of M
anhattan, from

 H
arlem

 to 
Soho. The total rental cost is $600. The w

ork of 
tw

enty-nine invited artists is displayed in place 
of ads for one m

onth. W
orks range in m

edia from
 

photocopies to paintings. 

M
arch 1982. G

M
 presents W

orks on 
N

ew
spaper, a group show

 of artists w
orking 

on and w
ith new

spapers, in its 26th 
Street headquarters.

5th Avenue buses, N
ew

 York, 
D

ecem
ber 10, 1981–January 10, 1982

M
5

61 
  M
5
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Big
W

ord
Poster

D
azibaos (big character posters) are a popular 

C
hinese debate m

edium
, w

hich Tim
 learned 

about w
hen he visited C

hina in 1978. A 
handw

ritten poster that opines, inform
s, or 

protests is m
ounted on a public w

all. Responses 
in the form

 of m
ore dazibaos ensue; a discourse 

develops. In C
hina “dem

ocracy w
alls” have been 

a w
ay of publicizing issues and influencing 

public opinion as w
ell as official policy. For D

A ZI 
BAO

S, the group elicits and publicly juxtaposes 
a set of tw

elve statem
ents in the spirit of the 

U
nion Square, N

ew
 York, 

from
 A

pril 16, 1982

D
A

 ZI BAO
S

C
hinese dazibaos. W

ith an inexpensive tape 
recorder in hand, M

undy and Julie question 
passersby on U

nion Square about topical social 
and political issues including U

.S. interference 
in El Salvador, w

om
en’s reproductive rights, 

the death penalty, and the im
portance of labor 

unions. Six relevant organizations are invited to 
contribute statem

ents about these issues to be 
displayed alongside the individuals’ interview

s. 
The posters look m

echanically printed but are 
produced by hand for $200 using projected 

Letraset m
ockups, m

arker and tem
pera. 

The broadsides are illegally adhered w
ith 

w
heat paste to the w

all of the defunct 
S. Klein building, also on U

nion Square. 
Tim

 w
ears a suit and carries a clipboard to 

appear official and w
ard off inquiries during the 

clandestine late-night installation. The posters 
rem

ain in place and untouched until 
they disintegrate from

 exposure.
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9
0

   G
M

’s D
A

 ZI BA
O

S
, 

U
nion S

quare, N
ew

 York
p

 D
azibaos readers 

in Beijing, 1979

65 
D

A
 ZI BA

O
S

341



342



343



Raym
ond W

illiam
s’ Keyw

ords: A Vocabulary of 
C

ulture and Society focuses on the sociology 
of language through an analysis of how

 the 
m

eanings of im
portant w

ords shift according 
to changing social contexts, i.e. “com

m
unity,” 

“individual,” “revolution.” G
roup M

aterial jum
ps 

off from
 and m

odifies W
illiam

s’ operation, 
constructing a vocabulary of everyday, 
outw

ardly non-ideological w
ords, i.e. “sale,” 

“photo,” “vocal,” and dem
onstrates sociopolitical 

readings of them
 through artw

orks and objects. 

A
rtists Space, N

ew
 York, 

M
ay 1982–July 17, 1982

Prim
er (for 

Raym
ond 

W
illiam

s)

Press Release (excerpt), 
G

roup M
aterial, M

ay 1982

Prim
er (for Raym

ond W
illiam

s) is a 
collaborative installation presenting over 
thirty individual responses to the political 
and social content of ordinary w

ords such as: 
building, check, donkey, m

ap, num
ber, sale, 

space, table, etc. . . . Tim
 Rollins, a founder of 

G
roup M

aterial, states that Prim
er “is 

dedicated to Raym
ond W

illiam
s, a British 

cultural critic and historian w
hose innovative 

w
ork in the field of art, politics and language 

(culm
inating in his book Keyw

ords of 1976) 
serves as an inspiration and exam

ple to the 
them

e and m
ethod of our project.” 

This is the first tim
e the group displays pop 

culture m
aterial. G

M
 initially considers installing 

the “non-art” elem
ents in the hallw

ay leading 
to the gallery. But after lengthy discussion 
the consensus is to com

bine popular culture 
and contem

porary art in the sam
e space. 

Artifacts and docum
entary m

aterials are used 
to dem

onstrate som
e of the keyw

ords that 
structure the exhibition. For instance Jam

es 
Brow

n’s Revolution of the M
ind album

 is paired 
w

ith “record” and a new
s photo of the m

edal-

w
inning sprinters giving the Black Pow

er salute 
at the 1968 Sum

m
er O

lym
pics cerem

ony is 
coupled w

ith “sport.” The interm
ingling 

of influential m
ass-cultural sources w

ith 
artw

orks as a curatorial m
ethod creates 

a lot of excitem
ent w

ithin the group.

71 
PR

IM
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Art and politics intersect in Luchar!, an 
exhibition hosted by the Taller Latinoam

ericano, 
a cultural center that provides opportunities 
for an exchange of ideas and art betw

een and 
w

ithin N
orth and Latin Am

erican cultures. 
Luchar! takes place am

id a consortium
 of 

organizations devoted to political solidarity w
ith 

self-determ
ination m

ovem
ents in C

entral and 
South Am

erica w
hich occupy the entire second 

floor of 19 W
est 21st Street. and include C

asa 
N

icaragua and C
om

m
ittee in Solidarity w

ith the 
People of El Salvador (C

ISPES). At the reception 
perform

ers share the stage w
ith political and 

cultural activists, including D
aniel Flores y 

Ascencio, founder of IN
ALSE (Institute of Arts 

and Letters of El Salvador in Exile), Lucy R. 
Lippard, and a representative of the Salvadoran 
revolutionary organization FD

R (Revolutionary 
D

em
ocratic Front / FM

LN
 (Farabundo M

artí 
N

ational Liberation Front). A w
ork by Anne 

Pitrone—
a life-size piñata that depicts a figure 

9
 Title w

all of Luchar! 
w

ith photos by Bolivar 
A

rellano of the bodies 
of D

utch journalists 
m

urdered in El Salvador
0

 W
ork by A

nne Pitrone 
in Luchar!
-

 Follow
ing page, 

Luchar!, left to right: 
w

orks by Bobby G
, FD

R
/

FM
LN

 dem
onstration 

flags, anonym
ous 

photographs of FM
LN

 
guerrillas, Joss G

onzalez

Luchar!
A

n Exhibition 
for the People of 
C

entral A
m

erica
Taller Latinoam

ericano, N
ew

 York, 
June 19–July 9, 1982

in the strappado torture position—
generates 

som
e controversy. Its sym

bolically pow
erful 

presence is disturbingly evocative of lived 
reality to som

e staff m
em

bers of and visitors to 
the organizations on the sam

e floor.

O
ctober 1982. A few

 m
onths after Luchar! 

the group rents a sm
all office space for $200 

a m
onth on the second floor of 19 W

est 21st 
Street. The neighboring offices house a variety 
of social organizations, w

hich stim
ulates the 

group’s consciousness and discussions about 
interrelations betw

een art, social practice, and 
political organizing.

ates 
rful
d 
itors to

ar!
$200
21st 
variety 
s the 
about 
ce, and
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Lucy R
. Lippard, “Revolting Issues” (excerpt),

The V
illage Voice, July 27, 1982

The call for entries stated, am
ong other things, 

that “all artw
ork should either directly or 

them
atically address the relationship betw

een 
popular m

ovem
ents for self determ

ination in 
Latin A

m
erica and U

nited States governm
ent 

policy” and that it w
ould include w

orks not 
traditionally seen as fine art: m

ultiples, 
reproducibles, and w

ork by non-artists as w
ell 

as flags, cam
paign graphics and propaganda 

m
aterials.”

A
bout 10

0
 H

ispanic and N
orth A

m
erican artists 

responded. A
shford received a lot of 

apprehensive phone calls that fell roughly into 
tw

o categories: art w
orld artists w

orried that 
their contributions w

ould be seen as naïve and 
politically incorrect; and artists w

orking in left 
organizations w

orried that their contributions 
w

ould be seen as too dogm
atic and not artful 

enough. If that split continues, a still m
ore 

com
plex set of w

orries w
ill be justified, though 

these phone calls are a hopeful sign. . . .

A
pril 1983. In conjunction w

ith announcing 
G

M
’s new

 headquarters on 21st Street, a one-
night exhibition of w

orks by over thirty politically 
m

inded and activist artists, Revolutionary Fine 
Arts, is staged in the com

m
unal spaces of 

the floor. Jock Reynolds w
rites to G

M
: “G

lad 
to know

 G
roup M

aterial is active and getting 
a new

 office together. Please reconsider this 
year w

hether you m
ight not w

ish to reapply 
to Artists O

rganizations for support from
 the 

Endow
m

ent. Linda Shearer and I w
ere really 

disappointed not to see an application from
 G

M
 

this last year.” The group had been resistant to 
form

alizing its procedures and m
aintaining the 

accoutrem
ents of legitim

acy as required by 
the N

EA, and had not applied. H
ow

ever, having 
just received IRS tax-exem

pt status, G
M

 again 
concocts the sem

blance of professionalization 
and a hierarchical salaried staff structure (on 
paper) in order to be eligible for grants. Privately 
the group decides to keep m

inim
al overheads, 

operate on an adhoc basis, and never have 
salaried positions in order to avoid any conflict 
of interest.

77 
R

EV
O

LU
TIO

N
A

RY FIN
E A

RTS

Revolutionary 
Fine A

rts
Taller Latinoam

ericano, N
ew

 York, 
A

pril 14, 1983, 8 p.m
.–12 a.m

.

9
 Revolutionary Fine 

A
rts, w

orks visible on left 
by Tim

 Rollins and 25 
kids from

 the S
outh 

Bronx, Tom
 Law

son
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Subculture
IRT subw

ay trains, N
ew

 York, 
Septem

ber 1–30, 1983

Subculture is supported w
ith public funds from

 
N

ew
 York State C

ouncil for the Arts (N
YSC

A), 
w

hich covers the space rental and publicity 
costs. Each artist produces their ow

n cards for 
installation on the trains. The m

edia vary, being 
hand painted, draw

n, collaged, spray-painted 
and stenciled, silk-screened, photographically 
printed, and photocopied. G

roup M
aterial 

prefers to pay for advertising space, as opposed 
to seeking in-kind contributions, so as to be 
treated like any other client. A M

ass Transit 

Authority (M
TA) representative w

arns that no 
religious or political m

essages are allow
ed. 

M
any of the pieces do in fact have political 

content and one subverts C
hristian im

agery, but 
no form

al review
 process takes place. The group 

delivers the collected subw
ay cards directly to 

the installation crew
, w

ho prom
ise there w

ill be 
no problem

 w
ith the m

aterial or its content—
“w

e 
just put ‘em

 up.” The sole conflict that develops 
is over Aric O

brosey’s piece, M
cM

erger, w
hich 

envisions the corporate fusion of M
cD

onald’s 

Invitation to Participate (excerpt),
G

roup M
aterial, N

ovem
ber 1983

S
ubculture is the natural extension of our 

successful M
5 project. . . . S

ubculture w
ill 

be an exhibition of art in the place of 
advertising on N

ew
 York C

ity subw
ay trains. 

G
roup M

aterial has rented 140
0

 advertising 
spaces to show

 the w
ork of 10

0
 artists. 

The w
ork w

ill be seen on every fourth train 
on the IRT lines w

hich cover the boroughs of 
M

anhattan, the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Q
ueens. 

. . . S
ubculture intends to change that 

vacuous tableau faced by the com
m

uter 
every day of a w

orld full of hem
orrhoid 

sufferers and opportunities offered by the 
A

lbert M
errill S

chool for technical training. 
W

hile offering real public exposure to artists, 
this project gives subw

ay riders a chance 
to view

 im
ages that carry a little m

ore 
m

eaning for them
 than w

hether they should 
“w

ash w
ith W

oolite.”

]
 W

ork for S
ubculture by 

D
ennis A

dam
s 
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and Burger King. O
brosey’s piece com

es to the 
attention of the M

TA w
hose representative 

advises G
M

 not to subm
it the piece, as it is 

potentially offensive to the tw
o com

panies, 
w

hich are also subw
ay advertisers. Although 

not officially rejected, the group suspects 
O

brosey’s pieces are sim
ply not installed.

N
ovem

ber 1983. The group creates a 
fundraising cam

paign prom
ising a Pity 

Puppy print to those w
ho contribute at least 

$20 to help G
roup M

aterial continue its 
activities. Several artists respond; the result 
is approxim

ately $250 incom
e. The 14 in. x 11 

in. black-and-w
hite print is a reproduction of 

a painting called Pity Puppy, w
hich the group 

believed w
as by M

argaret Keane. Keane has 
for years m

ade paintings of children, puppies, 
and kittens w

ith large pitiful eyes, w
hich are 

]
  W

ork for S
ubculture by 

Julie W
achtel

9
  W

ork for S
ubculture by 

Brad M
elam

ed 

distributed as inexpensive prints and posters. 
W

alter Keane, her husband, claim
ed credit for 

the w
orks in the early sixties until she took him

 
to court for a divorce proceeding. Rights to 
the painting style and artw

orks w
ere at stake. 

M
argaret painted in front of the judge, and w

hen 
asked to do likew

ise, W
alter avoided the test, 

claim
ing an injury affected his hand. The court 

sided w
ith M

argaret in 1965 and the Keanes 
divorced. The group w

as partly attracted to the 
im

age by this story of the court proceedings, 

but during the production of this book, it is 
discovered that the im

age w
as in fact created 

by another artist, G
ig.

January 1984. G
roup M

aterial m
ounts a group 

exhibition titled A.D
., C

hristian Influence in 
C

ontem
porary C

ulture at W
ork G

allery, w
hich 

is actually a storefront studio space shared by 
artists Tom

 Bassm
ann and Louis Laurita, w

ho 
are frequent participants in G

M
 show

s.

81 
S

U
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83 
TIM

ELIN
E

Tim
eline: 

A
 C

hronicle of 
U

.S. Intervention 
in C

entral and 
Latin A

m
erica

P.S.1, N
ew

 York, 
January 22–M

arch 18, 1984
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Tim
eline m

ixes historical and contem
porary 

artw
orks, docum

entary m
aterials, artifacts 

(som
e of w

hich D
oug procures through 

associations w
ith C

entral Am
erican artists and 

intellectuals living in exile), and high-in-dem
and 

com
m

odities the U
.S. im

ports from
 C

entral 
Am

erica, such as coffee and bananas, w
hich 

are spread on the floor in one corner of the 
installation. The centerpiece is a giant red buoy 
m

ade by Barbara W
esterm

ann, W
illiam

 Allen, 
and Ann M

essner for use in a m
arch against 

U
.S. intervention recently held in W

ashington, 
D

C
. Tim

eline is part of a nationw
ide cam

paign 
called Artists C

all Against U
.S. Intervention in 

C
entral Am

erica, w
hich produces a considerable 

program
 of cultural actions including a netw

ork 
of art exhibitions and benefit events in both 
com

m
ercial galleries and non-profit venues 

to raise consciousness and m
oney to support 

popular m
ovem

ents in Latin Am
erica. D

oug 
and Julie are closely involved in the planning 
activities and adm

inistration of Artists C
all.

Exhibition Proposal (excerpt),
G

roup M
aterial, N

ovem
ber 1983

S
ince 190

0
, the U

.S
. has intervened m

ilitarily 
in the affairs of C

entral and Latin A
m

erica 
over thirty tim

es. . . . 
 

For this exhibition, w
e have designed an 

installation of m
any disparate objects, 

artw
orks, com

m
odities and historical 

docum
ents. This m

yriad of things is collected 
into a unified purpose: to illustrate the 
crucial issues of the C

entral and Latin 
A

m
erican U

.S
. relationship.

 
Instead of preparing a literal, historical 

survey of art about Latin and C
entral 

A
m

erican life and politics (an im
possibility 

for m
any reasons), G

roup M
aterial proposes 

to gather together a constellation of artists 
from

 different political contexts and tim
es 

w
ho nevertheless m

ade w
ork about the very 

sam
e issues that burn w

ith such intensity in 
C

entral and Latin A
m

erica today. 
 

For exam
ple, w

hile the w
ork of D

iego 
R

ivera, Tina M
odotti and S

iqueiros have 
an obvious relevance to the issues w

e w
ish 

to investigate, John H
eartfield’s 1933 

photom
ontage (m

ade for a socialist 
m

agazine in Berlin representing w
orkers 

voting for the N
azi Party for fear of their 

personal safety), is startling in its correlation 
to the recent election in El Salvador and the 
“surprising” victory of the ultra-right. . . . 
 

Exhibited w
ith equal status w

ith the 
artw

orks, G
roup M

aterial is curating a 
collection of com

m
odities (large bags of 

coffee beans, tobacco leaves, C
hiquita 

bananas from
 the U

nited Fruit C
o., sheets 

of copper, etc.). W
e do this because the 

desire and struggle to acquire these 
products rem

ains the foundation for m
uch 

of the oppression that C
entral and Latin 

A
m

erica has suffered historically. . . .

85 
TIM
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The group is invited to m
ake a new

 project for 
the 1985 W

hitney Biennial. Am
ericana critically 

engages the Biennial structure and questions 
how

 Am
erica represents itself, as w

ell as how
 

the W
hitney defines Am

erican art through 
curatorial practice and the politics of inclusion 
and exclusion. Am

ericana is G
roup M

aterial’s 
m

odel biennial, a salon des refusés of w
hat 

has been significantly absent, excluded by 
curatorial business-as-usual attitudes, including 
populist art, w

orks by artists of color, fem
inist 

practices, overtly political art, and everyday 
artifacts. A range of store-bought objects are 
interspersed w

ith artw
orks in the display w

ith 
the intent to dislodge the boundaries betw

een 
“high” and “low

” culture. Several loaves of 
bread including W

onder Bread, W
onder w

hole 
w

heat, Pepperidge Farm
 sprouted w

heat, and 
Arnold Buttertop are installed in a row

 in the 
m

iddle of one w
all, and lit w

ith high intensity 
theatrical spotlights. The lights heat the 
bread and m

essages are periodically left at 
G

roup M
aterial’s answ

ering service requesting 
“som

eone com
e up to the m

useum
 and change 

the bread, it’s getting nasty.” 

A
m

ericana
The W

hitney M
useum

 
of A

m
erican A

rt, N
ew

 York, 
M

arch 21–June 9, 1985

9
 Photograph of the 

Thom
as Jefferson 

m
em

orial, W
ashington, 

D
C

, installed at the 
entrance of A

m
ericana 

354



[
 LeRoy N

eim
an, 

H
arry’s Bar, 1984

-
 M

artin W
ong, 

C
hinese Laundry, 
1984
-

 Follow
ing spread:

Tw
o pages from

 the 
proposal for A

m
ericana, 

1984
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K
im

 Levin, “The W
hitney Laundry” (excerpt), 

The V
illage Voice, A

pril 9, 1985 

W
hat is there to say about a W

hitney Biennial 
in w

hich the m
ost provocative and 

subversive thing is a LeRoy N
eim

an hanging 
on the m

useum
’s w

alls? It’s not the picture 
that’s provocative but the perverse fact: the 
shock of schlock being sanctified, even if it is 
done tongue-in-cheek. W

hat does it say 
about the state of our m

inds—
and the state 

of art—
that this is the hideous thrill of the 

day? H
ave w

e finally sunk so low
? . . . If G

roup 
M

aterial’s titillating, w
eakly rebellious 

installation lacks the grubby strength of The 
Tim

es S
quare S

how
 nearly five years ago, it 

does provide a hook to hang this year’s 
Biennial on: com

m
odity tim

e is here. It’s nice 
that G

roup M
aterial tried to outw

it the 
W

hitney curators w
ith its laundry room

, even 
if it ended up doing the dirty w

ork for them
.

Letter to The V
illage Voice (excerpt),

G
roup M

aterial, A
pril 16, 1985

C
ontrary to K

im
 Levin’s assum

ptions, G
roup 

M
aterial w

asn’t used by the W
hitney to any 

greater extent than its resources and 
visibility w

ere used by us to present a critical 
m

odel of w
hat w

e believe an A
m

erican 
m

useum
’s biennial should be. . . . D

oes Levin 
really believe it takes a clever critic to 
understand how

 institutions m
anipulate the 

m
eaning and reception of culture? 

If you really w
ant a “radical shakeup,” w

hy 
stop at the Biennial? The entire culture 
industry needs to be overhauled. A

m
ericana 

is but one sm
all dem

onstration tow
ard a 

program
 of cultural change. It w

as not 
designed for the W

hitney, or for art critics, 
but for the large public w

hich Levin 
contem

ptuously reduces to “students, 
tourists, novices, and art investors.”

-
 N

ancy S
pero, 

N
icaragua, 1984–1985 
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[
 Tseng Kw

ong C
hi, 

Tow
nsend, Verm

ont, 
1983
-

 A
rtist and soundtrack 

list for A
m

ericana 
(in progress) 
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Letter of invitation to participate (excerpt),
G

roup M
aterial, M

arch 1985

G
roup M

aterial is creating a poster piece to 
be exhibited at C

hapter entitled D
em

ocracy 
W

all for C
ardiff. . . The piece is com

posed of 
ten posters, each 6’ x 4’ butted together to 
create a 40

 feet long w
ork. The posters 

alternate betw
een red and green: the green 

posters carrying statem
ents given by official 

social organizations in G
reat Britain, and the 

red carrying statem
ents given by people 

interview
ed outside Tesco superm

arkets and 
on the street in C

ardiff. . . .
 

W
e are contacting organizations w

ith as 
diverse as possible purposes and functions, 
in order to create a sort of “landscape” of 
different social outlooks. W

e are asking from
 

each organization, of w
hich you are one, a 

statem
ent of not m

ore than 50
 w

ords 
pertaining to the “Future of the Fam

ily” as it 
relates to the purposes of your organization. 
This w

ill be m
ounted on an individual poster 

and m
ade part of the entire piece. . . .

D
em

ocracy W
all

C
hapter A

rts C
entre, C

ardiff, W
ales, 

A
pril 27–M

ay 25, 1985

o
 D

em
ocracy W

all 
installed inside C

hapter 
A

rts C
entre

-
 Letter from

 N
ational 

C
leansing C

am
paign, 

including statem
ent for 

D
em

ocracy W
all poster
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G
M

’s application of the dem
ocracy w

all, the 
form

 first used by the group in D
A ZI BAO

S, 
intends to diagram

 conflicting perspectives 
rubbing up against one another. D

em
ocracy W

all 
for C

ardiff is organized around the them
e “the 

future of the fam
ily as a social form

,” presenting 
statem

ents from
 street interview

s w
ith C

ardiff 
citizens juxtaposed w

ith statem
ents from

 
social agencies. O

n the day the posters are 
installed inside C

hapter som
eone destroys the 

one from
 the N

ational Front. An explanation by 

the curator, Philip Sky, is m
ounted in its place, 

stating that the intention of the D
em

ocracy 
W

all is: “to present in direct, graphic form
, a 

m
ultiplicity of ideas. G

roup M
aterial is in no w

ay 
interested in prom

oting any line on the Fam
ily. 

D
em

ocracy W
all is a visual and conceptual 

survey of popular and official thought on the 
subject of the Fam

ily’s future.”

[
 M

cLaughlin and A
ult 

m
aking D

em
ocracy W

all 
posters
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M
ASS

various locations, 
M

ay 1985 through 
D

ecem
ber 1986

9
 M

A
S

S
 installed at 

The N
ew

 M
useum

 of 
C

ontem
porary A

rt, N
ew

 
York, 1986
-

 Follow
ing spread:

H
anging instructions 

for M
A

S
S

 

H
anging directions for M

A
S

S
,

D
oug A

shford, 1985

W
hat you need

1)  A
pprox. 30

0
 feet of string

2) N
ails

3) 11 yards of sticky backed velcro (fuzzy
 

side only 3/4” or 1/2” w
idth)

W
hat you do
1) M

easure out at the floor the placem
ent of 

letters that fit the space. Ideally there is 2 
feet betw

een each letter. This w
ould bring 

the total am
ount of w

all space needed to 38 
feet. A

lso, try to leave 3 feet space at each 
end as w

ell. M
ark bottom

 of w
all accordingly.

2) H
ang seven level and tight horizontal 

strings the entire length of the w
all. These 

should be placed (ideally) so that center 
string is at average eye level. There m

ust be 
one foot betw

een each string. M
A

S
S

 is 8 feet 
high but needs higher w

all w
ith space at top 

and bottom
 (see diagram

). 
3) M

eanw
hile, cut velcro into 1/2” by 1/2” 

or 3/4” squares and attach one piece to each 
corner (or m

ore w
here needed) to every 

panel. D
o not peel off sticky backing paper 

until ready to adhere to w
all. Each panel 

should have both sides of velcro. ( M
A

S
S 

should arrive w
ith stiff side of velcro already 

stuck to back of every panel.)
4) W

ith horizontal placem
ent m

easured onto 
floor and vertical placem

ent determ
ined by 

strings you now
 have a grid to guide sticky 

w
orks to w

all. Peel off paper from
 back of 

fuzzy velcro on each panel and press panel to 
w

all. Be sure that panels go up in order! (S
ee 

diagram
). A

lso be certain that approx 1/4” 
space is m

aintained betw
een each square 

panel. (Panels are slightly sm
aller than 1 foot 

by 1 foot).
5) Rem

ove string and nails. Panels can be 
adjusted slightly or easily rem

oved and 
replaced, because of the velcro.
6) Please be sure to pack in crate after the 
exhibition in order. This m

akes it easy for the 
next exhibition.

Q
uestions*

call day or night.

W
illiam

 O
lander, Exhibition Brochure 

(excerpt), (N
ew

 York: The N
ew

 M
useum

, 1986)
 The issue of collaboration . . . is extrem

ely 
com

plex in relation to G
roup M

aterial for it 
is not m

erely a m
atter of four artists w

ho 
collaborate w

ith each other (“G
roup 

M
aterial”), but four artists w

ho have 
collaborated, over the past six years, w

ith 
literally hundreds of other artists. . . . M

A
S

S 
w

as conceived by G
roup M

aterial in response 
to som

e current buzzw
ords often used to 

describe the contem
porary art scene—

“hot,” 
“expressionist,” “heroic,” “violent,” 
“adventurous,” and “raw

.” In opposition to 
these, G

roup M
aterial proposed a different 

spelling of contem
porary culture—

“M
A

S
S

.” 
To this end, G

roup M
aterial invited alm

ost 
tw

o hundred artists to contribute an im
age 

[w
hich had to be 12 inches by 12 inches] of 

their ow
n: a photograph, a record cover, or an 

advertisem
ent—

to offer literally a signifier 
w

hich w
ould becom

e the signified “M
A

S
S

,” 
a tw

elve-by-forty-foot w
ord w

hich also 
functions as an im

age, a concept, 
a representation, and finally a collaboration
. . . . This is a new

 opportunity to reconsider 
“M

A
S

S
” in all of its contem

porary 
significance: m

ass, as in the m
asses; m

ass, 
as in scientific density; m

ass, as in m
ass 

culture and m
ass m

edia; m
ass, as in 

a religious m
ass, etc. etc. . . .

10
7 

M
A

S
S
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9
 M

essages to 
W

ashington w
ith w

ork 
by C

hristy R
upp in 

foreground
-

 Follow
ing spread: 

D
raw

ing of 1984 vice-
presidential candidate 
G

eraldine Ferraro by 
Steve Jones, installation 
by D

orothy Kohn (D
ottie 

the K
)

Fifty advertisem
ents are placed in local 

new
spapers around the country inviting people 

to send visual, taped, or textual “m
essages to 

W
ashington” to m

ake up an exhibit in D
C

, w
hich 

the group plans to supplem
ent w

ith popular 
expressions of political opinion pulled from

 
its archive of photos and artw

ork. The ads are 
necessarily sm

all due to budget constraints, 
m

any are poorly printed and som
e are illegible, 

w
hich explains at least in part the relatively few

 
responses—

tw
enty or so—

to the public call. The 
group fills out the exhibition w

ith artw
orks as 

w
ell as item

s lobbyists distribute to C
ongress to 

publicize their issues, for instance an eight foot 
piece of lum

ber from
 a carpenter’s union.

M
essages to 

W
ashington

W
ashington Project for the A

rts, 
W

ashington, D
C

, 
Septem

ber 1–O
ctober 12, 1985
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D
ecem

ber 1985. G
roup M

aterial produces 
Alarm

 C
lock, a single-w

all installation, for 
The O

ther Am
erica: Art and Labor at Royal 

Festival H
all in London. Alarm

 C
lock focuses on 

labor in the U
.S. and is realized w

ith input and 
assistance from

 British artist, and co-curator of 
The O

ther Am
erica, M

argaret H
arrison. Alarm

 
C

lock includes: office flyers, a variety of alarm
 

clocks (“m
ade in C

hina”, “m
ade in Yugoslavia,” 

a W
estclox “Standard,” a W

estclox “Big Ben,” a 
“designer” clock), bum

per stickers, coffee m
ugs 

w
ith office slogans on them

, The Professional 
Im

age book, office m
em

o post-it pads, a 
m

anagers door sign, and a Bruce Springsteen 
Born in the U

.S.A. poster—
all interm

ingled w
ith 

artw
orks. The alarm

 clocks, hung interm
ittently 

at eye level, are all stolen at the opening.

9
 Lobbyists’ flyer 

included in M
essages to 

W
ashington

o
 A

dvertisem
ent to 

participate in M
essages 

to W
ashington, 

published in The Tribune, 
July 11, 1985

February 1986. The Alternative M
useum

’s 
director G

eno Rodriguez invites G
roup 

M
aterial to co-organize Liberty &

 Justice, 
an exhibition staged to coincide w

ith the 
C

entennial C
elebration of the Statue of Liberty. 

The exhibition includes forty critical artistic 
interpretations of liberty and justice in the 
U

nited States. A soundtrack of versions of “The 
Star-Spangled Banner,” “Am

erica the Beautiful,” 
and “G

od Bless Am
erica” plays constantly.

Introductory W
all Text  (excerpt),

The A
lternative M

useum
 and G

roup M
aterial, 

February 1986

The classical conception of dem
ocracy 

m
andates that each individual act on the 

“free exchange” of inform
ation surrounding 

him
. The founding fathers thought that 

eventually this treasure chest of ideas w
ould 

enable a population to see, judge and then 
change its condition. G

overnm
ent w

ould act 
as a m

irror—
reflecting the individuals’ 

inform
ed judgm

ent. A
nd the citizen, 

in turn, w
ould feel his identity reflected in 

the nation state.
 

S
uch a neat package som

ehow
 w

ent astray. 
Today the overload of inform

ation has 
fractured any consistent reflection of social 
life. W

orld view
s can be flipped like television 

channels—
seconds of D

ynasty  interchange 
w

ith seconds of congressional debate—
as 

facts blend w
ith fiction the ideal of inform

ed 
judgm

ent becom
es little m

ore than another 
com

m
ercial.

 
A

ny totalitarian grip on alternative view
s 

of the w
orld seem

s redundant—
instead 

pictures and sentences are drained of 
m

eaning. . . .

Liberty &
 Justice

The A
lternative M

useum
, N

ew
 York,

February 22–M
arch 22, 1986
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G
roup M

aterial uses a prim
ary color schem

e 
for the show

—
one w

all blue, one red, and one 
yellow

—
an allusion to popular culture and 

specifically to som
e clippings and cartoons 

included in the show
. A visitor com

m
ents on how

 
m

uch she enjoys the exhibition; not realizing the 
group’s intentions, she adds, “It’s just too bad 
you had to w

ork w
ith those w

all colors.”

Sum
m

er 1986. M
undy M

cLaughlin leaves the 
group and N

ew
 York to return to C

anada, w
here 

she is from
, to study law

 at M
cG

ill U
niversity 

in M
ontreal. She is tired of U

.S. politics and 
fatigued by the collective process, w

anting to 
pursue an individual art practice.

The group had stopped requiring m
onthly dues 

a couple years previously, and now
 regularly 

receives N
EA funding for general operating 

costs and N
YSC

A support for special projects. 
For the m

ost part, hosting institutions finance 
the respective exhibition and project costs.

A
rts and Leisure

The K
itchen, N

ew
 York, 

M
ay 24–June 14, 1986

Press Release  (excerpt),
G

roup M
aterial, M

ay 1986

A
rts and Leisure  presents a critical overview

 
of im

agery that takes art history and popular 
culture as its subject. C

om
bining “fine art” 

and m
ass m

edia im
ages, A

rts and Leisure  
questions the m

odern tradition of using art 
as the subject m

atter of art, as exem
plified 

by Pop A
rt’s hom

age to popular culture, 
Postm

odernism
’s exacting criticism

, the 
nearly hostile m

ockery of Fine A
rt by com

ic 
strips, and recent socially conscious art. . . . 
A

 recent N
ational Enquirer article reporting 

w
ith am

azem
ent on m

odern art prices 
correlates w

ith a Louise Law
ler criticism

 of 
the fine art m

edia. A
ric O

brosey’s “yin / yang 
Pizza H

ut / A
frican H

ut” bridges the 
com

m
ercial order of D

agw
ood spitting on 

m
useum

 art in the popular com
ic strip. W

alt 
D

isney’s low
 view

 of the fine artist coexists 
w

ith C
onrad A

tkinson’s belief in the artist as 
an agent of social change.

117 
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=
 A

nnouncem
ent card 

for Resistance (front) 
w

ith photograph by 
C

atherine A
llport of 

the funeral of a U
D

F 
organizer killed by 
police, U

m
lazi, S

outh 
A

frica, 1985

M
EM

BER
S

:
D

oug Ashford, Julie Ault, 
Tim

 Rollins

The group seeks to counter the art w
orld’s 

apparent infatuation w
ith, and use and abuse 

of French theorist Jean Baudrillard’s w
ritings, 

particularly as they are used to invoke “the end 
of the political.” A roundtable discussion about 
w

hat is at stake in relation to his theories, art, 
and politics is held betw

een Judith Barry, Peter 
H

alley, W
illiam

 O
lander, Julie W

achtel, O
liver 

W
asow

, and D
oug Ashford and Julie Ault for G

M
. 

The edited transcript is m
ade into handouts 

that accom
pany the show

. D
ividing the space 

are three television m
onitors show

ing Jean-
Luc G

odard and Anne-M
arie M

iéville’s Six Fois 
D

eux / Sur Et Sous La C
om

m
unication, D

avid 
C

ronenberg’s Scanners, and a w
ork by D

ara 
Birnbaum

. Barbara Kruger participates w
ith 

a piece called W
hy I Am

 N
ot Anti-Baudrillard, 

w
hich is a quote from

 the theorist about the 
relationship betw

een antithesis and thesis. 
Baudrillard visits N

ew
 York for a conference 

at N
YU

 w
hile the show

 is on, and Josie, 
w

ho w
orks at W

hite C
olum

ns, hands him
 an 

invitation, to w
hich he says w

ith dism
ay, “but 

this is anti-Baudrillard.”

Resistance 
(A

nti-Baudrillard)
W

hite C
olum

ns, N
ew

 York, 
February 6–28, 1987

Exhibition Proposal (excerpt),
G

roup M
aterial, O

ctober 1986

A
 theoretical jungle surrounds us. O

vergrow
n 

from
 inactivity, this jungle harbors real 

dangers—
the dissolution of history, the 

disfiguration of any alternative actuality, 
and the attem

pt to disow
n practice. A

ctivism
 

is perceived as illusory in an illusory culture.
 

In this self-im
posed confinem

ent art 
becom

es com
fortable, criticality becom

es 
style, politics becom

es idealism
, and 

ultim
ately inform

ation becom
es 

im
possibility. 

 
G

roup M
aterial refutes this operatively 

subm
issive philosophy w

ith this proposed 
exhibition, A

nti-Baudrillard (Resistance). 
 

A
nti-Baudrillard (Resistance) is a 

collection of art objects and im
ages that 

depict an undeniable political reality and 
form

 a picture of w
idespread, international 

resistance. This resistance denies the 
self-indulgence of leisure-class theory. 
It is resistance born from

 necessity and 
genuine day-to-day existence. . . .
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The C
astle

docum
enta 8, Kassel, 

June 12–Septem
ber 20, 1987
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An enclosed circular room
 painted a subtle 

shade of silvery gray and carpeted in royal blue 
is constructed for The C

astle. Franz Kafka’s 
book w

ith the sam
e title, about a m

an w
ho 

repeatedly tries and fails to gain access to 
the authorities of the eponym

ous castle, is a 
reference point for the exhibition concept. A 
deleted extract from

 Kafka’s text is reproduced 
along the bottom

 and top perim
eters of the 

w
alls, encircling and captioning the space—

m
etaphorically expressing the perspective 

of the show
. It reads: “The C

astle in itself 
is infinitely m

ore pow
erful than you are; 

nevertheless there m
ight still be som

e doubt 
w

hether it w
ill w

in, but you don’t turn that to 
account; it is as though all your endeavors 
w

ere aim
ed at establishing the victory of the 

C
astle beyond any doubt, that is w

hy suddenly 
in the m

idst of the fight you begin to be afraid 

w
ithout any cause, thus increasing your ow

n 
helplessness.” A soundtrack of easy-listening 
versions of socially relevant and revolutionary 
songs plays continuously. A collection of 
Am

erican and G
erm

an store-bought products 
exem

plify “how
 the consum

er m
arketplace 

m
asquerades as an arena of alternatives and 

creates an illusory freedom
 of choice: buying 

pow
er is substituted for political pow

er.” 
Products designed to appeal to notions of 
hierarchy and status are installed, including 
M

r. Big napkins, M
aster Blend coffee, Lord 

cigarettes, M
eister Klasse soup m

ixes, and 
Im

perial m
argarine. G

M
 focuses on only sm

all-
scale artw

orks for the show
 to contradict the 

com
petitive bigger-is-better attitude evident in 

international exhibitions such as docum
enta.  

[
 Previous page:

D
etail of announcem

ent 
card for The C

astle 
(front)
9

 Exterior view
 of 

The C
astle 

0
 The C

astle, left 
to right: w

orks by 
S

ilvia Kolbow
ski, 

Tom
 Law

son (top), 
M

aster Blend coffee 
(m

iddle), 
A

ric O
brosey (bottom

), 
Larry Johnson  

M
EM

BER
S

:
D

oug Ashford, Julie Ault, 
Tim

 Rollins

Exhibition Proposal (excerpt),
G

roup M
aterial, S

eptem
ber 1986

The C
astle has a subject, a them

e and design 
that unifies the m

yriad of objects exhibited. 
The C

astle refers to how
 m

odern w
estern 

culture, from
 the m

ost com
m

on household 
product to the m

ost coveted contem
porary 

artw
ork seem

s to address a new
 w

ill to 
pow

er, not genuine political pow
er but a 

desire for the representations of pow
er, the 

signs of superiority, privilege and dom
inance. 

. . . The C
astle features artists w

ho im
itate, 

m
ediate, appropriate, and m

ilitate against 
this crisis of contem

porary visual culture. . . 
 

The visage of O
rw

ell’s Big Brother has been 
sublim

ated by the om
nipresent surgically 

altered face of M
ichael Jackson. The pow

er 
w

e seek to im
press or usurp, the pow

er w
e 

desire yet deny, the pow
er that has 

penetrated every fiber of our com
m

on sense, 
the pow

er that has m
ade w

orking classes 
disbelieve in their ow

n everyday existence; 
this is the subject of our exhibition. . . .

123 
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125 
TH

E C
A

S
TLE

Reader’s G
uide (excerpt),

G
roup M

aterial, June 1987

A
ll artists seek an ideal audience. This 

audience used to be people—
flesh and blood 

individuals. This is finished. O
ur art is now

 
m

ade for The C
astle.

 
U

nlike the older form
s of dom

inance—
the 

K
ing, the Boss, the Landlord, The C

astle is a 
general, sw

eeping pow
er w

e can no longer 
exactly locate. D

espite its lack of specificity, 
it strikes us w

ith as great a force and 
brutality as ever before experienced in 
history. It is the dangerous, am

orphous 
nature of The C

astle that m
akes it the object 

of our love and attention.
 

To love The C
astle is to m

ake oneself in its 
im

age. A
rtists take on attributes of The 

C
astle. A

s in the gam
e of chess, w

e as artists 
are taller and m

ore privileged than the 
dispensable paw

ns. A
rtists are paw

ns of a 
higher rank, bestow

ed w
ith illusions of 

freedom
. Yet like the rook, w

e m
ust com

ply 
w

ith strict law
s of lim

ited m
ovem

ent.

 
H

ere is our offering to The C
astle—

an 
arrangem

ent of paintings, draw
ings, 

sculptures, prints, photographs, pages torn 
from

 popular m
agazines, recorded tapes of 

m
usic, decorative household objects, things 

w
e buy in superm

arkets—
visual objects that 

dress in the vestm
ents of pow

er in order to 
perhaps gain an audience to pow

er, an 
audience w

ith The C
astle. 

 
The C

astle, like all castles before it, is very 
slow

ly crum
bling into history. O

thers w
ill 

scour the ground, find the useful debris and 
use it to build new

 structures. W
e look 

forw
ard to the m

om
ent w

hen The C
astle 

w
eakens, w

hen the artist rejects the role of 
the rook, retrieving full pow

er of m
ovem

ent. 
This requires artists w

ho, not w
aiting their 

turn, ignore the law
 of the grid and break the 

rules of the gam
e.
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For C
onstitution, the w

alls of the Tem
ple 

U
niversity space are painted a shade of tan from

 
the Federal period of Am

erican interior design—
the period w

hen the C
onstitution of the U

nited 
States w

as drafted. G
roup M

aterial paints an 
enlargem

ent of the pream
ble and initial section 

of the 1787 C
onstitution on the gallery w

alls to 
create a visual and sym

bolic background for the 
art displayed, w

hich includes w
orks in various 

m
edia by “fine” artists, so-called outsider and 

“folk” artists, and a bench designed by Thom
as 

Jefferson. A soundtrack of M
ahalia Jackson 

singing traditional hym
ns plays during the show

.

C
onstitution

The Tem
ple U

niversity G
allery, 

Philadelphia, 
O

ctober 1–N
ovem

ber 14, 1987

9
 C

onstitution, left 
to right: w

orks by John 
A

hearn, A
ndres S

errano, 
N

ancy S
pero (top), 

S
herrie Levine (m

iddle), 
D

aniel Pressley (bottom
)

-
 Exhibition handout

-
 Follow

ing spread, left 
to right: w

orks by 
G

uerrilla A
rt A

ction 
G

roup, C
urtis Brow

n, 
Edw

ard C
urtis (top), 

D
ennis A

dam
s (bottom

), 
D

avid Robbins, Faith 
R

inggold, Thom
as 

Jefferson (bench)
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Fall 1987. Julie visits Felix G
onzalez-Torres’ 

M
FA exhibition at N

YU
, w

hich includes dateline 
Photostat pieces and im

ages of crow
ds 

reproduced as puzzles, and brings his current 
w

ork to the attention of the group. C
ontact is 

m
ade and affinities betw

een Felix and the group 
are im

m
ediately apparent. Felix had participated 

in Subculture in 1983 after M
undy, enthused 

from
 seeing a w

ork of his, had gotten in touch. 
Felix seem

s a natural for the group. After 
getting together a couple tim

es w
ith D

oug, 
Julie, and Tim

, he is invited to join. 

Tim
 Rollins leaves the group to exclusively 

devote him
self to his progressively m

ore prim
ary 

endeavor, K.O
.S. (Kids of Survival), the after 

school w
orkshop he developed in the South 

Bronx w
here junior and high-school kids read 

books together and collaborate on paintings 
that com

m
unicate their lived experiences 

in relation to the ideas encountered in the 
literature. Tim

 had w
anted to stop participating 

in G
M

 for a w
hile, and as Felix has now

 joined, 
he feels confident that his leaving does not 
jeopardize its continuation.
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 C

onstitution catalog
9

 C
onstitution, left to 

right: w
orks by G

retchen 
Bender, Leon G

olub, 
Felix G

onzalez-Torres, 
Tom

 Law
son 

M
EM

BER
S

:
D

oug Ashford, Julie Ault, 
Felix G

onzalez-Torres
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Inserts
advertising supplem

ent to 
the Sunday N

ew
 York Tim

es, 
M

ay 22, 1988

and racism
 as offensive and inappropriate to 

their fam
ily-oriented readership. The group 

approaches the N
ew

 York Tim
es, w

hose director 
of Advertising Acceptability review

s the content 
and expresses concern that readers m

ay be 
confused and upset by the use of the term

 
“pickaninny” in the w

ork by C
arrie M

ae W
eem

s. 
H

e asks if she w
ill rew

ord. W
eem

s refuses and 
the Tim

es agrees to publish the piece intact. 
Inserts has a budget of $25,000, the m

ajority 
of w

hich goes for the space and distribution into 
85,000 copies of the M

ay 22 Sunday edition. 
G

rants from
 N

YSC
A, the Public Art Fund Inc., 

and Art M
atters, Inc. fund the project.

G
M

 acts as a contractor, com
m

issioning 
w

orks by ten artists for Inserts, booklets to be 
placed in an edition of a Sunday new

spaper. 
The single page w

orks are conceived for the 
situation by M

ike G
lier, Jenny H

olzer, Barbara 
Kruger, C

arrie M
ae W

eem
s, Felix G

onzalez-
Torres, N

ancy Spero, N
ancy Linn, H

ans H
aacke, 

Richard Prince, and Louise Law
ler. O

riginally 
planned for the Sunday D

aily N
ew

s, the project 
is rejected just prior to realization. A D

aily N
ew

s 
source reports that the approval com

m
ittee 

w
as expecting draw

ings and paintings, and 
w

as taken aback by the am
ount of text in the 

art. Additionally, they view
ed the tone and 

subject m
atter of AID

S, nuclear w
eaponry, 
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 N

ew
 York Tim

es 
distribution m

ap for 
advertisers
-

 Follow
ing spreads: 

Inserts, left to right: 
M

ike G
lier, Jenny H

olzer, 
R

ichard Prince,  Louise 
Law

ler 
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The group identifies crises in dem
ocracy as 

its subject and develops a form
at in response 

to the specifics of D
ia’s history. D

ia is know
n 

for supporting the realization of w
orks that 

extend in perpetuity, for instance The Lightning 
Field by W

alter D
e M

aria, and lately for its 
yearlong exhibitions at 77 W

ooster Street. 
Since its inception D

ia operated as a privately 
financed foundation but has recently undergone 
restructuring, enabling the organization to 
receive public funding. The group considers 
the them

e of dem
ocracy w

arrants a continually 
changing exhibition over the allocated four 
m

onths. In discussion w
ith curator, G

ary 
G

arrels, num
erous practical challenges em

erge 

D
em

ocracy
Four installations and Tow

n 
M

eetings, D
ia A

rt Foundation, 
77 W

ooster Street, N
ew

 York, 
Septem

ber 15, 1988–
January 14, 1989

and the group opts for breaking the exhibition 
period into four subthem

es and sequential 
parts, scheduled to m

irror the exhibition pace of 
a com

m
ercial gallery. Roundtable discussions 

betw
een practitioners in each of the fields are 

intended to inform
 and educate the group in 

preparation for the exhibitions and four Tow
n 

M
eetings are planned to coincide w

ith their 
exhibitions. Artist M

artha Rosler is invited 
by D

ia for the second half of the season; she 
adopts G

roup M
aterial’s structure of sequential 

exhibitions and tow
n m

eetings (open forum
s) 

for her project There’s N
o Place Like H

om
e. D

ia 
nam

es the entire year of program
m

ing “Tow
n 

M
eeting.” 

Each of G
M

’s D
ia installations contains a version 

of an Am
erican flag and som

e form
 of seating: 

a regulation school flag and school desks in 
Education, a supersized flag and a La-Z-Boy 
chair in Politics and Election, an “outlaw

 biker” 
flag and backyard picnic tables and benches in 
C

ultural Participation, and a w
ork by M

ichael 
Jenkins called June 30, 1986 w

hich depicts a 
flag w

ith the stars cut out, along w
ith folding 

chairs in AID
S and D

em
ocracy: A C

ase Study.

D
ia staff are extrem

ely hospitable and perm
it 

G
M

 to use their offices and infrastructure not 
only for planning D

em
ocracy but for w

orking on 
other projects as w

ell.
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Education presents artw
orks directly and 

m
etaphorically related to education and 

its institutions alongside collaborative 
contributions by teacher and student groups. 
D

oug w
rites a letter of invitation to public 

school teachers to elicit projects from
 and 

w
ith their students for the exhibition, w

hich, 
w

ith help from
 M

ario Asaro (a form
er intern 

w
ith G

roup M
aterial w

ho is associated w
ith 

Artists / Teachers C
oncerned) is distributed 

via the m
ailing list of the N

ew
 York State 

Teachers Association. Although he is no longer 

D
em

ocracy:
Education
D

ia A
rt Foundation, N

ew
 York, 

Septem
ber 15–O

ctober 8, 1988; 
Tow

n M
eeting, 

Septem
ber 27, 1988

an active group m
em

ber Tim
 Rollins is involved 

in the proposal stage of D
em

ocracy, and he 
participates in the roundtable discussion, as 
w

ell as acting as chairperson of the 
Tow

n M
eeting. 

 G
M

 paints the w
alls w

ith blackboard paint, 
w

hich is a surprise to Peter H
alley, w

hose w
ork 

in the exhibition uses m
ainly black paint as w

ell. 
D

uring the show
, a fire breaks out on the floor 

above and the fire departm
ent arrives. In the 

chaos of attem
pting to rem

ove the art from
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harm
’s w

ay, tw
o firem

en m
anhandle the m

ost 
valuable artw

ork in the show
—

tw
o chalkboards 

w
ith ephem

eral traces of a perform
ance 

by Joseph Beuys on them
—

thereby dam
aging 

the w
ork.

9
 D

em
ocracy: Politics 

and Election roundtable 
discussion, left to right: 
Eva C

ockroft, Judge 
Bruce W

right, Julie A
ult, 

Felix G
onzalez-Torres
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Press Release (excerpt), 
G

roup M
aterial, S

eptem
ber 1988

O
ur objective is to focus on the different 

options and lim
itations that surround the 

process of learning. The installation is 
designed as a classroom

, w
here m

any voices 
enter a dialogue. D

em
ocracy is in a state 

of crisis. It m
ust be a process of 

collaboration and inclusion w
hich needs to 

be constantly reinvented. . . .

The presidential race betw
een M

ichael D
ukakis 

and G
eorge H

. W
. Bush is defined by a new

 
level of negative cam

paigning and television 
oriented, art directed spectacle m

asterm
inded 

by Bush’s cam
paign m

anager, Lee Atw
ater, w

ith 
assistance from

 political consultant Roger Ailes. 
Sym

bols seem
 to stand in for substance, w

hich 
is registered in the installation by the placem

ent 
of a television tuned to m

ajor netw
ork cam

paign 
coverage on a podium

 right at the gallery 
entrance. H

undreds of red, w
hite, and blue 

balloons are inflated to cover the ceiling during 
the reception. D

ia’s caterers likew
ise them

atize 
the decorations and drinks w

ith a red, w
hite, 

and blue m
otif. The opening atm

osphere is of a 
perversely patriotic party gone w

rong.
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D
em

ocracy:
Politics and 
Election
D

ia A
rt Foundation, N

ew
 York, 

O
ctober 15–N

ovem
ber 12; 

Tow
n M

eeting, 
O

ctober 18, 1988
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Press release (excerpt), 
O

ctober 1988

The Politics and Election exhibition w
ill 

not sim
ply illustrate political crises and 

struggles, but w
ill focus specifically on 

the contem
porary nature of political pow

er. 
W

e are currently w
itnessing the com

plete 
dism

issal of substance and honesty, in w
hich 

the real crises are overshadow
ed by the style 

of presentation. The exact color, dim
ensions 

and design of the debate podium
s have 

becom
e m

ore im
portant than the issues 

being discussed. Through juxtaposition of 
subtly related objects and im

ages, G
roup 

M
aterial invites the audience to read 

betw
een the lines. . . . 

9
 D

em
ocracy: Politics 

and Election left to right: 
w

orks by Betrand Lavier, 
A

ntonio M
untadas and 

M
arshall Reese (m

onitor), 
M

ike G
lier (hanging), 

M
itchell Syrop (w

all), 
supersize flag and 
La-Z-Boy chair included 
by G

M
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D
em

ocracy:
C

ultural 
Participation
D

ia A
rt Foundation, N

ew
 York, 

N
ovem

ber 19–D
ecem

ber 10; 
Tow

n M
eeting, 

N
ovem

ber 22, 1988

9
 Store sign om

itted 
from

 D
em

ocracy: 
C

ultural Participation 

G
roup M

aterial installs a cloth sign that reads 
“U

nder N
ew

 M
anagem

ent” over the gallery 
doorw

ay, w
hich is intended to reference 

the presidential election, relations betw
een 

m
ulticulturalism

 and institutional change, as 
w

ell as D
ia’s transform

ation from
 a private to 

public institution. D
ia staff consider this to be 

in poor taste and w
ant it rem

oved; reluctantly, 
the group com

plies. A couple of days before the 
opening, the group feels som

ething is m
issing 

from
 the exhibition and m

akes a shopping trip 
to a superm

arket in search of inspiration and 
m

aterial. The snack food aisle contains 
a plethora of options packaged to suggest 
ethnic identifications w

ith particular tastes. 

The group buys num
erous exam

ples to allude to 
m

arket versions of m
ulticulturalism

, e.g. BonTon 
“Fiesta M

ix,” Bachm
an “Pastapazazz,” Bravos 

“N
acho C

heese” tortilla chips, and installs 
the packages in a row

 along tw
o w

alls of the 
exhibition. The La-Z-Boy reclining chair from

 
Politics and Election is raffled during C

ultural 
Participation along w

ith a “nam
e brand color TV” 

and a “20 lb. self-basting turkey.” Tickets are 
sold for $1 by D

ia guards w
ho approach visitors 

asking them
 if they w

ant to enter a raffle.

-
  Follow

ing page: D
ia 

guard C
am

illa Fallon at 
D

em
ocracy: C

ultural 
Participation w

ith 
banners by M

ike Kelley 
behind desk 
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Press release (excerpt), 
G

roup M
aterial, N

ovem
ber 1988

This installation w
ill construct a site of 

displacem
ent, sym

bolic of our m
ainstream

 
culture w

hich is becom
ing progressively 

hom
ogenized. C

onsum
ptive freedom

s of 
choice replace m

ore active form
s of cultural 

participation. W
e have been socialized by 

w
hat w

e ow
n, not by w

hat w
e do and m

ake. 
The m

arketplace script tells us how
 to be 

a m
an or a w

om
an, w

hat it m
eans to speak 

a language, w
hat it m

eans to be an A
m

erican. 
This exhibition asks, are w

e a m
ulticultural 

society, or just a diverse set of 
dem

ographic statistics? . . . 
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G
roup M

aterial regards this installation as a 
“juncture in w

hich sorrow
, rage, and fear can 

be used to reinforce our decision to act, to 
em

pow
er ourselves in the struggle for a society 

in w
hich all individuals w

ill have their m
ost basic 

needs fulfilled by a responsible, egalitarian, and 
truly dem

ocratic governm
ent.” The tables that 

cross the space distribute stacks of flyers from
 

activist and com
m

unity organizations. M
onitors 

on either end screen videos—
a com

m
on m

edium
 

for artists creating w
ork addressing the AID

S 
crisis. A w

all text at the entrance dedicates the 
entire D

em
ocracy project to W

illiam
 O

lander, 
friend and Senior C

urator at the N
ew

 M
useum

, 
w

ho is very ill. The group installs a m
akeshift 

w
heelchair ram

p for the opening, w
hich Bill 

attends. It is an em
otional evening for the group, 

also tinged by a m
easure of antagonism

 to the 
m

em
orializing orientation of som

e art in the 
show

 by a num
ber of visitors w

anting a m
ore 

m
ilitant exposition.

D
em

ocracy: 
A

ID
S and 

D
em

ocracy: 
A

 C
ase Study

D
ia A

rt Foundation, N
ew

 York, 
D

ecem
ber 19, 1988–January 14, 1989; 

Tow
n M

eeting, January 10, 1989
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M
arch 1989. Karen Ram

spacher, the curatorial 
assistant at the D

ia Art Foundation and a 
w

om
en’s health care and AID

S activist, is a vital 
presence providing feedback and stim

ulating 
dialogue during the m

aking of D
em

ocracy. W
ith 

the project finished, the group invites her to 
becom

e a m
em

ber and w
ork together.

M
ay 1989. G

roup M
aterial is invited to m

ake 
a poster for the exterior side panels of San 
Francisco buses for Art Against AID

S on the 

[
 Previous spread:  “Safe 

C
om

bat in the Erogenous 
Zone,” Elizabeth H

ess, 
The V

illage Voice, 
January 10

, 1989
[

 “It’s C
alled D

enial,” 
K

im
 Levin, The V

illage 
Voice, January 17, 1989

M
EM

BER
S

:
D

oug Ashford, Julie Ault, 
Felix G

onzalez-Torres, 
Karen Ram

spacher

Road, and invites artist and G
ran Fury m

em
ber, 

John Lindell, to collaborate on the piece. The 
result is a version of a poster Lindell m

ade 
previously for G

ran Fury, the N
ew

 York based 
collective of AID

S activists, that reads “All 
People w

ith AID
S are Innocent” alongside 

the caduceus sym
bol, w

hich represents the 
m

edical profession.

Letters to The V
illage Voice

O
f course, art is not enough [K

im
 Levin, 

“It’s C
alled D

enial: A
nother Look at G

roup 
M

aterial’s A
ID

S
 S

how
,” January 17]: people 

dear to us are passing the divide, m
inds are 

slow
ly glow

ing fainter, hearts are beating 
their last m

onths, w
eeks, days. O

f course, 
K

im
 Levin and G

ran Fury are right—
these 

are our ow
n em

otions. A
nd yet Levin’s article 

is unfair. A
rt is never enough in life’s realm

: 
M

unch’s deathbeds are not death, as 
conversely French im

pressionist paintings 
are not the sun on m

eadow
s. Elizabeth H

ess 
is equally enraged, I am

 sure, about the 
m

erciless plague, but she looked at the show
 

w
ith the expectations one has for art [“Safe 

C
om

bat in the Erogenous Zone,” January 10
].

 
A

rt is not direct action. The pow
erful 

poster by G
ran Fury is not direct action—

it m
erely calls for it. D

irect action locates 
itself in life: in the fight for A

ID
S

 patients’ 
rights and dignity, in the fight for an all-out 
governm

ental effort to fight the disease, 
and, let’s not forget, in the hospital room

s 
w

here som
e nurses and doctors do w

hat 
they can—

and argue w
ith their m

ore 
frightened colleagues. 

R
udolf Baranik,C

am
bridge, M

assachusetts

W
hatever one m

ight think of K
im

 Levin’s 
rather odd argum

ent against G
roup 

M
aterial’s A

ID
S

 show
—

w
hich seem

s to 
suggest that artists ought to give up art in 
favor of activism

 (does that, I w
onder, apply 

to critics as w
ell?)—

w
hat really prom

pted 
this letter is m

y question as to w
hether or 

not w
e saw

 the sam
e show

. The space of 
G

roup M
aterial’s show

 w
as diagonally 

traversed by tw
o tables that, as M

s Levin 
says, provided a large am

ount of literature 
about A

ID
S

, its consequences, and possible 
personal and collective responses. (This 
m

aterial w
as assem

bled by G
roup M

aterial, 
not as Levin suggests, by A

C
T U

P.) A
t each 

end of the tables, w
hich dom

inated the 
space, w

as a large videotape m
onitor, playing 

continuously. C
ontinuously filling the gallery 

w
ere the sounds of activism

—
not sorrow

, 
pity, or evocations of the disease—

from
 the 

11 videotapes, alm
ost all of them

 directly 
about A

ID
S

 activism
 and m

ade by A
ID

S 
activists. I found no m

ention of any video 
w

orks at all in M
s Levin’s review

.
 

In the w
ords of activist and organizer Joe 

H
ill: “D

on’t m
ourn, organize!” I doubt that 

anyone w
ith w

ork in the show
 w

ould disagree.
 

 
 

 
 

 M
artha Rosler, Brooklyn
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G
roup M

aterial curates a tape of disco hits of 
the late 1970s and 80s, the period w

hen AID
S 

w
as recognized and cam

e to define the era, 
for its contribution to The C

enter Show
. The 

tape plays continuously in the restroom
s of the 

C
enter for the duration.

Sum
m

er 1989. D
uring the C

ongressional 
controversy over N

EA funding of exhibitions of 
Robert M

applethorpe’s and Andres Serrano’s 
w

orks, the C
orcoran G

allery in W
ashington, 

U
nisex

The Lesbian and G
ay 

C
om

m
unity C

enter, N
ew

 York, 
June 1–D

ecem
ber 1, 1989

D
C

, w
hich had just cancelled their forthcom

ing 
M

applethorpe show
, invites G

roup M
aterial 

to m
ake an exhibition on censorship. D

irector, 
C

hristina O
rr-C

ahall’s letter states: “In the last 
few

 days I have m
et w

ith m
any of the board 

of trustees to reconfirm
 our com

m
itm

ent to 
contem

porary art. . . . All have regretted the set 
of circum

stances w
hich have endangered our 

relationship w
ith the artistic com

m
unity.” The 

group begins m
aking a proposal for an exhibition 

titled Intolerance, and polls a few
 artists, 

w
riters, and curators for their view

s. Responses 
include, “don’t do it, it’s too loaded,” “no, don’t, 
the show

 w
ould be serving too m

any objectives 
sim

ultaneously and w
on’t serve the issues,” 

“do it but it m
ust clearly transcend context 

and act against C
ongress,” “agree to do it only 

if the C
orcoran m

akes a retraction,” “anything 
you do w

ould show
 com

plicity w
ith O

rr-C
ahall’s 

com
prom

ises.” U
ltim

ately G
M

 declines 
the invitation.

]
 U

nisex cassette tape 
9

 H
om

e Lobbyist 
m

ail-order kit, 
sym

ptom
atic of the 

extended “culture w
ar” 

over art funding that 
began in 1989
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G
M

 is com
m

issioned to m
ake a publically 

sited, com
m

unity-engaged project for D
&

S 
Austellung. The result is Shopping Bag, w

hich 
has a list of the shopping capitals of the w

orld 
on one side and the current arm

s dealing 
centers on the other, both superim

posed on a 
repeated im

age of helicopters. The bags are 
distributed in local shops and departm

ent stores 
in H

am
burg for the duration of the exhibition.

Shopping Bag
Kunstverein, H

am
burg, 

O
ctober 14–N

ovem
ber 26, 1989

9
 People using G

M
’s 

shopping bag in H
am

burg 

G
roup M

aterial, “Exhibition Statem
ent,” 

A
rt Papers, January–February 1990

. . . less than ever does a sim
ple reproduction 

of reality express som
ething about reality. A

 
photograph of the K

rupp w
orks or the A

.E.G
. 

reveals alm
ost nothing about these 

institutions . . . Therefore som
ething has to 

be constructed, som
ething artificial, 

som
ething fabricated. 

–Bertolt Brecht

Last sum
m

er G
roup M

aterial w
ent to 

H
am

burg, invited by the Kunstverein to 
produce a project outside the m

useum
 as 

part of their D
&

S
 exhibition. O

ur five day 
stay to research sites and m

ake a proposal 
included the one Saturday of the m

onth that 
stores are kept open in G

erm
any. W

e w
alked 

through the dow
ntow

n business district 
during this unusually frantic crow

ding 
of the streets and stores and felt 
im

m
ediately at hom

e. 

In G
erm

any you can’t help but think about 
w

ar. W
e talked about the idea of “postw

ar” 
alliances and m

ilitary industries as w
e 

stepped in and out of boutiques and stores. 
The seem

ingly infinite arcades of H
am

burg 
resem

ble a sort of urbanized A
m

erican m
all, 

a concentration of consum
er bliss easily 

traversed by foot. W
e realized that any legal 

attem
pt to divert attention from

 these glitzy 
displays tow

ard som
e sort of artw

ork about 
m

ilitary w
eaponry w

ould be futile.

In large part, the consum
er affluence that w

e 
w

ere taking part in w
as and is a direct result 

of a history of m
ilitary and econom

ic 
dom

ination by strong countries over sm
aller 

ones, m
ultinational interests over local 

concerns, and profits over people. Behind 
each store counter isn’t just a cash register; 
there is an intricate geography of 
dem

ographics and battle-plans. The capitals 
of fashion and arm

am
ents neatly coexist. 

The proliferating global inform
ation order 

and its expanding com
m

unications and 
m

edia system
s has increasingly blurred the 

definitions of “public” and “private.” O
ur 

“public” piece, som
ething w

ith a practical 
function, w

ould be seen in use on the streets 
of H

am
burg as it m

ade its w
ay into the 

“private” space of the hom
e. The shopping 

bag replaced the usual ones in a large 
departm

ent store and a variety of sm
aller 

shops for the duration of the exhibition.
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After seeing AID
S &

 D
em

ocracy: A C
ase 

Study, Larry Rinder, curator of the M
atrix 

program
 at Berkeley U

niversity Art M
useum

, 
invites G

M
 to m

ake a project. Ten years of the 
AID

S epidem
ic have passed w

ith severely 
inadequate public response, and the group 
decides to m

ap the interlocking conditions 
that transform

ed the epidem
ic into a crisis. It 

em
barks on several m

onths of research into the 
areas of the m

edical and scientific industries, 
governm

ental policies, m
edia representations 

and the stigm
atization of people w

ith AID
S 

w
hich influence public opinion and allocation 

of resources; as w
ell as grassroots and activist 

responses by affected com
m

unities. Berkeley 
student Richard M

eyer assists in the research. 
W

ith the university audience in m
ind, an 

A
ID

S Tim
eline

U
niversity A

rt M
useum

, 
U

niversity of C
alifornia 

at Berkeley, 
N

ovem
ber 11, 1989–

January 28, 1990

inform
ation-heavy installation is designed. The 

group intertw
ines the collected inform

ational 
layers in a text that chronicles the histories of 
AID

S in the U
.S., w

ith an added focus on the 
Bay Area. This text runs through the show

—
dem

onstrating that actions and events have 
consequences and interconnections w

ith 
other actions and events—

and structures 
the arrangem

ent of ephem
eral m

aterials and 
artw

orks installed around it. Artifacts intended 
to m

ark cultural events and situate view
ers in 

particular m
om

ents through collective m
em

ory 
are included—

for instance a poster for the top-
grossing m

ovie for 1980, The Em
pire Strikes 

Back, w
hich is hung near a photograph of 

Ronald Reagan’s inauguration.

In addition to the tim
eline installation, G

M
 

organizes a D
em

ocracy W
all on the exterior 

facade of the m
useum

, consisting of responses 
from

 com
m

unity m
em

bers to questions about 
AID

S, such as “H
ow

 does AID
S affect you, and 

your lifestyle?” The placards are produced in 
blue and gold—

the U
niversity’s official colors. 

G
M

 curates a lengthy video program
 situated 

in the exhibition, and a shorter sequence of 
videos, w

hich are installed in the gym
nasium

 on 
cam

pus. G
M

 also invites the N
Y-based agitprop 

collective G
ran Fury to insert a piece in an issue 

of The D
aily C

alifornian new
spaper to coincide 

w
ith the opening day of the project. [See pages 
226-255 for AID

S Tim
eline C

ase Study]

[
 A

nonym
ous 

questionnaire for A
ID

S 
Tim

eline D
em

ocracy W
all 

9
 D

em
ocracy W

all 
installed on U

niversity 
A

rt M
useum

, Berkeley
-

 Follow
ing page: 

detail of A
ID

S
 Tim

eline 
w

ith A
C

T U
P T-shirts, 

text and m
agazines
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YO
U

R M
ESSAG

E 
H

ERE
Randolph Street G

allery, C
hicago, 

February 23-M
arch 20, 1990

390



A com
plex organizational process and structure 

are used to generate YO
U

R M
ESSAG

E H
ERE, 

an exhibition of site-specific billboards installed 
in neighborhoods in C

hicago. Randolph Street 
G

allery (RSG
) invites G

roup M
aterial to co-

organize and co-curate. Joanne Vena joins the 
effort as project coordinator. G

annett O
utdoor 

donates billboard spaces for a three-m
onth 

period. Planning m
eetings are held at RSG

 
and at the N

orth Lakeside C
ultural C

enter, The 
African-Am

erican Arts Alliance, The W
estside 

C
ultural Arts C

oalition, The M
exican Fine Arts 

C
enter, and the Ruiz Belvis C

ultural C
enter 

to set the stage for and elicit proposals for 
billboards. An open call is m

ade, w
hich says, 

“Anyone can present a design for consideration, 

including com
m

unity organizations, social 
service agencies, w

riters, visual artists, 
perform

ing arts groups, advocacy groups, and 
teachers and their students.” Representatives 
from

 RSG
, G

M
, and five com

m
unity centers 

review
 and select the proposals to be realized. 

G
annett O

utdoor has right of approval and finds 
som

e designs problem
atic, including a piece 

by N
o Pasaran W

om
en’s G

roup consisting of an 
im

age of w
om

en’s hands holding cans of spray 
paint and the text: “W

om
en U

nite—
Spray at 

N
ight” and “Stam

p O
ut Sexist Ads.” Kay Rosen’s 

A G
AG

 O
RD

ER M
AKES M

E W
AN

T TO
 TH

RO
W

 
U

P is deem
ed distasteful by G

annett and 
replaced w

ith her alternative proposal, 
BIG

 TALK.
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9
 Billboard by John 

S
chneider 
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Project Statem
ent (excerpt),

G
roup M

aterial, Feburary 1990

A
dvertising has an enviable transform

ative 
pow

er. A
s a w

ay of com
m

unicating ideology, 
w

orldview
s, politics, it is both a m

eans and 
an end. It is able to channel desire in the 
direction of a specific product or service and 
create an unfulfillable feeling of lack in the 
face of m

aterial plenty. The real pow
er of 

advertising is the pow
er of suggestion—

the 
ability to define social agendas (e.g. 
consum

erism
), and to form

 the background 
w

ithin w
hich w

e im
agine ourselves and in 

turn, live our lives.

The low
-incom

e largely black and H
ispanic 

neighborhoods of C
hicago contain an 

astonishing num
ber of billboards, the 

overw
helm

ing m
ajority of w

hich advertise . . . 
liquor and cigarettes. The idea of YO

U
R 

M
ES

SA
G

E H
ER

E w
as to replace as m

any of 
the usual ads that w

e could w
ith w

hat people 
w

anted to see on billboards on their streets 
in their neighborhoods.

This project w
as designed from

 the start 
to be an inclusive process intended to 
engender excitem

ent, participation, and 
experience. The process itself w

as tim
e-

consum
ing and com

plex. G
roup M

aterial and 
Randolph Street G

allery organized a series 
of com

m
unity m

eetings in various C
hicago 

neighborhoods. A
 call w

as put out inviting 
interested people, artists and non-artists, 
to com

e talk about issues in their com
m

unity 
and how

 they m
ight be addressed w

ith 
billboards. W

e w
ere interested in fostering 

closer relations am
ong artists and their 

com
m

unities as w
ell as betw

een 
different groups. . . . 

In the face of hundreds upon hundreds of 
billboard im

ages in the city, YO
U

R
 M

ES
SA

G
E 

H
ER

E m
ight seem

 m
odest in scale. But 

neither the process that produced the 
project, or the potential effects of such 
a m

odel of w
orking collaboratively to 

tem
porarily claim

 a bit of public space and 
attention w

ere m
odest or insignificant.

9
 Left to right: Julie A

ult, 
Joanne Vena, Karen 
Ram

spacher, D
oug 

A
shford

-
 M

ap of C
hicago’s 

neighborhoods used 
w

hen planning YO
U

R
 

M
ES

SA
G

E H
ER

E
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[
 Top row

, left to right: 
Billboards by Kay Rosen, 
Jam

es Liebner and 
C

atholic Parishes of 
Pilsen, M

artina Lopez

S
econd row

, left to right: 
V

ito G
reco / A

ligator, 
Jeanne D

unning, M
ark 

Blottner

Third row
, left to right: 

Felicity R
ich, Stephen 

Lapthisophon, M
ario 

G
onzalez, Jr. and Jesus 

M
orales / Inner C

ity 8

Bottom
 row

, left to right: 
G

reg Boozell and Sara 
Frederickson &

 C
hicago / 

G
ary U

nion of the 
H

om
eless, M

ary Patten, 
S

isterS
erpents
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D
em

ocracy Poll
N

eue G
esellschaft für bildende

Kunst (N
G

BK
), Berlin, 

June 26–July 5, 1990

9
 D

em
ocracy Poll 

statem
ent displayed on 

electronic billboard on 
the Ku’dam

m
, Berlin’s 

m
ain shopping street

-
 D

etail of D
em

ocracy 
Poll booklet inserted in 
D

er Tagesspiegel

D
em

ocracy Poll is a m
ulti-sited investigation 

of recent developm
ents after the fall of the 

Berlin W
all. Q

uestions posed to individuals and 
organizations in G

erm
any and N

ew
 York center 

on issues relating to the G
erm

an Republican 
m

ovem
ent, hopes and fears for the future of 

G
erm

any, changing attitudes to im
m

igration 
law

 am
ong others. Spontaneous interview

s 
in public places are conducted. Sixty of the 
responses are selected and edited by G

M
 for 

inclusion in a booklet inserted into an edition 

of the daily new
spaper, D

er Tagesspiegel, for 
broadcast on an electronic billboard on Berlin’s 
m

ajor shopping street, Kurfürstendam
m

, and for 
display on billboards in several U

-Bahn stations.
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9
 D

em
ocracy Poll 

interview
 statem

ent 
installed at U

-Bahn 
station, Berlin

Letter to N
G

BK
 curator Frank W

agner 
(excerpt), 
Julie A

ult 

The questions (first draft) w
e agreed on are 

as follow
s:

W
hat are your hopes for the future of 

G
erm

any?
W

hat do you think about the current policies 
on im

m
igration, guest w

orkers, and 
refugees? H

ow
 does the opening of the w

all 
affect these m

atters?
W

hat is your definition of freedom
?

Explain w
hat you think the criteria should be 

for granting citizenship?
W

hat do you think the relationship betw
een 

N
ATO

 and G
erm

any should be?
W

hat does nationalism
 m

ean to you?
W

hat do you see as the reasons for the 
recent grow

th of nationalistic feeling?
W

hy do you think that the R
.E.P. and other 

conservative organizations are grow
ing? 

H
ow

 is this being affected by the opening 
of the w

all?

I strongly urge you to conduct the interview
s 

yourself as the m
anner and sensitivity of the 

interview
er is very im

portant to the success 
of the project. . . . Just approach everyone 
indiscrim

inately and you should end up w
ith a 

good m
ix of view

points. W
hen M

undy and I 
did this in the past w

e dressed “w
ell” and it 

seem
ed to help being fem

ale so perhaps a 
fem

ale com
panion w

ould be good. Tw
o people 

are best so it’s not overw
helm

ing but looks 
som

ew
hat organized as w

ell. The m
ost 

im
portant aspect of the interview

ing process 
is to lead the person into conversation in a 
relaxed w

ay, to not cut them
 off, to not color 

their response in any w
ay by reacting 

adversely or otherw
ise to w

hat they say, and 
to ad lib, start w

ith a question, if it doesn’t 
w

ork, try another, and be ready to really just 
ask som

ething off the top of your head to 
elicit an opinion. That’s w

hy it’s best if 
som

eone w
ho has a vested interest in the 

project does the interview
s. 

Sam
ple interview

 statem
ents,

D
em

ocracy Poll
G

roup M
aterial, A

pril 1990

The ego of m
ost W

est G
erm

ans is based on 
their econom

ic situation and the fact that 
probably in no other country in the w

orld do 
sim

ple folk live so w
ell. The idea just occurs 

to m
e that the safest w

ay of ensuring that 
never again a w

ar w
ill be started on G

erm
an 

soil is to m
ake sure that the G

erm
ans alw

ays 
live a little better than their neighbors, thus 
they do not seek to assert their ow

n w
orth in 

m
ilitary exploits.

Taxi driver, G
erm

any

I think there are different reasons w
hy som

e 
people in other countries are afraid of 
G

erm
any. I guess a lot of people are afraid 

that G
erm

any w
ill get too big. In Europe 

G
erm

any w
ill play the largest role, it already 

does alm
ost, and even m

ore after 
reunification. It’s easy to figure out w

hat that 
m

eans econom
ically. A

nd therefore fears are 
legitim

ate, in m
y opinion.

C
am

era assistant, G
erm

any

W
e can’t afford to be patriotic anym

ore 
because the w

orld has becom
e so sm

all that 
if you are concentrated and centered on 
w

hat is happening in our country or any other 
country you are going to m

iss the entire 
bigger picture. I just think that w

e A
m

ericans 
are realizing that w

e are not as im
portant as 

w
e thought. It w

as all self-aggrandizem
ent. 

O
n an econom

ic level w
e w

ere considering 
ourselves num

ber one for a long tim
e. 

Especially w
hen Reagan pulled us out of 

the depression by artificially stim
ulating 

the econom
y w

ith billions and billions of 
dollars that w

e didn’t have. O
ur trade 

deficit is enorm
ous and our national deficit 

is enorm
ous.

C
ollege student, U

.S
.
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A
ID

S &
 Insurance

Real A
rt W

ays, H
artford, 

Septem
ber 1–30, 1990

AID
S &

 Insurance bus ads are installed on the 
rear of H

artford buses that travel from
 the city 

center to the suburbs. This project is sponsored 
by Real Art W

ays. The posters feature a picture 
of President Bush and a quotation from

 his 
speech to insurance executives at the N

ational 
Leadership C

oalition on AID
S, w

hich reads, “Like 
m

any of you, Barbara and I have had friends 
w

ho have died of AID
S.” “O

nce disease strikes, 
w

e don’t blam
e those w

ho are suffering . . . W
e 

try to love them
 and care for them

 and com
fort 

them
. W

e don’t fire them
, w

e don’t evict them
, 

w
e don’t cancel their insurance.” H

artford is the 
insurance capital of the country and hom

e to 
m

any corporate headquarters. The group hopes 
the poster w

ill be understood as an official 
announcem

ent. M
ary Anne Staniszw

eski w
rites 

an essay for a brochure to com
plem

ent the ad, 
w

hich is handed out to staff at the entrances of 
insurance com

pany offices. 
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AID
S Tim

eline is re-configured for the 
W

adsw
orth Atheneum

 M
atrix gallery, w

here it 
includes inform

ation and m
aterial from

 local 
AID

S-related com
m

unity organizations as w
ell 

as w
orks by artists from

 the H
artford region. 

G
M

 regards the Tim
eline not as a traveling 

exhibition, but as a flexible fram
ew

ork that 
takes into account the specificity of the AID

S 
crisis in a given geographic param

eter, w
hile 

also reflecting the developm
ent of the pandem

ic 
on a national scale.

A
ID

S Tim
eline 

(H
artford, 1990)

W
adsw

orth Atheneum
, H

artford, 
Septem

ber 30–N
ovem

ber 18, 1990

9
 Felix G

onzalez-Torres 
on opening day of A

ID
S

 
Tim

eline, H
artford

0
 D

em
ocracy: A

 Project 
by G

roup M
aterial 

displayed in bookshop

1990. D
em

ocracy: A Project by G
roup 

M
aterial, (D

ia Art Foundation, D
iscussions in 

C
ontem

porary C
ulture, N

um
ber 5, edited by 

Brian W
allis) is published by Bay Press. There 

is a book launch at Printed M
atter Bookstore 

at D
ia, 77 W

ooster Street, w
hich is w

here the 
exhibitions took place tw

o years earlier. The 
book’s introduction states: “The final part of 
D

em
ocracy, and perhaps the m

ost im
portant, 

is this book. Through this book w
e tried to 

encapsulate m
any of the ideas that w

ent into 

and cam
e out of the D

em
ocracy project in order 

to m
ake them

 available to a far w
ider public 

than could attend the events. W
e organized 

the publication very m
uch as w

e organize our 
exhibitions, bringing together a variety of voices 
and points of view

 to address the issues.” 
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C
ollaboration

The A
llen M

em
orial A

rt 
M

useum
, O

berlin, 
O

ctober 26, 1990–January 13, 1991

For C
ollaboration, the group produces a video of 

interview
s w

ith area residents on the subjects 
that divide and unite the college tow

n of O
berlin, 

O
hio. Large-scale papier-m

aché rocks, m
odeled 

after rocks in the cam
pus landscape, are 

distributed to public schools and com
pleted by 

students w
orking w

ith their teachers. The video 
is screened in the m

useum
 and the rocks are 

show
n on the grounds. Felix does not participate 

in this project because he is teaching this year 
at C

alArts.

Exhibition Statem
ent (excerpt),

G
roup M

aterial, O
ctober 1990

For O
berlin, w

e proposed not a finished 
product, but a process. W

e w
anted to m

ake 
a situation in w

hich the m
ethod of 

collaboration and the content of any 
potential project(s) w

ould not be 
predeterm

ined by G
roup M

aterial.
 

O
n S

eptem
ber 6 w

e cam
e to O

berlin and 
presented som

e of our previous projects and 
talked about our w

orking m
ethods. The first 

step tow
ard opening the collaboration w

as to 
open the floor to an exchange of ideas. M

any 
people spoke at this initial m

eeting. Their 
concerns ranged from

 the destruction of the 
round house to m

ake w
ay for a M

cD
onald’s, 

and the threat of w
ar in Iraq, to the high cost 

of tuition at the college. The one problem
 

that w
as articulated repeatedly—

thereby 
becom

ing the prim
ary issue at hand—

w
as 

that of the division betw
een the college and 

the tow
n and the perceptual and physical 

barriers that inform
 the separation of 

com
m

unities. Econom
ics seem

ed to play 
a m

ajor role in this discussion and related 
directly or indirectly to every concern raised 
that night.
 

A
 planning m

eeting, open to anyone w
ho 

w
anted to participate in the collaboration, 

w
as scheduled for S

eptem
ber 7. The goal w

as 
to determ

ine how
 to approach the issues of 

com
m

unity and econom
ics and, ultim

ately, 
to m

ake som
ething that could be show

n in 
the m

useum
 and other public places, or 

distributed in another w
ay. A

bout sixty 
people cam

e to this m
eeting. A

fter m
uch 

discussion, it w
as agreed that w

e w
ould 

divide into sm
aller groups, w

hich reflected 
interest in particular form

s and m
ethods. . . .

Fall 1990. At the invitation of Patrick O
’C

onnell, 
director of Visual AID

S, G
roup M

aterial 
publishes fragm

ents of AID
S Tim

eline for D
AY 

W
ITH

O
U

T ART 1990 in the D
ecem

ber issue of 
eleven publications: Afterim

age, Art &
 Auction, 

Art in Am
erica, Art N

ew
 England, Artforum

, Arts, 
C

ontem
poranea, H

igh Perform
ance, O

ctober, 
Parkett, and Shift. Jam

es M
orrow

 w
orks w

ith 
the group to design the layouts for print.

179 
C

O
LLA

BO
RATIO

N

p
 9

   V
ideo stills, 

C
ollaboration

-
 Follow

ing spread: 
detail of A

ID
S

 Tim
eline, 

m
agazine version, 

A
rtforum

, D
ecem

ber 
1990 
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AID
S Tim

eline is reconfigured for the 1991 
W

hitney Biennial. D
uring the show

’s planning 
conflict surfaces in the group, in part over 
staging another version of the Tim

eline as 
opposed to developing a different exhibition 
strategy and form

 for addressing the subject 
m

atter. Alongside these differences, Felix is 
suffering from

 the death of his boyfriend, Ross 
Laycock, and expresses burnout from

 w
orking 

on so m
any AID

S-related projects consecutively. 
Julie, D

oug, and Karen likew
ise feel burned out. 

N
onetheless the group is com

m
itted to using the 

W
hitney as a platform

 for presenting its history 
of the developm

ent of the AID
S crisis. For the 

third version of AID
S Tim

eline the w
alls are 

painted w
ith a tripartite treatm

ent com
posed 

of dism
al distortions of red, w

hite, and blue—
m

uddy rose, cool grayish w
hite, and a drab 

light blue. It is notable that G
roup M

aterial’s 
contribution to the 1985 Biennial, Am

ericana, 
did not contain the w

ork of any artist show
n in 

the Biennial at large, w
hile several participants 

in AID
S Tim

eline are represented in the Biennial 
as w

ell. In response to accusations of elitism
 

and bigotry over the years, the W
hitney, like 

A
ID

S Tim
eline 

(N
ew

 York, 1991)
The W

hitney M
useum

 of 
A

m
erican A

rt, N
ew

 York, 
A

pril 16–June 23, 1991

m
any institutions, appears to be m

ore inclusive 
than in the past.

June 1991. A ham
pering degree of tension 

and discord has been percolating in the group, 
w

hich largely goes undiscussed except casually, 
one-on-one. Everyone feels som

ew
hat at a loss 

about direction and over how
 to digest larger 

cultural and political changes of the past few
 

years in relation to collective practice. Also in 
question is how

 to sim
ultaneously use, rem

ain 
true to, and transcend the group’s history. Felix 
seem

s depleted by the collaborative process 
and is prim

arily advancing his individual voice 
as an artist. Julie feels the group has been on 
a treadm

ill too long and has a crisis in faith 
about the art field as a w

orking context. She 
goes to college to study political science, 
w

ith a potential shift from
 the cultural field to 

m
ainstream

 politics in m
ind. D

oug has been 
increasingly devoted to teaching and investing 
his energies in the classroom

 and pedagogical 
pursuits. Karen is heavily involved w

ith the 
w

om
en’s health care and reproductive rights 

m
ovem

ent and frequently expresses disinterest 

in, and antagonism
 to, the field of art beyond 

using it as a site for activism
. Som

ew
hat 

undefined interpersonal conflicts are 
also present. 

Additionally, public cultural funding has been 
vastly decreased and restricted by C

ongress 
since 1989. N

EA grant recipients are required 
to certify in w

riting their com
pliance w

ith a 
“decency clause.” G

M
’s 1991 applications to the 

N
EA and N

YSC
A are denied funding. G

M
 does 

not apply again.

N
ovem

ber 1991. G
roup M

aterial declines to 
participate in an exhibition that it previously 
agreed to take part in via a letter: “W

hile w
e 

rem
ain supportive of your im

portant project and 
w

ould like to have been part of it, w
e’ve decided 

to take an official hiatus after m
uch deliberation. 

In short, w
e are suffering from

 burn-out and a 
run of pessim

ism
 and really need a few

 m
onths 

w
ith no undertakings in public so w

e can 
reinvent our practice and revitalize our w

ork for 
ourselves and potential audiences.”

9
 A

nnouncem
ent card 

(front) 
-

 Follow
ing spread:

tw
o pages from

 G
roup 

M
aterial’s w

all text 
docum

ent for A
ID

S
 

Tim
eline (N

ew
 York, 1991)
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The group is invited to m
ake a site-specific w

ork 
as part of a public art project called In Public: 
Seattle 1991. G

roup M
aterial visits Seattle for 

a few
 days but is uncom

fortable w
ith the so-

called “parachuting in” m
ethod of com

m
unity 

engagem
ent. Although it is becom

ing com
m

on 
practice, G

M
 regards this as a problem

atic 
sym

ptom
 of the institutionalization of socially 

engaged art practices taking place in the 
shadow

 of public cultural funding debates. Back 
in N

ew
 York, G

M
 proposes to m

ake a series of 
print advertisem

ents that address sexuality 
and representation as they intersect w

ith 
censorship and social control—

a subject of 
debate in the “culture w

ars.” This idea elicits 
som

e trepidation from
 In Public over the m

eeting 
of subject m

atter and new
spaper as venue, 

and the group shifts its focus to the state of 
the Am

erican fam
ily, “an entity often used by 

political forces as a sym
bol in determ

ining social 
debate and policy.”

Project Statem
ent (excerpt),

G
roup M

aterial, D
ecem

ber 1991

C
ash Prize is a series of advertisem

ents in 
the S

eattle Post-Intelligencer that address 
the ongoing m

anagem
ent of inform

ation in 
A

m
erica. Each advertisem

ent consists of 
a juxtaposition of a list of sim

ple researched 
facts and quotes w

ith a photograph 
borrow

ed from
 the entertainm

ent industry. . .  
G

roup M
aterial seeks to represent the 

econom
ic state of m

any A
m

erican fam
ilies in 

contrast to the popularly used im
age of 

fam
ilial bliss. A

s inform
ation, C

ash Prize 
describes a social unit under siege from

 the 
changing taxation policies and depleting 
w

elfare program
s of the Reagan-Bush era. 

A
s art, it produces a relationship betw

een 
this political order and the inform

ational 
order of the new

spaper and other m
edia—

each dependent on the other for the 
m

aintenance of the A
m

erica w
e now

 live in.

Project Proposal (excerpt),
G

roup M
aterial, M

ay 1991

Recently w
e have seen a resurgence of the 

use of the term
 “obscene” in relation to 

artistic expression and intellectual 
discourse. D

istorted definitions of obscenity 
have been used by political special interest 
groups to propose m

echanism
s of control 

over A
m

erican cultural life. G
roup M

aterial 
believes that the discussion that w

ill truly 
determ

ine the legal, institutional and m
oral 

definitions of obscenity m
ust take place in a 

highly public form
at.

 The advertisem
ents that G

roup M
aterial 

produces w
ill be sm

all and succinct, each 
relating to the next as an ongoing narrative 
discussing the various aspects of how

 
obscenity is socially defined. In this w

ay, 
specific w

orks could address specific issues 
related to social definitions of obscenity. 
These could include: the construction of 
gender and sexuality, book banning in 
educational settings, the im

position of 
religious ideas, political uses of m

orality, sex 
and A

ID
S

 education and other issues of 
dissent . . . The context of the new

spaper 
provides us w

ith im
portant levels of m

eaning. 
A

s a source of inform
ation, the paper acts to 

fram
e any inform

ation it contains w
ith an 

aura of intim
acy.

C
ash Prize

Seattle Post-Intelligencer, 
D

ecem
ber 17–20, 1991
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1992. D
oug, Julie, and Felix teach a sculpture 

class at Rhode Island School of D
esign 

that com
bines collaborative teaching and 

individually-led sessions. G
roup M

aterial 
m

akes a m
ultiple titled Fam

ily Photo to benefit 
Randolph Street G

allery in C
hicago, w

hich is 
a lam

inated publicity photo, also used in C
ash 

Prize, from
 the popular 1980s prim

e tim
e soap 

opera, D
ynasty. The ABC

 series depicted the 
ostentatiously w

ealthy C
arrington fam

ily, and 
starred Joan C

ollins, John Forsythe, and Linda 

9
 Prom

otional photo 
for D

ynasty 

M
EM

BER
S

:
D

oug Ashford, Julie Ault, 
Felix G

onzalez-Torres

Evans; D
ynasty w

as the pop cultural 
epitom

e of the lifestyle-focused, financially 
inflated eighties. 

Karen Ram
spacher is no longer actively 

participating in the group. Felix’s involvem
ent 

is off and on as he devotes his energies to his 
individual practice.
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The Betty Russell Foundation, a program
 that 

fosters cooperative projects betw
een the 

M
useum

 of C
ontem

porary Art and the Visual 
Arts D

epartm
ent at the U

niversity of C
alifornia, 

San D
iego chooses G

roup M
aterial for their 

1993 residency and project. G
M

 w
ants to 

use the project budget to buy a set of film
s 

them
atized around the ideological form

ation of 
“the State,” as an acquisition for the M

useum
’s 

perm
anent collection. The idea is not positively 

received and the “dem
ocracy w

all” form
 is 

activated instead. The group’s inquiry into the 
San D

iego area focuses on people’s view
s of the 

future and their political and social priorities.

Tom
orrow

San D
iego M

useum
 of 

C
ontem

porary A
rt, San D

iego, 
O

ctober 8–D
ecem

ber 31, 1993

0
 Left to right: 

Felix G
onzalez-Torres, 

Julie A
ult, and D

oug 
A

shford visiting the 
San D

iego M
useum

Project Statem
ent (excerpt),

G
roup M

aterial, O
ctober 1993

In 1982 w
hen w

e sought people’s opinions on 
the street in N

ew
 York C

ity for our D
A

 ZI 
BA

O
S

 project m
any seem

ed surprised to be 
approached. Perhaps because it w

as a novel 
experience people w

ere largely receptive and 
spoke w

ith little self-consciousness. Eleven 
years and three Presidential elections later, 
people w

e questioned in San D
iego w

ere 
receptive—

possibly for a different reason. 
Today they expect to be asked w

hat they 
think. M

odels of how
 to give an opinion are 

everyw
here and to som

e degree internalized 
in each of us. 

Public opinion is a valuable denom
inator in 

our current political econom
y. The strength 

of an im
agined m

ajority or the 
em

barrassm
ent of an ineffectual m

inority 
gathered around a position usually no m

ore 
specific than ‘for’ or ‘against,’ can be w

ielded 
w

ith great effect to reproduce support or 
dissent. . . . Populations are pictured as 

percentiles. . . . roaring num
bers replace 

genuine dem
ocractic discourse. . . . N

uance 
and contradiction sim

ply do not correspond 
w

ith reductive m
odels of sentim

ent. 
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D
em

ocracy W
all

M
useum

 of Fine A
rts (M

FA
), Boston, 

O
ctober 19, 1993–January 23, 1994

D
uring the initial site visit, the M

useum
’s 

operations m
anager responds to Julie’s query 

about the viability of the façade of the new
 I.M

. 
Pei w

ing as a site for a piece by G
roup M

aterial, 
by saying, “I don’t w

ant to be negative, but that’s 
im

possible.” A “dem
ocracy w

all” is nonetheless 
planned for exactly this location, chosen for 
its sym

bolic value as the institution’s skin, 
delim

iting inside and outside. The resulting 
piece costs one hundred tim

es m
ore than 

D
A ZI BAO

S did in 1982, as it cannot be 
directly attached to the façade and requires 
special rigging.

D
oug and Julie spend several days interview

ing 
M

FA staff including curators, educators, and 
adm

inistrators about their perspectives on 

the role and state of the m
useum

. They also 
tape a hundred im

prom
ptu interview

s w
ith 

visitors entering the m
useum

 and passersby 
in the vicinity. The resulting D

em
ocracy W

all 
engenders controversy. The m

useum
’s director 

leaves the curator a lengthy phone m
essage 

expressing dissatisfaction w
ith the critical 

content of the piece, and requests that a 
disclaim

er m
essage be placed nearby, saying 

in effect, it’s only art. The statem
ents are 

presented as anonym
ous, but at the opening 

m
any of the form

erly-friendly staff w
ho w

ere 
interview

ed steer clear of Julie and D
oug, w

ho 
speculate that people have m

isgivings about 
their candor. Perhaps the public exposure of 
the m

useum
 as a contested institution is also 

unsettling to them
.
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Project Proposal (excerpt),
G

roup M
aterial, M

ay 1993

Except in private conversation and focus-
group situations, m

useum
 visitors rarely 

have the opportunity to com
m

unicate their 
m

otivations for going, expectations, describe 
their experiences and responses to w

hat 
they see, or express their affirm

ations, 
criticism

s and desires for the institution. 
G

roup M
aterial w

ill visit the m
useum

 and 
its im

m
ediate area to conduct spontaneous 

interview
s along these lines of inquiry. 

A
 group of excerpts w

ill then be selected for 
reproduction and display. The selection does 
not represent G

M
’s opinions or artificially 

construct an editorial but seeks to represent 
a range of articulate responses and ideas. 
The D

em
ocracy W

all form
 is a m

ulti-vocal 
opinion landscape that m

irrors the w
ay 

individual voices echo, dispute, rub up 
against one another and ultim

ately construct 
a picture of collective experience. . . . 

M
aureen D

ezell, “Propping U
p The W

all,” 
The Boston Phoenix, O

ctober 29, 1993

M
useum

 of Fine A
rts director A

lan S
hestack 

has caved in to pressure from
 a handful of 

m
useum

 trustees and insisted that 
D

em
ocracy W

all, the tw
elve-panel tem

porary 
installation now

 on view
 above the M

FA’s 
W

est W
ing entryw

ay, be accom
panied by a 

label explaining it’s a w
ork of art.

 
The m

useum
 com

m
issioned G

roup 
M

aterial, the N
ew

 York-based artists’ 
collaborative, to create the 10

-by-77 foot 
installation . . . The piece includes 
observations by m

useum
 visitors, non-

visitors, staff, curators, and a quote from
 

the M
FA’s official m

ission statem
ent.

 
“W

e tried to develop an elaborate critique 
and appreciation,” explains G

roup M
aterial’s 

Julie A
ult. “If you could stand outside 

the m
useum

 and listen, this is w
hat you 

m
ight hear.”

 
A

pparently, though, som
e don’t w

ant 
to listen.

 
A

 few
 m

useum
 trustees com

plained to 
S

hestack about w
hat they perceived as the 

negative tone of the w
ork. O

thers said they 
liked it. Though he approved the G

roup 
M

aterial exhibit, S
hestack began saying 

shortly after its installation that he had 
“problem

s” w
ith the piece.

 
S

hestack, w
ho failed to return repeated 

phone calls to discuss D
em

ocracy W
all, told 

exhibition organizer Trevor Fairbrother . . . to 
com

e up w
ith an explanatory label 

addressing the trustees’ concerns.
 

“I don’t m
ind there being an ID

 label,” says 
Fairbrother. “But I agree w

ith the artists’ 
notion that if you’re given the side of a 
building, as they w

ere—
and that’s a brave 

and generous gesture on the m
useum

’s 
part—

you don’t put som
ething right next to 

the piece explaining it’s taking a stand on 
som

ething. A
ny good art has a point of view

.”
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Spring 1994. Felix is no longer active in 
G

M
. D

oug and Julie collaboratively teach 
Photography II at M

ason G
ross School of the 

Arts and participate (as G
roup M

aterial) in 
Public D

om
ain, curated by Jorge Ribalta at the 

C
entre d’Art Santa M

onica in Barcelona, w
ith a 

configuration of G
M

’s published projects titled 
C

am
paign. In April they create the exhibition 

design for Public Interventions, curated by 
Eleanor H

eartney and M
ilena Kalinovska at the 

IC
A, Boston, w

hich is a com
prehensive look at 

tem
porary and perm

anent public art projects 
that interact w

ith the econom
ic, political, and 

social issues. 

M
ay 1994. W

hile visiting M
unich on a site visit 

to the Kunstverein for planning a project, D
oug 

and Julie m
eet Thom

as Eggerer and Jochen 
Klein, tw

o painters just finishing their studies 
w

ho have recently collaborated on texts and 
a tem

porary public intervention. Affinities are 
evident and the four hit it off. Thom

as and 
Jochen are invited to w

ork w
ith G

roup M
aterial, 

initially on M
arket, w

hich is scheduled to take 
place at the Kunstverein M

ünchen the follow
ing 

year. Thom
as has a pending D

AAD
 (D

eutscher 
Akadem

ischer Austausch D
ienst) fellow

ship 
in N

ew
 York; he and Jochen m

ove to N
ew

 York 
in the sum

m
er.

9
 Left to right: Jochen 

K
lein, D

oug A
shford, 

Thom
as Eggerer in 

shopping m
all, N

ew
 York  

M
EM

BER
S

:
D

oug Ashford, Julie Ault, 
Thom

as Eggerer, 
Jochen Klein

M
arket

Kunstverein M
ünchen, M

unich, 
M

ay 6–June 18, 1995
995
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Figuring that M
arket m

ight be G
roup M

aterial’s 
final interior exhibition, it is designed to 
reference early show

s by using red w
alls and 

is planned to be com
posed exclusively of 

m
ass-produced m

aterials and inform
ational 

artifacts rather than artw
orks. Specifically it 

addresses the w
ays in w

hich m
arket culture is 

adopting previously m
arginalized ideological 

positions and ideals, including those associated 
w

ith fem
inism

 and civil rights. C
urating for 

this occasion m
eans investigating lines of 

inquiry in prom
otional culture and a great deal 

of shopping. A w
allet that Julie bought in the 

early eighties, w
ith the w

ord Freedom
 silk-

screened on it, is used as the iconic em
blem

 for 
M

arket. The group produces a set of give-aw
ay 

prom
otional item

s including “quick-slit” letter 

openers, bum
per stickers, “Keepit C

lips,” and 
sm

all shopping bags, all w
ith the Freedom

 w
allet 

im
age printed on them

 in lieu of a com
pany logo. 

Together w
ith a catalog, these elem

ents form
 

the show
’s publication. 150 advertising slogans 

that m
ake no direct m

ention of a product or 
brand but poetically appeal to “fundam

ental” 
concepts about life and society and suggest 
abstract yet ideologically toned directives, are 
collected and m

ade into vinyl type transfers in 
various sizes and colors installed directly on 
the w

alls. This language loosely captions the 
installed objects and screened videos. 

Fall 1995. D
oug and Julie collaboratively teach 

the Interdisciplinary Sem
inar at The C

ooper 
U

nion School of Art.

9
 Left to right: Thom

as 
Eggerer, Jochen K

lein in 
superm

arket, M
unich 

-
 C

ollection of m
aterials 

for M
arket, aw

aiting 
installation
-

 Follow
ing page:

V
ideo stills, C

ops: C
aught 

in the A
ct, H

ow
 to 

O
rganize Your H

om
e, 

screened in M
arket
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A
dvertising slogans for M

arket (excerpt),
G

roup M
aterial, M

ay 1995

You’ve never been this secure.
Take m

e aw
ay

It’s W
hat’s Inside That C

ounts
A

 Business of C
aring.

In Touch W
ith Tom

orrow
M

ake the C
onnection.

The C
onvenience You Expect.

Business First, Freedom
 S

econd.
It Just Feels R

ight.
For the real w

orld.
Let’s C

om
e Together

W
here do you w

ant to go today?
The R

ight C
hoice

It’s The R
ight Thing To D

o.
H

ave It Your W
ay

You’re in G
ood H

ands.
Pow

er over tom
orrow

.
The Pow

er of Partnership
Better things for better living.
Your Edge on the Future
The R

ight D
ecision.

Find your life in ours.
W

e m
ake the things that m

ake a difference.
S

olutions for a sm
all planet.

W
e’ll help get you there.

Built to set you free
The Strength of Experience
M

aking the D
ifference Together

W
e’re a part of your life.

There is a difference.
N

othing C
om

es C
loser to H

om
e.

Let’s talk taste.
A

nd you thought you knew
 us.
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The group is invited to participate in the Three 
Rivers Arts Festival, a m

ultileveled official arts 
festival produced for dow

ntow
n Pittsburgh. 

As a response to the problem
atic context 

of institutionalizing com
m

unity-based art 
practices, G

roup M
aterial decides to replace 

the artificiality of an assigned constituency by 
nam

ing the organizers of the festival them
selves 

as the “target audience,” and using the festival’s 
program

 guide as the form
 and distribution for 

G
M

’s contribution. U
sing a variety of m

eans 
including street interview

s, a radio call-in show
, 

and local new
spaper ads the group solicits 

testim
ony from

 Pittsburgh residents about their 
experiences of the city, including those that 
are behind-the-scenes, secret, and subcultural. 
The stories express an alternative m

apping of 
the production of the urban space of Pittsburgh 
through hidden histories, w

hich G
roup M

aterial 
threads through the official program

 guide for 
the festival.

Program
Three Rivers A

rts Festival, Pittsburgh, 
June 7-23, 1996

G
roup M

aterial, “Project Statem
ent,”

Three R
ivers A

rts Festival Program
, 1996

The quotations and underlying im
ages 

running throughout the program
 guide 

w
ere com

piled by G
roup M

aterial as our 
contribution to this year’s public art 
com

ponent of the Three R
ivers A

rts Festival, 
Points of Entry: A

 C
om

m
unity Based Public 

A
rt Project. W

e have integrated the 
Festival’s schedules and inform

ation w
ith 

a constructed ‘dialogue’ from
 interview

s 
conducted spontaneously on the street, 
during a radio call-in program

, and from
 

scheduled discussions in hom
es and 

offices. S
everal excerpts are reproduced 

from
 previous w

ritings by architects, critics 
and designers. A

ll texts are represented 
anonym

ously to de-em
phasize attributes 

norm
ally used to categorize identity—

such as location of residency or institutional 
affiliation—

and instead highlight 
actual statem

ents.
 

The questions w
e raised w

ith interview
ees 

w
ere largely about their experiences using 

the city, neighborhoods and public spaces, 
recent relevant changes, personal and 
collective histories, functions of urban 
festivals and the cultural, corporate, and 
consum

er entities that adm
inistrate, support 

and visit such events. The linked fragm
ents 

can be read as a textual chain that w
as not 

conducted as a dialogue in real tim
e, but 

should convey a logic of interconnectedness 
betw

een topics.
 

A
s ‘com

m
unity’ and ‘public’ are am

orphous 
term

s it is crucial to question the ideological 
underpinnings and context as w

ell as the 
character of social constellations at w

ork 
w

hen they are invoked. G
iven recent trends 

tow
ard professionalization of com

m
unity-

based art alongside privatization of public 
space, w

e decided to investigate the term
 

‘com
m

unity’ in relation to the festival itself.
 

O
ur project is not a sociological or 

scientific survey, nor is it a random
 sam

pling 
of Pittsburgh residents and there is no 
pretense of objectivity here. The overarching 
goal of the project is to introduce 
unarticulated perspectives and voices 
into the official festival arena and to 
construct a picture of ‘com

m
unity’ and ‘the 

city’ as indeterm
inate and contested by 

introducing unexpected observations, 
critiques, and agendas. 
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Fall 1996. Felix G
onzalez-Torres’ death, from

 
AID

S-related causes (on January 9, 1996), 
has cast a shadow

 on the group for Julie and 
D

oug, w
ho are already am

bivalent about its 
continuance. Although Thom

as and Jochen 
are still open to w

orking in G
roup M

aterial, 
enthusiasm

 is lacking. G
roup M

aterial seem
s 

to be in a state of dissolution rather than 
reinvention. Jochen Klein has returned to 
painting and m

oves to London, and Thom
as 

Eggerer is also considering painting again, as 

w
ell as a m

ove to C
ologne. Julie feels it is tim

e 
to form

ally bring the group to an end, rather 
than let G

roup M
aterial’s history be w

atered 
dow

n by less com
pelling w

ork. D
oug agrees. 

Julie and D
oug decide they w

ill continue to 
individually represent the group’s histories 
through live narration and w

ritings, and 
consider m

aking a book about the group 
at som

e future date.

C
hronicle guiding text w

ritten by Julie Ault 
w

ith inform
ation draw

n from
 the G

roup M
aterial 

archive, and the m
em

ories of D
oug Ashford, 

Liliana D
ones, Thom

as Eggerer, M
undy 

M
cLaughlin, M

arybeth N
elson, and Tim

 Rollins.
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[The archive] cannot help w
ith w

hat is not actually there, w
ith the dead 

w
ho are not really present in the w

hispering galleries, w
ith the past that 

does not, in fact live in the record office, but is rather, gone (that is its 
point; this is w

hat the past is for); it cannot help w
ith parchm

ent that 
does not in fact speak. . . . 

M
oreover, historians read from

 w
hat is not there: the silences and 

absences of the docum
ents alw

ays speak to us.
C

arolyn Steedm
an¹

A
ssem

bling the archive
In the sum

m
er of 2008 I gathered together the physical traces of G

roup M
aterial 

from
 file cabinets, closets, bookshelves, and under the couch in m

y apartm
ent, and 

transferred the w
hole lot to the D

ow
ntow

n C
ollection at the Fales Library at N

ew
 York 

U
niversity. There, it w

ould be cohered into a form
al archive and joined by the m

aterial 
from

 other group m
em

bers, m
ost notably the substantial accum

ulation of long-term
 

m
em

ber D
oug Ashford.

 
The group’s m

aterial traces had been dispersed since 1983 w
hen the collaborative 

decided it w
ould no longer m

aintain an exhibition space or headquarters and 
instead function nom

adically, w
orking from

 m
em

bers’ hom
es and aided by the 

tem
porary infrastructural support of art institutions that invited G

M
 to m

ake projects. 
D

ecentralized, m
em

bers kept their ow
n paper trails, or not. W

hile no single person had 
the official responsibility of keeping up docum

entation of G
M

’s process and projects, 
form

er m
em

ber M
undy M

cLaughlin did so for the m
ost part until 1986, at w

hich point 
I took over the inform

al role, as w
ell as the files. Founding m

em
ber Tim

 Rollins gave 
m

e his files soon after. O
thers w

ho left did not turn their collected m
aterial over to 

those w
ho continued.

 
W

hat rem
ains tangible for the archive, thirty years after G

M
’s founding, is a m

ixture 

C
ase Reopened: 

G
roup M

aterial

¹ C
arolyn Steedm

an, D
ust.

The Archive and C
ultural H

istory   
(N

ew
 Brunsw

ick, N
J: Rutgers 

U
niversity Press, 2002), 

p. 81, 151. I am
 indebted to 

Fareed Arm
aly for recom

m
ending 

this excellent inquiry at just the 
right tim

e.

Julie A
ult

20
9 

C
A

S
E R

EO
PEN

ED

413



of several individuals’ saving habits stim
ulated by idiosyncratic, conceptual, and 

practical factors. Som
e of w

hat w
as saved is of am

biguous value and m
uch that 

should have been kept w
as not. Things got lost and throw

n out early on because as 
barely solvent young N

ew
 Yorkers w

e had space constraints and m
oved frequently. 

O
ther things got lost or discarded due to carelessness and lack of historical 

consciousness. (I am
 em

barrassed to recall that it w
asn’t so m

any years ago w
hen I 

enthusiastically threw
 out bundles of files thinking “Those projects are done, I w

on’t 
be using these anym

ore.” At the tim
e, freeing up storage space in m

y sm
all apartm

ent 
seem

ed m
ore pressing than an abstract notion of history.) 

 
The inception of G

roup M
aterial’s archive can be regarded as a kind of reunion—

m
aterially speaking and as an enterprise that engenders com

ing together. The desire 
to seek out relevant m

aterials from
 the group’s form

er m
em

bers w
as threefold: to 

organize the m
ost com

prehensive diverse and m
ultivocal inform

ation collection about 
G

roup M
aterial possible for public use, to regroup the group sym

bolically through its 
fragm

ents and traces and, in the process, to reconnect w
ith those m

em
bers w

ho I 
w

as not already in touch w
ith in hopes of gaining new

 insight into the collaborative’s 
internal relations. Five out of a total of tw

enty core m
em

bers have died: Patrick 
Brennan, Felix G

onzalez-Torres, Beth Jaker, Jochen Klein, and M
ichael U

dvardy. The 
process is ongoing: m

eeting w
ith M

arybeth N
elson, H

annah Alderfer, and Peter 
Szypula from

 the original group over tw
enty-five years later, and freshly experiencing 

the cam
araderie, closeness, and fun that colored the initial collaboration w

as thrilling, 
as w

as rekindling dialogues w
ith Liliana D

ones and Karen Ram
spacher.

 
This book w

as planned to em
erge on a parallel track w

ith organizing the archive. 
The challenge of how

 to represent G
M

’s collective endeavor, and w
ith w

hat authority, 
w

as highlighted. It w
as vital to inform

 previous participants about the project and 
seek their advice, as w

ell as their contributions to the archive. 

The plan to transfer G
roup M

aterial’s docum
entation to a publicly accessible 

conserving institution had been in the w
orks for a w

hile. Four years ago I m
et 

M
arvin Taylor, w

ho founded the D
ow

ntow
n C

ollection in 1993, and w
as im

m
ediately 

im
pressed w

ith his focus on docum
enting N

ew
 York dow

ntow
n culture as an arena 

of directly and tangentially interconnected individuals, collectives, com
m

unities, and 
practices. (The archive encom

passes art, literature, m
usic, theater, perform

ance, 
film

, activism
, dance, photography, and video). The D

ow
ntow

n C
ollection 

m
eaningfully contextualizes its constituents; Taylor seeks to obtain overlapping 

and com
plem

entary collections. H
e stresses archives are living entities, and has 

generated a vibrant collection and a decidedly non-stuffy research site that counters 
the cliché of the archive as som

ber crypt. (Taylor further w
on m

y vote w
hen he said he 

regards archives as “false evidence,” but m
ore on that later.) 

 
D

oug Ashford w
as likew

ise enthusiastic. W
e recognized the D

ow
ntow

n 
C

ollection’s broad cultural reach as the ideal context for G
roup M

aterial’s ultim
ate 

“institutionalization,” particularly as Taylor, clearly an activist archiver him
self, w

as 
excited by the notion of G

roup M
aterial’s collection being cohered and structured by 

form
er m

em
bers, even though the m

ore com
m

on course is to sim
ply deposit a relevant 

collection w
ith its arbitrariness and gaps intact and let people m

ake w
hat they w

ill 
of it. D

iscrepancy is inevitable. Som
e gaps stim

ulate research, but som
e are better 

filled, such as fleshing out the collective’s archive w
ith individual m

em
bers’ m

aterial. 
(N

orm
ally archives adhere to original provenance as a structuring device, w

hich w
ould 

result in continued degrouping in G
M

’s case.) Furtherm
ore, Taylor supported the idea 

of using the period of processing the m
aterial as an archiving laboratory in w

hich 
som

e initial research projects could be produced, including the m
aking of this book 

and a m
ultiform

 inquiry into G
M

’s exhibition AID
S Tim

eline by Sabrina Locks. 

A
ctivating the archive

G
roup M

aterial’s cultural practice w
as tem

poral and the form
s em

ployed w
ere 

prim
arily ephem

eral. W
hen the group ended in 1996, I w

as intent on preserving its 
ephem

erality, resisting becom
ing history, and opposed to leaving the responsibility 

of defining and interpreting our w
ork—

at least initially—
to a curator or art historian. 

There w
as a certain appeal in preserving the ephem

eral aspect of the entire project: 
letting people learn about the w

ork through the fragm
entary docum

entation in 
circulation, and broadcasting G

roup M
aterial w

ith live narration that renders the 
past vividly, including tailoring presentations for specific contexts or audiences. 
Previously G

M
 favored joint representation but since its ending, D

oug and I have 
opted for narrating the w

ork from
 individual perspectives publicly, and responding 

to individual enquiries case-by-case. For thirteen years w
e have sustained a vital 

dialogue—
at tim

es, a debate—
about G

M
’s historical representation as various issues 

em
erged. Interm

ittently w
e broached the idea of m

aking a book, w
aiting for the tim

ing 
to be right.
 

It had been clear that a tim
e w

ould com
e w

hen som
e of us w

ould w
ant to revisit G

M
 

and fashion inquiries and accounts, but that w
e needed the distance of tim

e to do so 
properly in part because the em

otional dim
ensions of ending a long-term

 collaboration 
clouded our capacity to think analytically and freely about how

 exactly such a project 
m

ight be generated, and w
ith w

hat aim
s, m

eans, and m
ethods. For m

e, buying tim
e so 

that w
e could eventually do justice to the subtleties of G

roup M
aterial’s practice and 

production w
as also m

otivated by the desire for an unencum
bered phase to develop 

m
y ow

n individual creative interests, voice, and identity. 
 

A great deal of interest in G
roup M

aterial has been expressed in the years 
since it ended. W

ould this continue if the com
bination of fragm

entary access and 
an am

orphous status, w
hich invite projection, w

ere offset by the concrete and 
intrinsically conservative form

s of archive and book? 
 

Because the archive has the capacity to construct relationships betw
een G

roup 
M

aterial and present and future, the situation com
pelled us to consider it anew

 and to 
shape the content and context from

 w
hich research into the collaborative’s practice 

w
ill be m

ade. The key challenge has been to figure out w
hich archiving and history 

w
riting structures, practices, and m

ethods w
ould effectively anim

ate and com
plicate 

the subject of G
roup M

aterial w
ithout excessively controlling or overdeterm

ining 
its m

eanings.
 

Institutionalizing the archive im
plies closing dow

n, or “closing the casket,” but it 
sim

ultaneously involves opening up and m
ultiplication through use and interpretation. 

The archive is a prim
ary source for potentially infinite production of history. The 

archive relocates agency from
 G

roup M
aterial as w

orking entity to others w
ho 

activate its bodies of inform
ation. Institutionalization also entails a reassignm

ent 
or sharing of authority. The relationship betw

een G
M

’s archive and the D
ow

ntow
n 

C
ollection is resonant w

ith previous dynam
ics betw

een G
M

 projects and hosting 
institutions, except that this cohabitation w

ill be perm
anent. 

 
The transfer necessitates im

agining future use. Exem
plary scenarios need to be 
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conjured including those beyond our lifespans. G
roup M

aterial’s general approach is 
free access, for w

hatever purpose desired, including reproduction rights. H
ow

ever, 
the thorny question of reconstruction requires further conceptual negotiation. The 
nature of G

M
’s tem

poral and context-specific w
ork places lim

its on rem
aking art 

(installations, projects) from
 the archive, but directives and restrictions nonetheless 

need to be thought through and articulated. In recent years w
e have been asked 

if G
roup M

aterial exhibitions and projects could be reconstructed. If m
aterial 

ingredients of an exhibition w
ere to be gathered from

 the archive and other sources, 
and installed according to photographic docum

entation of the original m
anifestation, 

the result w
ould be a cross betw

een artw
ork and artifact. There is no replacem

ent 
for the actual experience of an exhibition, w

hich m
akes a good argum

ent for the 
research value of re-creation. H

ow
ever, one has to take into account w

hat is m
issing. 

G
roup M

aterial’s exhibitions spoke from
 and to particular contexts during specific 

tim
es. Aesthetic practice and social practice m

erged in the projects, w
hich usually 

involved layers of collaboration in and beyond the group. The social processes 
involved in creating a project, w

hich w
ere part of the w

ork, w
ould be absent from

 
any reconstruction. C

ontexts cannot be replicated. It is im
possible to reproduce the 

clim
ate of circum

stance and perception and understanding for events.²
 

Archives and books are paradoxical; they enliven and deaden, expose and suppress. 
W

hat w
as previously an open-ended answ

er to “W
hat is G

roup M
aterial?” is unlikely 

to rem
ain that w

ay in the face of such historicizing form
s that authorize and to som

e 
degree fix definition, even as they seek com

plexity. 
 

The dangers of becom
ing history are w

ell signposted, but the need to cohere and 
dissem

inate inform
ation coupled w

ith the desire to relinquish the responsibility for 
(and control of) m

ediation supersedes the risks. That G
roup M

aterial w
ould have an 

interest in its ow
n historicization is intrinsic to the group’s w

orking paradigm
. The 

investigative and representational m
ethods G

roup M
aterial utilized as w

ell as its 
concern w

ith discursive practices are m
irrored and enacted in relation to its ow

n 
history in this project. The challenge of representing one’s ow

n (collective and by 
extension individual) history fundam

entally dislodges divisions betw
een the archive 

and m
em

ory as w
ell as betw

een objective and subjective know
ledge. 

U
npacking the archive

In the fall of 2008, a tem
porary w

orkspace w
as set up at the D

ow
ntow

n C
ollection 

w
ithin w

hich collecting m
aterial, deciding on the archive’s conceptual structure, and 

arranging and inventorying took place. G
M

’s m
aterial cam

e out of its various crannies 
of dorm

ancy to form
 a fertile ground for research processes to begin. Inspired by the 

television series The W
ire and program

s about investigating “cold cases,” w
e im

agined 
ourselves detectives m

aking sense of the surrounding evidence, charged w
ith solving 

the case of G
roup M

aterial, and for Sabrina, the case of AID
S Tim

eline.³
 

D
espite the group’s sketchy saving m

ethods, there rem
ains an inform

ative and 
exciting pool of docum

ents, photography, and artifacts that chart G
roup M

aterial’s 
process and practice. Included are m

eeting m
inutes from

 the group’s first year and 
a half of activity, internal com

m
uniqués, original proposals, announcem

ents, press 
releases, exhibition statem

ents, press responses, correspondence, project files, 
installation photography, snapshots, w

orking notes and notebooks, exhibition 
soundtracks, research and source m

aterial, publications and books, and artw
orks and 

ephem
era that w

ere used in projects. Building the archive continues; som
e individuals’ 

² D
iscussions betw

een H
elen 

M
olesw

orth, D
oug Ashford, 

Karen Ram
spacher, and 

m
yself raised im

portant issues 
about reconstruction, as have 
conversations w

ith M
artin Beck, 

M
iw

on Kw
on, Rasm

us Røhling, 
and Sabrina Locks.

³ Sabrina Locks initially brought 
up the analogy of The W

ire, 
specifically scenes in the 
detectives’ w

orkroom
s w

here 
they pinned docum

ents and clues 
to the w

alls in order to look for 
interconnections.

papers have been folded in and som
e are forthcom

ing. 
 

After just a few
 days of sorting through and reading the early papers as w

ell as 
encountering inform

ation long blotted from
 m

em
ory, I w

as shocked to discover I had 
unw

ittingly been telling a fair num
ber of inaccuracies—

lies even, w
hile im

parting 
stories about G

roup M
aterial these past years. I read further, and the divide betw

een 
recollection and fact expanded. C

ertain retrieved inform
ation w

as basic w
hile som

e 
signaled that G

roup M
aterial w

as m
uch m

ore com
plex and debatable than I had 

m
eanw

hile fabricated and perpetuated. M
y initial foray into G

roup M
aterial’s paper, 

artifact, and im
age trail transfigured the m

ental spatialization in w
hich I had short-

circuited inform
ation and prioritized it through the filters of m

y im
pressions. 

 
I can’t say I’ve had no inkling of the essentially loose relationships betw

een m
em

ory, 
history, and accuracy. After all, how

 could activities spanning seventeen years w
ith 

a total of tw
enty core participants across that period be portrayed all-inclusively 

in m
em

ory, in conversation, or w
ith a typical presentational form

at? I w
as uneasy 

w
ith expediency and habitual representation and som

etim
es w

as disinclined to 
speak about G

roup M
aterial w

hatsoever, but felt responsible to address the ongoing 
interest, particularly since there w

as no com
prehensive published source to direct 

people to. 
 

In retrospect I believe describing G
roup M

aterial during the years since it ended 
has been as m

uch about concealm
ent as exposure. (Foucault: “Storytellers continued 

their narrative late into the night to forestall death and to delay the inevitable m
om

ent 
w

hen everyone m
ust fall silent.”⁴) Telling has supplied a positive, active relationship 

w
ith the past (and forestalled “death” analogous to Scheherazade in O

ne Thousand 
and O

ne N
ights) but w

hat inevitably becam
e routine narration has also prevented m

y 
ow

n deeper reflection into the collaborative’s m
eanings and experiences.

 
D

eterm
ining the criteria of w

hat gets included in the form
al archive—

delim
iting 

w
hat is G

roup M
aterial and w

hat is not, is m
ore com

plicated than it initially m
ight 

appear. Q
uestions of privacy and publicity and inside and outside arise. 

 
Should som

e (perhaps particularly juicy) inform
ation be w

ithheld or destroyed 
to respect the private m

achinations of group interaction? H
ow

 does the individual 
get dem

arcated in collaboration? In the archive? Som
e G

M
 m

em
bers are intensely 

invested, som
e are detached, and others are dead and uninvolved in its history. 

Such disparity proliferates from
 the archive. Should personal reflections on G

roup 
M

aterial from
 our notebooks be put into the archive? (Another inequity: som

e 
took notes and saved them

, others did not.) W
hat about individually culled source 

m
aterial that w

as clipped or preserved for general interest but w
ith G

roup M
aterial 

tangentially in m
ind? W

hat about m
aterial that played an inform

al role in G
M

’s 
practice? W

hat about m
aterial reflective of form

er m
em

bers’ w
ork after the group 

ended, w
hich dem

onstrates individual incorporation and extensions of G
M

’s principles 
and m

ethods? There is the question of w
hether inform

ation and docum
entation (or 

facsim
iles) from

 individuals and institutions G
roup M

aterial w
orked w

ith should be 
sought out and integrated into its archive. W

ouldn’t potential understandings of G
M

 
and the social relations it engendered be m

eaningfully elaborated by such inclusions, 
despite that active pursuit to fill out a collection is generally frow

ned upon as a threat 
to the fair play of the “as is” archive and its authenticity. 
 

O
ne could spiral out of control m

aking m
ore and m

ore connections to inform
ation 

and item
s that w

ould texture and deepen understandings of G
roup M

aterial, and 
essentially end up “turning over the iceberg.”⁵ But conceptually at least, these 

⁴ M
ichel Foucault, “W

hat Is an 
Author?” in Language, C

ounter-
M

em
ory, Practice 

(Ithaca, N
Y: C

ornell 
U

niversity Press, 1977), 117.

⁵ Rasm
us Røhling used this term

 
w

hen w
e w

ere discussing these 
issues.
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⁶ I m
et Rasm

us w
hen I w

as 
teaching at Jutland. H

e asked if 
I knew

 of any interesting w
ork 

he could get involved in as he 
w

as planning a lengthy stay in 
N

ew
 York; our dialogue about 

archiving and historicizing G
M

 
developed during that visit. Rhea 
Anastas (w

ho w
as then teaching 

at Bard C
enter for C

uratorial 
Studies) recom

m
ended Sabrina 

do a sum
m

er internship w
ith m

e 
in 2007, w

hich w
e extended to 

w
orking on a project from

 and for 
the archive.

speculations are w
arranted. W

here does the archive end? W
hat defines its fram

e? 
The archive can be contracted or expanded depending on how

 these questions 
are considered. 

A
rchive A

uthority
Although first person narration is avidly consum

ed, as w
ell as venerated in certain 

situations (therapy, the courtroom
), w

hen history is at stake, first person narration is 
regarded paradoxically; on the one hand subjective perspective, reliance on m

em
ory, 

and relation to ego render it suspect, only quasi-legitim
ate. O

n the other hand, 
“having been there” invokes em

pirical authority and authenticity. H
istory is even m

ore 
com

plicated w
hen collective subjectivity is involved: all those contradictions, m

ultiple 
agendas, and conflicting m

em
ories! The w

ritten record is generally privileged as 
trustw

orthy authority. 
 

Because they are repositories of docum
ents or “facts,” archives seem

 to tell the 
truth, and they do so w

ith a degree of authority. Archives tell truths, but they also 
m

islead through om
ission (Taylor’s “false evidence”). C

onnecting the dots betw
een 

discrete docum
ents and discovering relations betw

een pieces of inform
ation—

producing m
eaning—

is at the heart of research. But w
hat is housed w

ithin a particular 
collection is rarely system

atic; it is often fragm
entary, disconnected from

 context, 
and som

etim
es random

. C
rucial pieces of inform

ation, w
hich m

ight answ
er questions, 

suggest particular narratives, or unlock m
ysteries are not necessarily archived. 

 
In spring and sum

m
er of 2007, before m

oving m
aterial to N

YU
, tw

o interested 
parties w

ho had m
inim

al know
ledge of G

roup M
aterial tested how

 and w
hat G

roup 
M

aterial’s docum
entation trail com

m
unicates. Rasm

us Røhling, an art student at 
the tim

e at Jutland Art Academ
y in Århus, D

enm
ark, and Sabrina Locks, a graduate 

student finishing her studies at Bard C
enter for C

uratorial Studies, respectively 
review

ed the files and docum
entation from

 G
roup M

aterial’s initial period of activity.⁶ 
W

itnessing, and subsequent discussion of their understandings, interpretations, 
confusions, distortions, assum

ptions, and questions illum
inated and delim

ited the 
m

aterials’ capacity to convey G
roup M

aterial. For instance, Rasm
us and Sabrina 

w
ere shocked by the character of the group’s business-like m

inutes during its first 
year until I explained that the volum

e and m
anner of docum

entation happened 
because w

e diligently follow
ed set rules for organizational record keeping in order to 

m
eet the criteria for incorporation in the state of N

ew
 York. Later on G

M
 prim

arily 
com

m
unicated in person and by phone, w

hich accounts for the dw
indling traces of 

internal dialogue. Sabrina and Rasm
us w

ere perplexed by tw
o consecutive sets of 

m
inutes: one w

eek listed ten group m
em

bers, the follow
ing only six. Inexplicably the 

record m
ade no note of the heated resignation of four m

em
bers, w

hich accounted for 
the discrepancy. It w

as clear som
e qualifying narration w

as essential to portray G
roup 

M
aterial w

ith m
ore dim

ension and accuracy than archival m
aterial w

ith its gaps and 
silences is capable of. 
 

Various authorial m
odes em

body specific expressions of authority, and neither 
archives, spoken, or w

ritten representations are unbiased or com
prehensive. 

Subjective and objective are not secure categories; they are hybrid and perm
eable. 

M
em

ories and histories intertw
ine and actively condition and contextualize any event, 

throw
ing contradictions into relief and potentially rendering resolution absurd.

Show
 and Tell: A

 C
hronicle of G

roup M
aterial

W
hat can the collective subjective do w

hen given the chance to w
rite its ow

n history, 
and transform

 its ow
n m

aterial to a public sphere? H
ow

 do artifacts—
w

hether 
m

aterial or inform
ational—

com
m

unicate? H
ow

 can m
eanings and histories be 

extracted from
 and read into cultural artifacts? W

hat kind of suitable com
m

unicative 
form

s can be shaped to em
body the historicizing processes, gathered know

ledge, 
diverse purpose, and doubts that drive this inquiry? H

ow
 to m

ake w
hat is m

issing 
evident or register absence as a layer of historicizing?

Private and public inform
ation intertw

ine throughout the chronicle, as do anecdotes 
and facts, snapshots and installation photographs. Selecting docum

entation and 
bringing it together to form

 textual and pictorial layers, determ
ining placem

ent and 
juxtaposition, and deciding on the content and m

ode of accom
panying narration are 

all aspects of shaping G
roup M

aterial’s historical representation here. C
hronology is 

considered a som
ew

hat open structure, w
ithin w

hich readers and users of the book 
are invited to m

ake m
eaning of and cross-reference the im

bedded inform
ation and 

m
aterial ingredients.

 
G

roup M
aterial’s actions are presented here as reference points in a larger cultural 

discourse, and contextual conditions are suggested by use of a variety of m
eans. 

G
roup M

aterial authored docum
ents, reprinted in their original form

 and scale, 
com

pose one layer of inform
ation in the chronicle. The m

ethods, contents, and visual 
character of these docum

ents are valued as “original language.” They vividly convey 
G

M
’s m

otivations—
w

hat w
e perceived w

e w
ere doing at the tim

e, and dem
onstrate 

the group’s shifting rhetorical strategies, as w
ell as the cultural vocabulary of 

particular m
om

ents. 
 

The guiding text that filters throughout the chronicle im
parting otherw

ise 
inaccessible circum

stances, facts, and anecdotes is w
ritten in a depersonalized 

present-tense m
ode. This m

ethod of telling intends to situate readers in the tim
es 

of events, as w
ell as suggest collective subjectivity, distinct from

 a retrospective 
individual perspective. Several topics are carried through, such as the continuities 
and discontinuities of G

M
’s com

position, and how
 G

roup M
aterial structured itself 

and financed its w
ork. Private w

orkings, conflicts and contradictions endem
ic to 

group process are likew
ise articulated. (C

ertain com
plex circum

stances w
ithin the 

group—
such as resignations or departures—

are expressed vaguely although “the 
silences and absences of the docum

ents alw
ays speak to us.”)

 
C

onfiguration and reconfiguration are additionally registered in the chronology 
as listings of current m

em
bers. G

roup M
aterial w

as a succession of social bodies, 
transform

ing w
henever som

eone left or joined. The collaborative w
as m

odified by the 
gain or disappearance of specific interests and m

ethods and new
 dynam

ics em
erged, 

w
hich had consequences in practice. 

 
Another layer of the chronicle consists of excerpted texts, w

hich are unified by 
typographic design treatm

ent. These excerpts are diverse in nature; m
any are w

ritten 
by G

M
. Interm

ittently they open out to take account of other voices—
including 

journalists, project participants, and audience m
em

bers. The extracts range in 
function from

 installation instructions to critical review
s. 

 
Revisionist and interpretive tendencies have been restrained in this initial look at 

G
roup M

aterial in favor of creating a useful docum
entary foundation that, akin to one 

of the group’s installations, invites a m
ultiplicity of interpretation. Show

 and Tell offers 
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a distilled representation of the group’s strata of process and production, and of the 
findings from

 G
roup M

aterial looking at itself. It is a source for hard data, im
pression, 

and historical atm
osphere. G

M
’s collaborative spirit as w

ell as its m
ethods and 

principles are articulated through past projects and enacted in the m
aking of the 

book. Show
 and Tell is also an introduction to the archive, an invitation to visit and 

look further. The organization of the archive and the response to that process through 
this book provide a platform

 and base interpretation to use, negotiate, and take issue 
w

ith. Additionally, this final “G
roup M

aterial project” form
s a case study in archiving, 

historical inquiry, and history w
riting, shaped from

 the questions and problem
s 

enm
eshed in the investigation. 

 
G

roup M
aterial should not be reduced to m

em
ory or record, but can m

ost 
constructively be articulated and elaborated by the dynam

ics betw
een m

ultiple 
bodies of inform

ation. Som
ew

here betw
een the representation of lived experience 

of events and their contexts, and the non-judgm
ental m

ultiplicity of the archive, 
historical representation gets com

plex and exciting. The history of history is fraught 
w

ith w
hat D

errida calls “an incessant tension betw
een the archive and archaeology.” 

H
e continues “They w

ill alw
ays be close the one to the other, resem

bling each 
other, hardly discernible in their co-im

plication, and yet radically incom
patible, 

heterogeneous . . . ”⁷ Perhaps im
print and m

em
ory are not m

utually hostile, and 
the conflict betw

een archive and m
em

ory is overestim
ated. W

hat if w
e understand 

H
istory and M

em
ory as inseparable, accept their apparent coproductive roles, and 

refuse to regard this as a predicam
ent. 

 
G

roup M
aterial’s archive and publication projects are fueled by the recognition 

that the past and its contexts are irretrievable. The knotty undertakings of archiving 
and history w

riting have been taken up w
ith resuscitating and m

ediating in m
ind, and 

w
ithout illusion that the result be entirely accurate. H

istory is a dynam
ic of vested 

inquiry, process, and representation. This book, w
hich is part of the process, m

ixes 
and honors m

ultiple w
ays of know

ing, show
ing, and telling. 

⁷ Jacques D
errida, Archive 

Fever. A Freudian Im
pression, 

translated by Eric Prenow
itz, 

(C
hicago: The U

niversity of 
C

hicago Press, 1995), p. 92.

I am
 grateful for dialogues w

ith 
D

oug Ashford, M
artin Beck, 

M
atthew

 Buckingham
, Sabrina 

Locks, Sarat M
aharaj, Rasm

us 
Røhling, and M

arvin Taylor, 
w

hich have variously influenced 
m

y thinking as reflected in this 
essay.

It w
as 1978 and w

e had no choice. W
e had to do som

ething. W
e w

anted to m
ake 

a scene. A brilliant desperation w
as in the air for w

e young artists w
ho w

anted—
needed—

to be politically engaged but lacked any venues for new
 and true artistic 

inquiry, experim
entation, dem

onstration, and change. 
 

G
roup M

aterial had som
e pow

erful foreshadow
s: Russian C

onstructivism
, D

ada and 
Surrealism

, the Arts and C
rafts m

ovem
ents in England and later the U

nited States, 
the Shakers, and other utopian com

m
unities. But w

hen I go back and w
onder how

 
G

roup M
aterial cam

e to be, I have to acknow
ledge the incongruous influence of tw

o 
very, very different artists—

the British activist C
onrad Atkinson and the gay neo-

expressionist painter Jedd G
aret. 

 
M

y revelation m
om

ent occurred w
hen I encountered a special issue of the British 

art publication Studio International, edited by Richard C
ork. The title of the issue w

as 
“Art for W

hom
?”. It presented and explored a survey of socially engaged, com

m
unity 

based arts projects throughout the U
K at the m

om
ent (and to m

y m
ind the only true 

avant garde m
ovem

ent around). In those pages I w
as introduced to the art of C

onrad 
Atkinson and M

argaret H
arrison. W

hat excited and inspired m
e about Atkinson’s 

and H
arrison’s projects w

as the direct engagem
ent w

ith specific individuals and 
com

m
unities to develop and produce artw

ork that w
as both visually and politically 

vital. This w
as w

ork that actually transform
ed the situation that w

as the im
petus for 

the w
ork. U

nlike so m
uch “political art” then (and now

, sadly), this w
as not art about 

politics, about the People as an abstraction. This w
as w

ork m
ade in concert w

ith 
com

m
unities in crisis w

ith a direct intention to change things to positive effect. This 
w

as art as dialogue, not representation and reportage (descriptive, rem
oved, and 

safe). 
 

M
any of the first m

em
bers of G

roup M
aterial w

ere m
y classm

ates at the School 
of Visual Arts (SVA) from

 1975 to 1977. W
e w

ere deeply involved in Joseph Kosuth’s 
reading and discussion sem

inar in art and cultural politics. Jedd G
aret w

as also a 
classm

ate of ours and w
hile I don’t rem

em
ber if he w

as in Kosuth’s sem
inar class, I’m

 

W
hat W

as to 
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certain he w
as in the studio class w

e all took w
ith the painter Jennifer Bartlett. W

hile 
Jedd w

ould be quietly m
aking his things in the corner of the studio (this w

as a required 
studio class lasting several hours) our gang w

ould be forever arguing w
ith Jennifer 

about the purpose, m
eaning, and nature of art. W

e w
eren’t m

aking objects. W
e w

ere 
m

aking dialogue. W
e sincerely considered the collective conversation as our w

ork 
and it drove Jennifer crazy. (This w

as w
ay before “Situational Aesthetics.”) W

e w
ere 

probably tendentious, a little obnoxious, but I recall a great energy, an irreverence and 
hum

or in the talks and w
e all learned a lot. Even Jennifer had a begrudging respect for 

w
hat w

ere attem
pting to do.

 
Anyw

ay, w
e had all just graduated from

 SVA w
ithout the prospects of anything. 

Jedd G
aret, on the other hand, got a large exhibition at the fabulous Robert M

iller 
G

allery straight out of school. Jedd w
as m

aking these very punky, neo-surrealist 
paintings that w

ere very popular w
ith lots of folk at the tim

e and cham
pioned by 

critics like Robert Pincus-W
itten and Robert Rosenblum

. W
hile our gang’s ideas of 

w
hat could be and Jedd’s w

ere light-years aw
ay, Jedd w

as still a good friend and so 
w

e all w
ent to his w

ildly successful opening at the gallery. After, w
e retreated to a bar 

dow
ntow

n and then it started. Everyone w
as com

plaining and hand w
ringing. “N

o one 
is ever going to w

ant to be involved in our kind of w
ork . . . there is no place for political 

art in this city . . . oh, w
hat to do, w

hat to do?!!”

That’s w
hen it hit m

e. W
e needed our ow

n place. 

Born and raised in the hills of central rural M
aine, Am

erican pragm
atism

 is built into 
m

y D
N

A. Back hom
e, if you need to build a barn, you don’t get a com

m
ittee together 

to do a study of the history and practice of barn building over the past three centuries 
and don’t need to go into barn-building theory (e.g. The Barn and “the O

ther”). You 
build a dam

n barn. W
e needed a barn, not a space but a place, a laboratory of our ow

n. 
W

e could operate outside the com
m

ercial and increasingly not-alternative spaces of 
the m

ainstream
 art scene in order to m

ake our ow
n w

ays in our ow
n contexts. This 

is w
hat w

e w
anted and needed to do. Exhibitions as inquiries. And w

e w
anted to 

do this in a physical space occupied not just by objects, artists and the art-involved 
audience but a hub of social relations. W

e w
anted to get aw

ay from
 the slum

m
ing, 

abject, funky, raggedy-looking feel of so m
any of the artist-run galleries at the tim

e 
w

ithout reverting to the expensive-looking Soho w
hite cube paradigm

. W
e w

anted 
to develop social action w

ith style—
our style. W

e w
anted to be independent, self-

reliant. W
e w

anted to be com
m

unitarian (not C
om

m
unist), not only com

m
unity-based 

but also com
m

unity-engaged, connecting w
hat happens inside the exhibition space / 

headquarters w
ith social life on the street and neighborhood just outside the doors. 

 
As students m

any of us w
ere involved in an organization called Artists M

eeting 
for C

ultural C
hange. It w

as like a tow
n m

eeting that m
et at the Paula C

ooper 
G

allery in Soho one Sunday night a m
onth. Participants included Kosuth and Sarah 

C
harlesw

orth and folk like Lucy Lippard, Leon G
olub and N

ancy Spero, and m
any 

others, including, ironically som
e seriously troubled sociopaths. W

e w
ere the youngest 

of the constant debaters. W
hile the experience of those m

eetings w
as a unique 

education, our gang w
as eventually turned off and disappointed by the relentlessly 

negative and com
bative spirit of the enterprise. The old N

ew
 Left w

ere conjuring 
up a culture of im

possibility, so unlike the spirit of the civil rights m
ovem

ent that I 
w

itnessed and experienced as a young kid. 

 
I rem

em
ber that in our early conversations about the plans for the G

roup M
aterial 

project, w
e all began to realize that no social system

 and consciousness is herm
etic 

and airtight. Things like these are m
ore porous than w

e first believe. U
nder enough 

outside pressure, things can spring leaks. There w
ere hopeful m

odels of w
ork that 

excited us: the fem
inist H

eresies C
ollective, The Tim

es Square Show
 and The Real 

Estate Show
, Jenny H

olzer’s first Truism
 posters plastered all over dow

ntow
n, M

ike 
G

lier’s W
hite M

ale Pow
er show

 at Annina N
osei’s space in Soho, w

hat Keith H
aring 

w
as doing w

ith his draw
ings in the ad spaces in the N

ew
 York C

ity subw
ays, and the 

w
hole riotous com

m
unity-building neighborhood club scene w

e visited alm
ost every 

night (M
ax’s Kansas C

ity, C
lub 57, The Pyram

id, M
udd C

lub, D
anceteria, Tier Three, 

the U
FO

 club, C
BG

B, C
risco D

isco) that induced fresh possibilities for the m
aking and 

experiencing of new
 m

odes and w
ays of m

aking art.
 

C
ould w

e do this? C
ould w

e flow
 into an organic dem

ocracy that w
ould produce 

w
orks of art and anthologies of social and cultural concerns? C

ould w
e create an 

arena that renegotiates the physical, psychological and class-bound barriers betw
een 

art and so-called non-art? C
ould w

e relearn our thinking and practice to be less 
reactive and m

ore proactive in com
ing up w

ith innovative solutions to som
e very 

real lim
itations and problem

s in very real com
m

unities in som
e very real lives? O

ften, 
w

hen the Rev. M
artin Luther King, Jr. spoke of his definition of transform

ative Love, 
he w

ould describe this as the kind of Love that w
ould go to any non-violent m

eans 
necessary to create “the Beloved C

om
m

unity.” C
ould w

e do this?
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The im
possible dem

and to start the revolution everyw
here at once is 

replaced by the statem
ent that com

m
unication is possible only at the 

m
om

ent w
hen everyone changes places: w

hen the individual loses 
herself or him

self in the effort of show
ing an im

age to som
eone else.

C
olin M

acC
abe, “O

n G
odard,” 1980¹

“Join us!”, Protesters to onlookers at the M
arch on the Pentagon, O

ctober 17, 1967
The dism

antling of the progressive econom
ic and cultural changes of the 1960s 

began in earnest in the 1980s, and G
roup M

aterial’s overall project w
as im

agined in 
this period of attem

pted historical erasure. To design our w
ork w

e looked to the m
any 

layers of hum
an activity that pre-dated this right-w

ing onslaught by tw
enty years: the 

attem
pted re-invention of Am

erican life through civil organization and social rebellion. 
This book com

es at a tim
e of concentrated reflection on the com

plex political contours 
of art in the 1980s; fifty years after the w

orld-changing disturbances of Berkeley, 
N

ew
ark, Prague, N

anterre, W
atts, Alabam

a, and Stonew
all. Today’s ascendant 

culture of w
ar and its accom

panying econom
ic collapse bring hom

e m
any of the 

state designed public fictions initiated in the 1980s. That the m
ajority m

ust still live 
precariously and in deprivation suggests that the darkest fantasies of governm

ental 
and corporate coercion w

ere actually quite gnostic: an im
probable w

orld of passive 
spectators forced to endorse a reality im

posed on them
 by executive pow

er. The 
publication of this book in 2010 is then doubly reflective—

representing the w
ork of a 

group of artists in the 1980s that m
odeled the revolutionary counter-culture of tw

enty 
years before.
 

M
ost of the m

em
bers of G

roup M
aterial w

ere children during the rise of the civil 
rights, w

om
en’s liberation, free love, gay pow

er, and anti-w
ar m

ovem
ents of the 1960s. 

Even if w
e w

ere too young to directly w
itness the physical m

obilizations that rejected 
state totality and corporate greed, the concom

itant changes in ethos, fantasy, 
and feelings w

ere tacitly im
bedded in our practice. G

roup M
aterial understood 

A
n A

rtw
ork is 

a Person 
D

oug Ashford

¹ C
olin M

acC
abe, G

odard: 
Im

ages, Sounds, Politics 
(Bloom

ington: Indiana 
U

niviversity Press, 1980), p. 153.

that connected to the liberation m
ovem

ents against colonialism
, patriarchy, and 

capital w
ere artist-led oppositions to the accepted hierarchies betw

een institutions, 
audiences and artists them

selves. The process of re-im
agining ourselves through 

the rebellious inventing of art objects w
as, in m

any w
ays, a continuation of a larger 

political m
om

entum
. 

 
In this w

ay 60s activism
s and 80s interpretive enactm

ents w
ere m

ore than the 
socioeconom

ic conditions for G
roup M

aterial’s w
ork: they w

ere the foundations of 
its aesthetic action. Activist politics presented a m

om
ent of collective refusal, but 

in that refusal cam
e an identification w

ith others, know
n and unknow

n. The desire 
for political change produces conjecture on a num

ber of fronts, and conjecture 
necessitates affinity w

ith others. M
odeling a future by banding together am

idst 
the interests of strangers is a legacy shared by the political im

peratives of social 
organizing and the m

ethodological sensibilities of artists. Although art and politics 
m

ay still be routinely sequestered in the academ
y, these tw

o find great sym
pathy 

w
ith each other in the actual effective function of people’s w

ork to change their 
circum

stances. Artists cannot produce unless connected w
ith others: w

ith those 
behind the creative acts com

ing before them
 or w

ith new
ly apparent audiences that 

surround them
, real and im

agined. This social know
ledge invested in creative w

ork 
is therefore based on a projected kind of em

pathy—
a sense of the ethical com

ing 
from

 im
agination and hope. Such feelings are deeply connected to the inevitability 

of ethical affinity form
ed in oppositional social agency; its acts of protest and 

organization are a genesis. That is w
hy during an artistic offering, justice and beauty 

seem
 to com

e from
 the sam

e dream
.

 
For m

any of the actual participants, how
ever, m

em
ories of the m

ovem
ents of the 

1960s are m
arked by its practical failures: the inability of m

ajorities to recognize the 
potential liberation those revolutionary m

ovem
ents and their counter-cultures could 

provide. The tragedies of m
issed opportunities, internal sexism

s, police infiltrations, 
capitulations, and betrayals com

plete an alm
ost unbearable chronicle. But the 

activism
s of the 60s also bring a possible philosophical reflection to thinking about 

the subjective effects of non-governm
ental organization, a reflection that is encircled 

by aesthetics. An oppositional m
ovem

ent m
akes groupings w

here the desires of 
others overtake our sense of singular and individual autonom

y, a process am
plified by 

protesting actions. If organized acts of civil disobedience put people’s bodies on the 
line, then any sense of the continuation of the self is literally and corporeally opened 
up to the proxim

ity of strangers. Anyone involved in public acts of political resistance 
has had such an experience—

the look tow
ard another, previously unrecognizable, 

but m
ade fam

iliar, even loved, in the battle w
ith gigantic repressive authority. The 

face of the anonym
ous becom

es em
pathically know

n. This “new
 face” producing a 

fresh affinity found under the duress and risk of social unrest, is an experience of 
the difference betw

een hum
ans at its m

ost profound: an im
plicit understanding that 

how
ever far aw

ay liberation m
ay seem

, w
e can still recognize its contours in the w

ork 
w

e do together. In tim
es of rebellion, an encounter w

ith the desires of another person 
allow

s for the recognition of a radically different future self.

“W
e are also part of the audience”, G

roup M
aterial

C
arl O

glesby of Students for a D
em

ocratic Society, w
riting after the O

ctober ’67 
anti-w

ar m
obilization at the Pentagon, tried to com

e to term
s w

ith the shift this 
m

assive dem
onstration m

andated: from
 peaceful protest to direct confrontation and 
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resistance. “If I am
 correct in assum

ing that m
en resist danger and w

ant freedom
 from

 
all servitudes, then it follow

s that rebellion does not take place until it is com
pulsory. 

The rebel is som
eone w

ho is no longer free to choose even his ow
n docile servitude.” 

If the political revolutionary is a figure of tactical refusal then G
roup M

aterial’s 
refutations w

ere m
ultiple and situation-specific. W

e said “no” to the false neutrality 
of the m

useum
 that forbade the social context of relations betw

een our im
aginations, 

“no” to the reduction of other public dom
ains to corporatist m

anagem
ent and blind 

consum
ption. W

e said “no” to the sequestering of art as outside the purview
 of 

audiences and artists; w
e said “no” to the disappearance of subaltern cultures 

under im
perialism

, and w
e said “no” to the supposed inevitable death of our friends 

to AID
S. O

ur set of refusals w
ere shared w

ith each other and w
ith the m

any other 
individuals and groupings responding to social inequity at that tim

e. W
e recognized 

that the politics of any group is m
ade real in collecting seem

ingly unrelated refusals, 
show

ing how
 group action can generate new

 life into an individual—
say anti-w

ar 
sentim

ent com
ing to the teacher from

 the loss of her students to the draft, or the 
collection of a painter’s w

ork by an em
bassy in a C

IA-overturned republic. Any singular 
m

om
ent of individual self-conception, of assum

ptions of the “ethical and reasonable” 
can be inspired and rethought through the dem

ands of collective rebellion and its 
resonance. W

hen an individual is m
oved outside of their norm

al setting by the effects 
of m

ovem
ents for social change, their political function changes; their consciousness 

changes. And likew
ise, w

hen a participant’s political sense in the w
orld is transform

ed 
they are in turn, displaced from

 their accepted senses. 
 

Sim
ilarly, the exhibitions and public projects G

roup M
aterial produced w

ere a 
displacem

ent of the art object onto unexpected fields of experiences. By organizing 
art installations based on political urgency, inquiry, and contradiction, the reasonable 
expectations for art w

ere upset. Abstract paintings occupied space defined by 
popular insurgency, children’s draw

ings sat alongside electoral advertisem
ents 

next to paintings of heads of state, D
r. Seuss books w

ere placed near Joseph Beuys 
blackboards, institutional critique w

as overtaken by “easy-listening” versions of 
revolutionary 60s ballads, and so on. Such an inflection, of the m

eaning of the one 
onto the connotations of the m

any, began w
ith dislocating the historical notion of the 

supposedly autonom
ous art object onto a politically activated them

e. But in addition, 
the juxtaposition of artw

orks w
ith everyday m

arket com
m

odities and publicity 
design evoked the possibility of revelation in the undoing of w

hat already exists. A 
revolution can even transform

 the advertisem
ents in the daily paper, the food in the 

kitchen cabinet, and the tools of the w
orkplace. In a related w

ay, G
roup M

aterial’s 
transform

ation of presidential statem
ents into bus adverts, snapshots into billboards, 

subw
ay cars into a gallery spaces, and then the m

useum
 gallery itself into a tow

n 
m

eeting, w
ere all the refusals of established fram

ew
orks for the organization of art, 

refusals of the lim
ited im

aginings of w
hat artists and view

ers could be.
 

As G
roup M

aterial’s w
ork m

atured, it becam
e increasingly clear that in order to 

oppose the oblivion of the present, a form
 had to be invented through the visualization 

of dem
ocratic process. H

ow
 else could an authentic response to the im

posed 
disaster of contem

porary life be constructed? As artists w
e knew

 that the street 
and the sym

posia as form
s of response w

ere often beautiful—
that collectively 

diverse declarations of justice have all the qualities of im
provisation, com

parison, 
proportion, absence, suggestion, and substitution. In m

any w
ays the practices that 

G
roup M

aterial developed w
ere un-theorized, suggested by the exigencies of the 

constituent m
atters of life over death: be they the form

ation of C
entral Am

erican 
independence m

ovem
ents facing Am

erican sponsored genocide or the activist 
response to official indifference to the AID

S epidem
ic. O

ur form
s of exhibition and 

public practice reflected the need to invent a dynam
ic situation, a designed m

om
ent 

of reflection that could include discussion and present dissent. If such an apparatus 
of artistic presentation em

erges from
 the fram

ew
ork of political assem

bly—
the 

installation of art can begin to look and perhaps even act, like a forum
. In calling the 

exhibition a forum
 w

e w
ere excavating all its m

eanings: roundtable, caucus, public 
assem

bly, parliam
ent, open fram

ew
ork, anarchic exchange, and m

ore. M
aking the 

artw
ork com

parable to the apparatus of dem
ocracy did have an actual political effect; 

it acted as a ground for m
eetings, associations, transform

ations of artistic context 
and real probabilities for the constituents of those represented by and attending to 
the w

ork. Especially im
portant here in the collected presentation of this book is G

roup 
M

aterial’s proposal of dem
ocracy as a genesis of aesthetic invention, our presentation 

of the social relations that can be realized by a group of people in an em
pty room

. 
G

roup M
aterial’s m

ethodology of cultural displacem
ent w

as anchored in a strong yet 
abstract im

age of the process of political w
ork. This abstract im

age of dem
ocracy as 

a void m
eans that public assem

bly is visually positioned as a struggle that never ends. 
It is the tem

plate of forum
 that rejects puerile liberal pluralism

 and replaces it w
ith a 

radical abstraction—
the assignm

ent of discussion’s contingency into an im
aginable 

shape that is alw
ays irregular and fluctuating.

 
Art presented as a changeable social shape, as dialogue, presents a context w

here 
not just im

ages but political w
ill itself can be personified—

a collection of positions 
and volitions of different people. Encountering this art is equivalent to the experience 
of view

ing a landscape painting w
here w

e take the artist’s body position, looking 
across this or that valley tow

ard this or that tow
n square. It becom

es unconsciously 
clear in an experience of a w

ork of art, even in the renaissance convention of 
occupying the eyeballs of another, that w

e are in an encounter w
ith som

eone 
unknow

n. Such a form
al and physical presence is difficult to discuss rationally 

because the sense of the point of view
 of another person is so m

uch m
ore than the 

strict diagram
m

ing of corporeal perspective, the agreem
ent or disagreem

ent w
ith 

a position. But w
hat can be understood easily is the sim

ple fact that w
e accept a 

m
ultitude of artw

orks as a form
 of divergent, even oppositional presentations of 

others’ opinions and ideas. 
 

O
ccupying the sight of a person previously unknow

n is often a shock. Som
etim

es 
even felt like an apparition, it is strangely both erotic and historical, evoking the 
effect of a long line of encounters that verge on m

ystical exegesis. G
iven the 

ideological hailing of m
odern institutional life (the w

ay in w
hich w

e becom
e subjects 

to institutions outside of any conscious contract), the degree to w
hich artw

orks can 
present undiscovered organizations of ourselves is even m

ore surprising. But for 
G

roup M
aterial our displaced groupings of visual culture w

ere concrete figurations 
suggesting that w

hen art insists on new
 narrations of the self, how

ever m
ysterious, a 

political process happens in public. A process, for G
roup M

aterial, that w
as designed 

to be a com
plex dialogue: w

ith others through affiliation and love, and through others 
in the political act of show

ing the unknow
n, the repressed and yet to be seen. This 

process created art turned tow
ard ideas of w

hat could be desired rather than existing 
m

anifestations of a perceived w
orld, and proposed that art’s abstract m

atrix can 
figure real techniques of social liberation. To defend the notion of artw

ork as an 
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encounter w
ith a person and then to display this encounter in the context of new

 
politics w

as G
roup M

aterial’s contradictory innovation, the design of a place w
here 

the self expands by rupturing in relationship to others.

“W
hy som

etim
es do im

ages begin to trem
ble?”, C

hris M
arker²

In rereading the docum
ents now

 collected in our archive, it becom
es clear to m

e that 
the kind of w

ork produced by G
roup M

aterial sim
ply had to be m

ade—
it happened, 

like the social activism
 it follow

ed, out of desperation. G
roup M

aterial thought then, 
and it w

as not unusual to have such ideas, that one could create m
eaning outside of 

the privatizing influence of corporate culture by re-organizing the actual experience 
of culture independently. The art projects w

e developed resem
bled the form

s of the 
political vanguard by reflecting the m

odern notion that individuals have a right to 
bind them

selves together to produce a context that m
ight retain w

ork and happiness. 
It is against the 1980s em

ergence of a right w
ing culture of physical control and 

spectacularized consistency that this generation of artw
orks and collective action 

need to be rethought: the false stability of religious fundam
entalism

, the m
ediagenic 

degradation of culture into profit, the relentless never-returning value of our labor, a 
historical am

nesia that disintegrates capacities to read or even to speak to each other 
directly. These are the vicissitudes of 80s econom

ic and political regression and they 
still w

eigh upon us, attem
pting to re-form

 us into an anti-culture of m
utual repression. 

A repression no longer exclusive to the barrel of a gun—
a repression designed 

through im
ages.  

 
G

roup M
aterial saw

 that politics happens at the site of representation itself, not 
just w

here inform
ation is transferred, but rather at the place w

e recognize ourselves; 
w

here w
e have the sense that w

e are ourselves, feel a stability that is hailed and 
recognized by others. A radical representational m

om
ent m

ay be collective but it 
also suggests that w

e can give ourselves over to a new
 vision through feeling, an 

experience linked to contem
plation and epiphany. In this w

ay no public description 
of another, in fram

e or in detail can be presented as neutral. So w
hen G

roup M
aterial 

asked, “H
ow

 is culture m
ade and w

ho is it for?” w
e w

ere asking for som
ething greater 

than sim
ply a larger piece of the art w

orld’s real estate. W
e w

ere asking that the 
relationships change betw

een those w
ho depict the w

orld and those w
ho consum

e 
it, and dem

onstrating that the context for this change w
ould question m

ore than 
just the m

useum
: a contestation of all contexts for public life. In m

aking exhibitions 
and public projects that sought to transform

 the instrum
entality of representational 

politics, invoking questions about dem
ocracy itself, G

roup M
aterial presented a belief 

that art directly builds w
ho w

e are—
it engenders us. This w

as an insistence that the 
representations found in art give rise to our sense of self and in the end encom

pass 
us as subjects. Accordingly w

e believed that the existing m
anagem

ent of art, and of 
culture in general through the m

arket, enforces a com
plex system

 of lim
iting notions 

of w
hat m

akes “us” us or “m
e” m

e, w
hat norm

alizes and enacts the contours of fixed 
identity. The definitions of gender, race and pow

er w
ere, and still are, dependent on 

a visual system
—

im
ages that m

ake possible the recognition or m
isrecognition of 

ourselves, betw
een ourselves. 

 
The m

useum
—

like the city and the governm
ent that m

akes us in them
—

is alw
ays 

already in ruins. The anxiety of the proxim
ity to pow

er that art, and art’s m
anagem

ent 
im

plies, is therefore alw
ays part of art’s production. The historical dynam

ism
 of 

the m
useum

 carries w
ithin it all the battles fought over the public dom

ain since its 

² C
hris M

arker, Le Fond de l’air 
est rouge (A G

rin W
ithout a C

at), 
1988.

m
odern inception. For G

roup M
aterial the m

arket-dom
inated context for culture in 

the 80s and its consolidation in the m
useum

 w
ere presented to artists unfairly, as 

universalizing opportunities steeped in false neutrality. The w
hite w

alls that G
roup 

M
aterial re-painted red critically reacted to institutions, critically insisting that they, 

not artists or audiences, w
ere the producers of m

eaning. The prevailing notions of 
aesthetic pluralism

 at that tim
e, the prom

otional leveling of all artistic form
s onto 

consum
ption, the blandly hum

anist notions of equivalence in scholarship and public 
record—

all partook in the deeply ideological construction of dem
ocracy as a kind 

of blanketing agreem
ent, a blind consensus. If it is true that capitalism

 is the m
ost 

creative form
 of production the earth has ever know

n, its reservoir of m
anufactured 

agreem
ent strangely needed form

al and physical protection. 
 

And it still does. The threat felt by the status quo from
 art is a real threat. The 

m
om

ent of social unrest of the 60s, like the collectively designed exhibition, show
s 

that you are closer to the ideas of others than you think. This is perhaps w
hy the 

experience of an art that can concurrently untangle, rem
ake, and re-tangle the 

ideas w
e have of ourselves is not easy to produce. The struggle to com

m
unicate 

even am
ongst those invested in a com

m
on project seem

s at tim
es insurm

ountable. 
M

anifest in this chronicle is the fact that G
roup M

aterial created w
ork in struggle 

w
ith itself, w

ith m
em

bers often in debate and contention, producing artw
ork that 

m
anifested conflict. As part of the audience it is only logical our disagreem

ent w
ith 

the w
orld w

ould inspire dissent am
ong ourselves. That the w

ork is still here represents 
the strength, its true protest, the w

orking together of ideas and desires that are in 
friction. If there is an em

otional equivalency to the idea of creative dissensus, it can 
be found in the resolute presentation of dialogue in G

roup M
aterial’s process and 

installations. O
ne of the m

ost com
pelling m

em
ories of the w

ork w
e did in form

ing the 
exhibition w

as the argum
ent. There is not a single artistic product w

e m
ade that did 

not com
e from

 discussion, opposition, and disagreem
ent. Today, after m

any artists 
and m

any decades of aesthetic experim
entation, dissensus can finally be proffered 

as the basis for im
agining social and aesthetic action—

it is an em
otional invention of 

great beauty. 

G
roup M

aterial’s self-assignm
ent w

as to locate the dissensual feelings associated 
w

ith activism
, its em

otional reverberations and actual evocations, into a realizable 
m

odel or design. It m
eant w

e had to try to invent visual solutions that w
ould be able 

to question them
selves. By insisting that the presentation of art could approach 

the experience of dialogue and dissent w
e show

ed that w
hen art addresses us as 

subjects in conversation, w
e can experience art as an array of personified encounters. 

W
e created a site w

here m
ultiple and conflicting form

s and histories cross over and 
through one another, m

utating into paradoxical and unexpected notions of how
 w

e 
could define ourselves as hum

ans. W
hen artw

orks are engendered as persons in 
dialogue, the experience of art can m

ake a rebellion.

This essay w
ould not have been 

possible w
ithout the careful 

attention of Alyse Yang. I am
 also 

indebted to the w
ork of G

regg 
Bordow

itz, H
ito Steyerl, D

avid 
Joselit, and D

evin Fore, w
hich 

inhabited m
y thoughts during 

the w
riting period, and to the 

w
riting of W

illiam
 O

lander, w
ho 

first broached the idea of an 
engendering art. M

y deepest 
thanks on this project go to 
Julie Ault: the entire history 
preserved in this book w

ould not 
be im

aginable w
ithout her.
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Tracking 
A

ID
S Tim

eline
Sabrina Locks

An exhibition can function, how
ever provisionally, intentionally or not, as a prescriptive 

presentation of history, or, as in the case of AID
S Tim

eline, as a call to am
end its 

course.

Begun in 1989 as an exhibition for the Berkeley Art M
useum

 M
ATRIX G

allery, AID
S 

Tim
eline is a shape-shifter, re-versioned for the W

adsw
orth Atheneum

, the 1991 
W

hitney Biennial, and for print in eleven arts publications.¹ In 2009 I approach the 
Tim

eline from
 its future, through the not yet processed archive of G

roup M
aterial. In 

boxes, poster tubes, folios, recollections, and docum
entation, AID

S Tim
eline is out of 

order and in fragm
ents. The m

edium
 and the artw

ork no longer exist in concert. The 
archive, like the exhibition, is a partial history, though it provides nothing so linear as a 
tim

eline on w
hich to traverse its terrain.

“The AID
S Tim

eline w
ill recontextualize w

ithin a historical fram
ew

ork, AID
S as an 

epidem
ic that because of social and political conditions in w

hich it appeared becam
e 

a crisis.” This w
as w

ritten in a fax sent to research assistant Richard M
eyer at the 

U
niversity of C

alifornia, Berkeley in Septem
ber, 1989 (from

 a copy in the archive). 
In note form

, G
roup M

aterial lists several objectives of AID
S Tim

eline, including: 
“Represent the developm

ent of grassroots organizations engaged in com
m

unity 
education, self-em

pow
erm

ent, treatm
ent research and access.”

In the exhibition, the tim
eline appeared as a black vinyl band running along the gallery 

w
all, m

arking each year of the decade, w
ith a chronology of AID

S-related tim
e-data, 

developm
ents and statistics (com

piled by G
roup M

aterial) interspersed around it, 
along w

ith artifacts, artw
orks, and other m

edia. A w
ide spectrum

 of culture is filtered 
through a history of AID

S, from
 1979 to 1989, m

anifesting as a crisis in Am
erican 

public response. C
ountering those in pow

er—
from

 dom
inant m

edia, governm
ent, 

and m
edical institutions—

voices of activism
 and ground-level m

ovem
ents organized 

All quoted statem
ents by 

G
roup M

aterial m
em

bers—
D

oug Ashford, Julie Ault, Felix 
G

onzalez-Torres, and Karen 
Ram

spacher—
are draw

n from
 

an interview
 conducted by M

aria 
Porges during the installation of 
AID

S Tim
eline at the Berkeley Art 

M
useum

 in N
ovem

ber 1989, and 
published in Shift, vol. 4, 
no. 1,1990, pp. 20–23.

¹ In collaboration w
ith Visual 

AID
S for D

ay W
ithout Art, 

D
ecem

ber 1, 1990, G
roup 

M
aterial adapted AID

S Tim
eline

for the D
ecem

ber 1990 
issues of: Afterim

age, Art in 
Am

erica, Art &
 Auction, Art 

N
ew

 England, Arts M
agazine, 

Artforum
, C

ontem
poranea, H

igh 
Perform

ance, O
ctober, Parkett, 

and Shift. Each contained 
a spread for one year in the 
Tim

eline, and its re-presentation 
in print w

as tailored for the 
specific form

ats of each 
publication.
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in response to AID
S em

erge in increasing num
ber along the tim

eline.

W
e did so m

uch research—
w

e’ve been w
orking on it for m

onths and 
m

onths, and once w
e got here and com

piled it, all the inform
ation . . . 

w
e actually had to cut just tons of stuff.

Karen Ram
spacher 

M
uch of the cut stuff now

 sits w
ith the uncut stuff. In the archive, AID

S Tim
eline is 

em
bedded in the rem

nants of its process. Its m
aterial sources and traces form

 a 
seem

ingly m
assive field of potential clues that lead m

e in to and out of the archive, 
tow

ard the people w
ho inhabit its histories.

There’s no such thing as just looking. The looking is alw
ays invested w

ith a 
historical text that every person brings in, and w

hat w
e are really offering 

are glim
pses by w

hich to connect that person w
ith history.

Felix G
onzalez-Torres 

I realized at a very early stage, am
id aggregating traces of AID

S Tim
eline, that the 

w
ork w

ould require of m
e certain sleuth-like tendencies. I w

as trying to locate a 
position for m

yself in relation to the m
aterial w

ithout assum
ing a set role (art historian, 

critic, groupie—
though I m

ight have been each of those at one tim
e or another along 

the w
ay). If there w

as any notion of objectivity at the onset of m
y investigation, 

it—
along w

ith the idea that I could find out w
hat AID

S Tim
eline really w

as or really 
m

eant on the record and in cultural m
em

ory—
had to be suspended, or throw

n aw
ay 

altogether. In the archive, elem
ents m

ay point to an (im
agined) w

hole, but there is no 
direct route to get there. There are lim

its to w
hat can be know

n, derived, deduced 
as ascertainable “facts” of AID

S Tim
eline—

inaccuracies in docum
entation, in official 

and unofficial checklists, internal records; each contain varying degrees of m
issing 

inform
ation or straight-up m

isinform
ation as to the Tim

eline’s specifics, its sources 
and citations, and the relations of m

aterial in the exhibition. Eventually, I understood 
AID

S Tim
eline as involving a set of histories entered through art: a particular cultural 

response to AID
S containing w

ithin it a w
ide range of other responses.

W
e w

anted to start w
ith 1979, to start w

ith the past and go up to the 
future . . . the architecture of the space is perfect because the ceiling is 
low

er at the beginning w
here there’s less inform

ation then at ’83 it starts 
to really grow

. ’84 the ceiling gets even higher. The room
 is designed for a 

tim
eline, an AID

S Tim
eline.

Julie Ault 

M
ounted to the w

all at the beginning of AID
S Tim

eline, in 1979, is U
ntitled (Future 

Shock) (1989) —
a w

ork by artist N
ayland Blake. It contains five different color 

paperback editions of Alvin Toffler’s 1970 book Future Shock (in red, yellow
, orange, 

green and blue) encased in plexiglass. “Too m
uch change in too short a period of tim

e” 
is Toffler’s m

ost concise definition of the condition of ‘future shock.’ In a conversation 
from

 1973 w
ith artist John M

cH
ale, Toffler says: 

O
ne of the functions of the artist to say, “Look, there are other w

ays of 
dealing w

ith a situation!” That’s w
hat the artist’s ‘novel juxtapositions’ 

do. And history is another pool of inform
ation, as you call it—

previous 
field tests, laboratory experim

ents. . . . If you regard history in this sense 
. . . then the historian and the artist and the science-fiction im

aginer and 
the popular interpreter—

at least m
any of them

—
are w

orking at the sam
e 

business . . . In effect, they are saying to the decision-m
aker, in business, in 

politics, or in private life, “You don’t need to be w
hat you are. You can act or 

live differently ²

As the Tim
eline progresses, statistics tracking the reported num

ber of AID
S 

diagnoses and related deaths in the U
.S. are printed on red and w

hite cardboard 
placards about the size of an index card. (For 1983: 2,972 new

 cases; 4,450 total 
cases; 3,991 deaths to date. For 1985: 5,953 new

 cases; 10,403 total cases; 8,961 
deaths to date.) In the archive there’s a stack of tw

elve placards rubber-banded 
together in a brow

n envelope containing also: a pair of yellow
 rubber gloves; a bottle 

of Tylenol; a stars and stripes U
.S.A. necktie; and a 1980 presidential cam

paign 
button w

ith an im
age of Ronald Reagan that says “Let’s M

ake Am
erica G

reat Again.”

The rubber gloves are a throw
-back to AID

S “household contact” hysteria, spaw
ned 

by D
r. Anthony Fauci in 1985 (then head of AID

S research at the N
ational Institutes 

of Allergy and Infectious D
iseases) w

ho m
istakenly suggested the risk of H

IV 
transm

ission through casual contact. Ten years later (I’m
 tw

elve at the tim
e), I visit 

m
y sister w

hose partner is H
IV-positive, and m

y m
other tells m

e w
orriedly to try not 

using the bathroom
, don’t touch the toothbrushes, avoid the kitchen. M

isconceptions 
feeding fear and paranoia are not easily dispelled, despite proof of their falsehood.

Below
 the tim

eline band, there’s a piece of paper pinned to the w
all w

ith the first C
D

C
 

C
ase D

efinition of AID
S for 1981–1985:

For the lim
ited purposes of epidem

iological surveillance, C
D

C
 defines 

a case of the Acquired im
m

unodeficiency syndrom
e (AID

S) as an illness 
characterized by: 

1. A reliably diagnosed diseaseª that is at least m
oderately indicative of an 

underlying cellular im
m

une deficiency, and 2. N
o know

n underlying cause 
of cellular im

m
unodeficiency nor any other cause of reduced resistance 

reported to be associated w
ith the disease.

ª These diseases include cryptosporidiosis; Pneum
ocystis carinii 

pneum
onia; toxoplasm

osis pneum
onia or central nervous system

 infection; 
candidiasis causing esophagitis; cryptoccosis causing central nervous 
system

 or dissem
inated infection; dissem

inated atypical m
ycobacterial 

infection; cytom
egalovirus causing pulm

onary, gastrointestinal, or central 
nervous system

 infection; m
ucocutaneous herpes sim

plex virus infection 
w

ith ulcers persisting m
ore than a m

onth or pulm
onary, gastrointestinal, 

or dissem
inated infection; progressive m

ultifocal leukoencephalopathy; 
Kaposi’s sarcom

a; lym
phom

a lim
ited to the brain.
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U
ltim

ately an indictm
ent. Any analysis of AID

S has to be an indictm
ent of 

the governm
ent.

Julie Ault

W
hat w

e’re about is trying to be m
ore specific in presenting how

 different 
kinds of representation have different purposes. A cultural m

odel is also a 
political m

odel.
D

oug Ashford

G
roup M

aterial strategically em
ploys the term

inologies of politics, the law
, and other 

governing bodies for the purposes of their art, w
ielding “artistic license” to bring those 

bodies visibly and critically in the ring of cultural practice. AID
S Tim

eline presents a 
trajectory—

of facts, figures, artifacts, and events—
testifying to the purposeful (and 

by 1989 on the Tim
eline, irrefutable) inadequacy of the governm

ent’s response to 
AID

S. U
nderm

ining the appearance of a linear progression over tim
e, the Tim

eline also 
points to a failing holy m

odern m
arriage of scientific progress and political rationale 

as m
eans for action or inaction (regarding m

atters of public health, the environm
ent, 

technology)—
and affirm

ing against its fatalism
 in light of these failures, the right and 

the possibility to live w
ith AID

S. 

At the end of AID
S Tim

eline, in 1989, a w
ork by M

ichael Jenkins, June 30, 1986 
(1989), loom

s large over the M
ATRIX G

allery. Red and w
hite stripes, hand-painted 

acrylic on paper (nine by six feet), June 30, 1986 has the im
pression and proportions 

of an Am
erican flag—

hung vertically and upside dow
n, but m

issing its stars and 
containing only nine stripes instead of thirteen. The title, June 30, 1986, is the date of 
a U

.S. Suprem
e C

ourt decision, Bow
ers v. H

ardw
ick, w

hich upheld a G
eorgia sodom

y 
law

 crim
inalizing oral and anal sex betw

een consenting adults in private. D
enied a 

grand jury hearing after being charged w
ith com

m
itting “that act” (as Justice W

hite 
w

rites in the opinion of the C
ourt) in the bedroom

 of his ow
n hom

e w
ith another 

adult m
ale, M

ichael H
ardw

ick brought suit against Attorney G
eneral Bow

ers on the 
unconstitutionality of sodom

y statutes w
hich target gay m

en w
ith the im

m
inent threat 

of crim
inal charges and the invasion of privacy and property. Reflected in the nine 

stripes of June 30, 1986 are the seats of the U
.S. Suprem

e C
ourt Justices and the 

five-to-four decision of the Bow
ers case: five red stripes of the m

ajority (C
hief Justice 

W
arren E. Burger; Justices Byron W

hite; Lew
is F. Pow

ell, Jr.; W
illiam

 H
. Rehnquist; 

and Sandra D
ay O

’C
onnor), and four w

hite stripes of the dissenting (Justices H
arry 

Blackm
un; W

illiam
 J. Brennan; Thurgood M

arshall; John Paul Stevens). The absence 
of the canton points to the inefficacy, or the absence, of governm

ental structures 
designed to enforce the constitutional rights of individuals, and the presiding pow

er of 
nine people over state and federal jurisdiction.

In a draft of a press release faxed from
 the W

hitney M
useum

 to G
roup M

aterial, w
hich 

used the term
s “artist’s collective,” som

eone had neatly circled the w
ord “collective” 

and w
rote above it “collaborative” instead. C

ollaborative has not yet been adopted as 
a noun by m

ost. C
ollective, on the other hand, as a noun, suggests a position of unity 

am
ong individuals, as a group. C

ollaborating, a verb, is a w
ay of w

orking, tow
ards 

som
ething, im

plying a m
eans of agency. C

ollaborative suggests process, not entity. 
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G
roup M

aterial’s w
ork w

as collaboratively produced and the social processes 
involved in its m

aking are equally a part of its subject(s) and content(s). In this sense, 
the people of AID

S Tim
eline—

the participating artists, collaborating organizations, 
research assistants, curators, journalists, and those w

ho took part in engaging its 
public—

are included in the history of AID
S Tim

eline, as an integral part of the w
ork. 

Exhibitions produce ephem
eral collections of experiences, voices, and histories from

 
the culture and m

om
ent of their m

aking.

The follow
ing collection of interview

 segm
ents are draw

n from
 m

uch longer 
conversations that took place in the spring and sum

m
er of 2009. They form

 a new
 

contribution to G
roup M

aterial’s archive, and reflect m
y desire to m

ake history speak.

M
y deepest gratitude to Julie 

Ault for her trust and steadfast 
com

m
itm

ent to open and critical 
dialogue in the developm

ent of 
this project. I am

 grateful to all 
w

ho took the tim
e to participate 

in the interview
s and reflect 

on their experiences of AID
S 

Tim
eline, and to Kristen Lubben 

for her editorial support in the 
process. A special thank you to: 
D

oug Ashford for his enthusiasm
; 

M
ichael Brenson for invaluable 

conversation; M
ia Locks for 

consistent insight and feedback; 
and to m

y parents, G
ene and 

Sueyun, for their incredible 
patience and support in m

y 
endeavors.
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M
ike G

lier
(participating artist: W

hite M
ale Pow

er, 1981, 
photo-litho prints)

 In N
ew

 York w
hen AID

S w
as starting to erupt, I w

as sexually 
active w

ith a variety of partners at a very bad tim
e, and I 

w
as scared to death. It first started w

ith guys reporting this 
im

m
une deficiency, and there w

as no nam
e to it. And I knew

 
som

eone w
ho died very early on, John Bernd, w

ho had his 
ow

n dance com
pany. I w

as a w
aiter at the Spring Street bar 

and a w
aiter friend died, also very early on, and didn’t know

 
w

hat it w
as, didn’t know

 how
 it w

as com
m

unicated. And 
there w

as no test for it. So there w
as a lot of denial at first. 

Then fear. Then all that really nasty stuff, you know
, “the gay 

disease,” and m
aking people feel guilty for their lifestyles and 

for their sexuality through this disease. There w
ere these 

really com
plicated em

otions—
guilt being one of them

—
and 

trying to fight not to feel guilty. 

W
hen the G

roup M
aterial thing cam

e along it w
as such a 

healthy response. First of all, it w
as their typical w

ay of 
looking at things som

ew
hat dispassionately, organizing it in 

a sw
eep, and w

ith a lot of different people and perspectives. 
AID

S Tim
eline had no guilt in it. And I think it w

as im
portant 

in the art w
orld to m

ake AID
S a subject that you can just talk 

about and deal w
ith rationally. Like all of their installations, 

I found it kind of bracing, and optim
istic; like science is 

optim
istic, and not full of gushy em

otions.

G
roup M

aterial w
as self-consciously taking C

onceptualism
 

forw
ard into the political arena to address the issues of the 

day. In a w
ay, they w

ere w
orking w

ith the idea that D
ucham

p 
set up, w

here selection, just selecting the object, is a creative 
act. They’d pull stuff up that, isolated, m

ight’ve been just 
this piece of crap; but they w

ould contextualize it in such 
a w

ay that this piece of crap suddenly w
as like―

 [laughs]. 
G

roup M
aterial opened w

ork up. It all becam
e richer for the 

com
binations that they created. I also think they unleashed a 

Pandora’s box of evil: lots of people putting together w
ork in 

w
ays that ended up feeling irresponsible. 

I think it’s from
 their heart and soul, because w

hat they 
believe is that everybody has som

ething to offer and so they 
could contextualize the w

ork in such a w
ay that you could 

see that. And it’s a political position about a challenge to 
hierarchies. They w

ere serious but they alw
ays had a great 

sense of hum
or, and at the end of the day, they had D

adaist 
spirit in them

, so that they w
ould set forth a thesis, and then 

often in the sam
e show

, they’d undercut their thesis in som
e 

w
ay. And that w

as sm
art.

Behind the 
Tim

eline: 
C

ollected 
H

istories

N
ayland Blake

(participating artist: Future Shock, 1989, books, 
plexiglass)

The thing about San Francisco at that point w
as that the art 

w
orld and the gay w

orld w
ere utterly separate. Art w

as for 
the society people. The place I w

as w
orking at, N

ew
 Langton 

Arts, w
as this installation-based, artist-run nonprofit. I w

as 
trying to let people on the East C

oast know
 that there’s a 

bunch of queer artists in San Francisco—
you know

, the gay 
capital—

and they’re also dealing w
ith all this stuff. The caché 

of G
roup M

aterial being from
 N

ew
 York brought the high 

end San Francisco art scene. I rem
em

ber there being a lot 
of interest on the part of local artists. But som

e of that w
as 

double edged. Like: O
h, w

hy aren’t I in it?

Seeing Future Shock em
bedded in AID

S Tim
eline—

in another 
artw

ork—
w

as great. O
ne of the things I alw

ays felt people 
didn’t necessarily get about m

y w
ork w

as the quality of 
overlapping narratives and stories. The artist w

ho alw
ays 

m
eant a lot to m

e is Kathy Acker. And that intertextual quality 
is so am

azing in her w
riting. So for m

e, it w
as great to see 

Future Shock functioning in that w
ay. W

ith Future Shock—
for 

m
e as the m

aker of it―
I m

ean, w
as I thinking about AID

S at 
that tim

e? Yes. All the tim
e. And none of the tim

e. Because 
you w

ere w
alking around thinking of it. In San Francisco, 

G
ene, the guy w

ho hired m
e at m

y first job died, D
avid 

C
annon D

ashiell w
as dying, people around you w

ere dying. It 
w

as like you w
ould see people, then you’d see them

 again and 
…

 it w
as at the tim

e w
hen people w

ould go really quickly. So 
you w

ere alw
ays thinking about it; but I w

as not sitting dow
n 

and going, I’m
 going to m

ake a piece about AID
S.

A m
ovie that’s alw

ays been fascinating to m
e is John 

C
arpenter’s rem

ake of The Thing. W
hen you look at it today, 

you can’t help but think it’s an AID
S m

ovie. A bunch of guys 
are isolated out in the arctic. They find this spaceship. They 
open it up, and there’s an organism

 inside that invades the 
bloodstream

 and takes people over and m
im

ics them
. It’s very 

gory and very paranoid. And there’s only m
en. And then you 

look at the release date and it’s ’82. There w
as no w

ay they 
could have explicitly m

ade an AID
S m

ovie at that date. So 
to m

e, it show
s that the descriptive language for AID

S w
as 

already in place before the virus becam
e w

ell know
n. And 

that language w
as previously the language for describing 

hom
osexuality. H

om
osexuality used to be described as this 

thing that w
as m

ysteriously passed in the blood, that had 
a latency period, w

here you didn’t know
 w

hen it w
as going 

to pop up, and that it caused a kind of inevitable decay. 
All of that term

inology around how
 AID

S w
as described 

as a system
—

to m
e, it’s an adaptation. That language w

as 
chosen, in part, because people w

ere already using it to 
describe hom

osexuals.

If you think about the 80s to the early 90s as the era of 
postm

odernism
, the hallm

ark of postm
odernism

 is that 
m

eaning is m
ade through the juxtaposition of fragm

ents, as 
opposed to unified grand statem

ents. And the juxtaposition 
of those fragm

ents is good new
s, I think, for queer people 

because they never stood to gain from
 the previous 

state of the kind of grandeur of m
odernism

. They w
ere 

disenfranchised from
 that.

I think for G
roup M

aterial, juxtaposition w
as not cynical: 

there w
as a real belief in social change. I don’t think it w

as 
w

ild-eyed optim
ism

 that they thought that everything w
as 

going to be peaches and cream
, but they genuinely felt there 

w
as a value in w

orking this w
ay that w

asn’t sim
ply about 

recycling the sam
e ideas of the art w

orld. 

Richard M
eyer

(art history graduate student, U
niversity of C

alifornia, 
Berkeley, 1989; intern for A

ID
S Tim

eline)

I w
as a second year graduate student, really excited to be 

w
orking w

ith contem
porary artists. G

roup M
aterial—

Julie, 
D

oug, Felix, Karen—
w

ere all incredibly w
elcom

ing. W
hich for 

m
e, as a student and as som

eone w
ho had never w

orked on 
an exhibition before, w

as very inspiring. They took seriously 
engaging w

ith AID
S in the Bay Area. Although there w

as a 
lot of anger and there w

as this total activist spirit behind 
the show

, I felt that m
ostly w

hat they w
anted to do w

as get 
people thinking and talking about AID

S. I w
as also a m

em
ber 

of AC
T U

P, w
hich w

as very inspiring, and I alw
ays felt a bit 

like, O
h, you know

, there’s not that m
uch room

 for dissent. 
W

ith G
roup M

aterial, w
hich w

as a m
uch sm

aller group, one 
could talk things through and debate the w

ays that the 
issues, or the crisis, m

ight be represented in the show
, and 

how
 it w

ould be historicized on the Tim
eline.

I started as the intern, but from
 the beginning, because they 

had a pretty non-hierarchical w
orking m

ethod, I felt like I 
w

as a participant. Som
etim

es it w
as m

ore betw
een the four 

of them
 and I w

as just an observer, but I also felt that they 
took m

y ideas really seriously. Their w
orking m

ethod w
as a 

bit like m
ine; it w

as a process that unfolded in the m
om

ent. 
Leading up to the opening, it felt like w

e w
ere cram

m
ing for 

final exam
s, not that different from

 how
 I deal w

ith w
riting 

deadlines, or a sem
ester, w

hich is that there’s research, but 
there’s also a lot of casting about and fantasies of all the 
different form

s it m
ight take. It w

as really dow
n to the w

ire. 
W

e all did different kinds of research, AID
S research, visual 

research. Then all this stuff w
as just hauled in to the space. 

O
ne of the things that w

as really useful to see―
I don’t think 

this is w
hy they’re called G

roup M
aterial—

but it really w
as 

a m
aterialist process. At the tim

e, I w
as w

orried: Is it going 
to look good? For som

e reason I w
as into the aesthetics. So 

I w
as like, is it just going to look like w

e ran around and got 
stuff from

 here and there and then threw
 it up on the w

all? 

Because I w
as trained as an art historian, the other thing I 

w
as interested in and concerned about w

as the m
om

ents 
w

here the art had a different notion of history than the 
Tim

eline. The art w
asn’t alw

ays keyed to the m
om

ent it w
as 

m
ade. These aren’t ideas I necessarily articulated at the tim

e, 
but I w

ondered: W
hat is your theory of history? O

n the one 
hand, the Tim

eline w
as functioning at the very specific level. 

There w
as m

edical inform
ation, scientific inform

ation, and 
activist and popular im

agery, and all of that w
as keyed to the 

m
om

ent, w
hereas the art floated free. The w

ay I see it now
 

is that it’s this really com
plicated notion of a visual and lived 

history w
here im

ages don’t have fixed representation. I think 
it’s actually m

uch m
ore interesting as a project because it 

isn’t exclusively docum
entary.

There w
as this w

hole question of: H
ow

 are w
e going to do a 

tim
eline w

hen w
e’re not strictly interested in a docum

entary 
history? I think in retrospect, that it’s instructive to have used 
w

hat could seem
 like such a fundam

ental pedagogical device 
as a tim

eline, and to actually say, That’s w
hat the w

ork is 
going to be: an exploded tim

eline, a sort of re-im
agining. And 

it w
as im

portant that the line w
as open. O

ne of the things 
I w

as fixated on w
as that it [AID

S Tim
eline] w

as opening 
in 1989 and that it w

as going to go through to 1990, the 
next decade. That this idea of open-ended history w

ould be 
em

bodied. 
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Tom
 Kalin 

(participating artist: 1968-1988, 1988, photo and text on 
adhesive paper, and They A

re Lost to V
ision A

ltogether, 
1989, video; w

ith G
ran Fury, U

ntitled, in The D
aily 

C
alifornian new

spaper, N
ovem

ber, 10, 1989)

I had done graduate studies at the School of the Art Institute 
of C

hicago and then I m
oved to N

ew
 York in the sum

m
er of 

1987 for the W
hitney Independent Study Program

. People 
in the N

ew
 York art w

orld w
ere organizing and w

orking 
collectively because there w

as a strong antagonist, Ronald 
Reagan. There w

as the M
udd C

lub and D
anceteria and the 

Pyram
id C

lub and other social vehicles that w
ere super 

im
portant. And people w

ere horny. So that anim
ated the art 

w
orld and anim

ated a lot of social things. There w
as a cultural 

w
orld that required people’s presence and interaction. And 

punk rock had happened. Punk w
as profoundly im

portant 
in term

s of dem
onstrating to people that you could do it, 

basically. So a lot of those things w
ere in the soil, w

hat little 
soil there w

as in the East Village.

I knew
 of G

roup M
aterial as an art student, and I m

et Julie 
som

etim
e w

ithin a year of com
ing to N

Y. O
f everyone 

in G
roup M

aterial I knew
 Felix the m

ost. And you know
, 

w
e w

ere in the tw
o com

m
unard organizations. So there 

w
as a particular sort of fam

iliarity that often extended to 
other collectives. M

ost of us in G
ran Fury understood how

 
G

roup M
aterial w

orked. They w
ere thinking curatorially 

and archivally, and they w
ere thinking in an om

niscient and 
edited w

ay. W
e w

ere in the trenches. G
ran Fury w

as about 
distilling things dow

n to its kind of root, gut―
you know

, the 
language of the locker room

, alm
ost. Blunt, really direct, and 

street, and being engaged and sim
plifying. And that w

as 
our strength. I think that G

roup M
aterial w

as engaged in a 
m

uch m
ore delicate, connected project, in term

s of tools and 
techniques. 

In both G
ran Fury and G

roup M
aterial, there w

as an instinct 
to list and catalog, in an uninflected w

ay; to let the “facts” 
stand for them

selves; to chart, to show
 the progression, 

w
ithout having to m

ake a case, really; that w
as seen as a 

kind of just laying things out in a line and com
paring them

. 
And then letting the narrative that tied them

 together, the 
assum

ptions underneath it, em
erge to the surface. That 

w
as around in AC

T U
P—

the listing of how
 m

any deaths, like 
a chant, constantly. So there’s som

ething about that in the 
Tim

eline that w
as both very particular to G

roup M
aterial’s 

practice, because of the precision and the innovativeness, 
w

ith all these things em
erging, and a faceted portrait of tim

e 
as this fluid thing. H

igh and low
 culture and the flotsam

 and 
jetsam

 w
ere all there, but the other stuff w

as there. That 
w

as very m
uch part of their practice, but w

as also in the air. 
G

roup M
aterial had the foresight to sort of w

ield that as a 
deeper form

 that could both connect all those things, m
ake 

associations betw
een things, and start to create, propose a 

narrative. 

They w
ere doing this thing that w

as about m
aking a tim

eline, 
but there w

as a consciousness around the fact that the social 
gathering w

as part of the w
ork. That social sculpture aspect 

w
as present in G

roup M
aterial’s w

ork.

And again, you cannot underestim
ate the personal 

loathings and lusts that anim
ated the m

om
ent, that m

ade 
it m

em
orable, and w

ere subtext to everything. I m
ean, w

e 
w

ere fighting for all these ideological things w
e believe in, 

but w
e also had a total crush on that person and w

anted to 
be thought of w

ell as w
e w

ere dragged aw
ay at a protest or 

w
hatever, you know

? So that w
as energizing but also doubly 

devastating w
hen it got shattered or fractured. 

Stevan Evans
(participating artist: Selections from

 the D
isco, 

Various BPM
, 1979-1989, 1989, vinyl text and w

all paint) 

I think G
roup M

aterial helped to inform
 a w

hole generation 
of artists’ practice because they w

ere able to get people to 
dialogue about their projects very early on. That w

as really 
incredibly im

portant. And that relates to AC
T U

P—
the slogan 

w
as Silence Equals D

eath. A m
otivation for the AID

S &
 

D
em

ocracy, 1988 show
 and the AID

S Tim
eline exhibitions 

w
as to establish this discourse about w

hat w
as going on and 

not to hide it.  

AID
S Tim

eline is G
roup M

aterial’s m
ost directed show

. 
In term

s of the w
ork, som

e of it I liked, som
e of it I didn’t. 

But I thought it told a great, encom
passing story. As a gay 

m
an w

ho w
as also an artist, w

hose generation w
as living 

through that, and w
ho w

as a m
em

ber of AC
T U

P, I felt it w
as 

im
portant for us to docum

ent and m
ake our ow

n history. That 
w

as likew
ise an im

petus for G
roup M

aterial and it w
as a valid 

history in that it w
as through their lens. 

In 1988, Bill Arning organized a show
 at W

hite C
olum

ns 
w

here I m
ade a piece w

ith late 80s disco songs as a kind of 
concrete poetry. It w

as called Late Eighties Play List. And 
G

roup M
aterial collectively responded to that piece and 

w
anted to include a sim

ilar w
ork in AID

S Tim
eline. I grew

 up 
listening to disco, and that m

usic w
as very m

uch a part of 
the fabric in N

ew
 York at the tim

e. I’d done hours and hours 
of research looking at Billboard m

agazine from
 the 70s up 

to the present for all the dance and disco song titles and 
all the hits. So I offered this idea, and through conversation 
w

e decided that I w
ould supply a song for every year of 

the tim
eline, and each song w

ould correspond to the year 
w

here it w
ould appear. The song titles are m

eant to insinuate 
them

selves and, like the m
usic, be a part of the w

hole. 

There w
as a sense of com

m
unity w

ith the exhibitions, but 
it w

as also G
roup M

aterial pursuing their curatorial vision; 
they w

ere artists acting curatorially. There w
as a little bit of 

m
ystery about how

 they organized a show
. H

ow
 they decided 

upon their subject, how
 they decided upon w

hat w
ould be 

included. I alw
ays kind of pictured them

 sitting in a dark 
apartm

ent, arguing w
ith each other over w

hat it w
ould be for 

hours and hours on end.
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Larry R
inder

(curator, M
ATR

IX
 G

allery, Berkeley A
rt M

useum
, 1989)

There couldn’t have been a m
ore im

portant subject to explore 
at that m

om
ent in Bay Area culture and society. AID

S w
as 

decim
ating the com

m
unity and there w

as no end in sight. 
Finding a cure m

eant not only overcom
ing hom

ophobia (and 
racism

), but also taking on huge federal bureaucracies and 
gigantic drug com

panies. W
hat G

roup M
aterial show

ed, in 
part, w

as that there w
as room

 for m
any kinds of responses, 

from
 leaflets to Ross Bleckner’s elegiac paintings.

I w
as quite fam

iliar w
ith G

roup M
aterial’s w

ork, w
hich I 

had seen in the m
id-1980s w

hen I w
as living in N

ew
 York. I 

liked their approach because it took aspects of the current 
critical-intellectual currents and applied them

 to curatorial 
practice. Am

ong the key issues at that tim
e w

ere considering 
how

, or if, one could create w
ork that stood outside of, or 

resisted, the m
ainstream

 pow
er structures of patriarchy and 

capitalism
. Their w

ork used som
e fairly w

ell-honed strategies 
to do this, including collaboration, radical juxtaposition, and 
ongoing dialogue. I found their com

bination of fine art and 
popular culture to be invigorating and I also respected the 
them

atic foci of their projects, all of w
hich seem

ed quite 
tim

ely. W
hile quite a bit of the art and exhibitions being 

m
ade at that tim

e took a rem
oved, ironic stance (w

hich often 
bordered on decadent, in m

y opinion, how
ever “political” 

the im
plicit or explicit subject of the w

ork m
ay have been), 

G
roup M

aterial’s practice staked a claim
 for productive 

engagem
ent. I found that to be encouraging and optim

istic. 
The only road bum

p I can recall during the process of putting 
together AID

S Tim
eline involved m

y decision to go to the 
D

irector of the m
useum

, Jackie Baas, to inform
 her that 

Robert Beck’s video booth w
ould include hardcore porn. H

er 
response w

as that w
e needed to w

atch every m
inute of it. 

W
hich w

e did, for about six hours, in the m
useum

’s sm
all 

screening room
. W

hen it w
as over, she turned to m

e and said, 
“W

ell, I don’t see anything objectionable in that, do you?” And 
that w

as the end of it.

I did not play a “curatorial” role w
ithin the project. That is, I 

w
as not involved in the selection or placem

ent of particular 
w

orks. As I recall, I functioned basically as a producer, 
overseeing the budget and providing assistance in obtaining 
inform

ation, locating art w
orks and other m

aterials, and 
w

orking as a liaison w
ith other m

useum
 departm

ents. There 
are m

any w
ays to be a curator.

Robert Buck (form
erly Robert Beck)

(participating artist: Safer Sex Preview
 Booth, 1989, 

m
ixed-m

edia; w
ith D

IVA-TV, Target C
ity H

all, 1989, video)

O
ne channel in Safer Sex Preview

 Booth w
as for G

M
H

C
 

[G
ay M

en’s H
ealth C

risis] safe sex videotapes. O
ne w

as 
for gay m

en, one w
as for lesbians and then there w

as one 
channel that w

as just guys and then girls jerking off. So it 
w

as even safer sex. The booth w
as designed for one person, 

probably four feet across by six feet deep by nine feet high, 
orange Form

ica. And there w
as a question, H

ow
 can this be 

exhibited? H
ow

 can it be contextualized? It w
as the height 

of the culture w
ars, so the m

useum
 w

as reorienting itself to 
serve tw

o m
asters, as it w

ere.

Just looking at im
ages of AID

S Tim
eline is a rem

inder that 
it w

as such a lively tim
e in term

s of art m
aking. It w

as like 
you w

ere part of a w
ider constellation. W

hatever you m
ight 

be doing w
as not exclusive, not individuated, and w

as 
com

m
unicative in w

ays outside of just art m
aking. And that 

the Tim
eline w

as there so that w
orks that w

ere being done 
could punctuate or could be included in it, w

as also w
hy there 

w
as that feeling of som

e larger inclusion; that som
ething w

as 
being recorded—

recorded as it happened, and recorded for 
the com

m
unity of m

akers.

W
ith the Tim

eline, the radicality of m
aking som

ething 
that w

as so dem
onized as AID

S equivalent to a history 
w

as profound. It really w
as an alternative to m

ainstream
 

television and the press, because it w
as like: w

e’ll give you 
that, but w

e’ll also give you X, Y, and Z. There w
as text, 

expository m
aterial, and voices from

 the m
ainstream

 and 
from

 inside, and so it w
as, in a very radical w

ay: you the 
view

er decide. W
e’re going to give you this inform

ation, and 
you synthesize it and you parse it.

O
ne of the m

any things, for m
e, that m

ade this project so 
interesting w

as that it w
as virtually alive. I m

ean, the Tim
eline 

could ostensibly continue, and now
 w

hat it w
ould have to 

include is itself. The other part of that w
ould be to see w

hat 
AC

T U
P and an exhibition like AID

S Tim
eline achieved fifteen 

years later. The question hovering w
ould be, W

ell, w
ho 

does define history and w
hat does that look like from

 a 
historical vantage?

and being able to un-package it. I think that sort of respect 
and honoring of the objects m

ade everybody take them
selves 

m
ore seriously, as m

akers of objects, w
hether they w

ere 
artists or not; and understand that their w

ork w
as pow

erful 
and seen by lots of people.

I w
as able to go to the W

hitney show
 because Larry invited 

m
e to be on a panel w

ith Felix, C
huck C

lose, and M
ary Kelly 

during the Biennial. And Felix told m
e som

ething that really 
m

oved m
e. W

hen G
roup M

aterial w
as installing the w

ork, 
he looked at the m

ask by Paul M
cKay, w

hich had a lot of 
text on it on the outside. There w

as also text on the inside 
for w

hoever w
as going to install or handle it, w

hich said 
som

ething like, “O
ne day, you w

ill be holding this m
ask and I 

w
ill be dead.” And Felix said w

hen he picked up that m
ask and 

read that, he just broke dow
n and started crying. So I w

as 
able to go back and tell Paul that his w

ork really m
oved Felix. 

And not long after that, Paul died. That’s one of the m
asks 

that I didn’t see again because Paul w
as one of the lucky 

ones w
ho had a loving fam

ily, and his m
om

 w
anted to keep 

anything he had m
ade. All his stuff adorned her hom

e, and 
probably still does. 

Sharon Siskin
(A

rtist-in-Residence, Rest Stop Support C
enter, San 

Francisco and The C
enter for A

ID
S Services, O

akland; 
C

oordinator, Positive A
rt Life M

asks project)

O
ne day w

e w
ere doing an art project at Rest Stop, w

hich 
w

as a second-story flat that had been rented by a group 
of folks w

ho w
ere H

IV positive and their friends, for people 
to com

e to just hang out and talk about drug therapies, or 
any kind of inform

ation that they w
anted to share w

ith each 
other—

and Larry Rinder cam
e in w

ith Julie and Felix and 
D

oug. I rem
em

ber the G
roup M

aterial people being really 
am

azed by the look of Rest Stop. They kept saying, “O
h, this 

is so hum
ane. It seem

s so not institutional.” Anyw
ay, they just 

talked to m
e for a w

hile and talked to the artists and told us 
about AID

S Tim
eline, and w

e w
ere pretty excited. They saw

 
som

e of the projects w
e w

ere doing, w
hich w

ere basically 
body casts—

m
asks and other body part castings—

related 
to the tradition of death m

asks, but w
e w

ere calling them
 life 

m
asks. There w

as som
ething really poignant about m

aking 
these, because a lot of people didn’t have places to live or 
they w

ere going in and out of hospitals, and they left the 
m

asks at Rest Stop. W
e hung them

 on the w
all. It w

as a w
ay 

of keeping a record of people w
ho cam

e through the doors. 

I loved the AID
S Tim

eline context for the m
asks—

the m
ix 

of activism
 and education and contem

porary m
edia view

s 
and other artists’ w

ork. All of us w
ith Positive Art w

ere really 
excited to be involved. Also, I think AID

S Tim
eline and all the 

other things w
e w

ere doing to get the w
ork out in public w

as 
about AID

S education and AID
S activism

—
and that w

hen 
you m

ake the object, you put the object out in a public place 
in order to create a dialogue. 

But I don’t know
 if there’s ever a really good understanding 

of com
m

unity-based art, except from
 people w

ho actually do 
it or actually research it. I rem

em
ber reading G

len H
elfand’s 

review
 of AID

S Tim
eline in Artw

eek m
agazine, and having a 

reaction to his description of our w
ork as not serious enough 

to review
. I didn’t w

ant to show
 the review

 to anybody
I w

orked w
ith at Positive Art. I thought it w

as dem
eaning. 

So I w
rote a letter in response: “I have to take issue w

ith 
the term

 art therapy being used to describe the group of 
m

asks m
ade by artists at Rest Stop and the C

enter and 
the sculpture by Barry Frederick, w

hich are part of the 
Tim

eline. Rest Stop and the C
enter are both support service 

organizations for people living w
ith AID

S or H
IV. M

any of 
those people are w

orking artists. I am
 a C

alifornia Arts 
C

ouncil artist-in-residence running a visual arts program
 for 

those tw
o organizations . . . Artists w

ho are living w
ith AID

S 
have m

any of the sam
e m

otives for m
aking art as, quote, 

‘healthy’ artists do. The fact that a person has AID
S does not 

turn the process of their art m
aking into art therapy, nor does 

it m
ake their artw

ork any less viable or less serious.”    

By the tim
e the show

 ended up at the 1991 W
hitney Biennial, 

a couple of artists w
ho w

ere originally from
 back east 

w
ere so thrilled, and one of them

 w
ho w

as healthy enough, 
Leonard M

oore, took a train across the country and w
ent 

to the opening. H
e w

as in total heaven. H
e w

as a longtim
e 

w
orking artist in his m

id-fifties or m
aybe close to sixty at the 

tim
e. H

e had alw
ays had a day job as a janitor in a school, and 

it w
as his life-long dream

 to be in the W
hitney Biennial, even 

if it w
as just one little m

ask. 

W
hen the m

asks w
ent to N

ew
 York it m

eant shipping all of 
them

, and w
e didn’t have any funding. And then I realized that 

it didn’t have to be m
e doing all this and it w

as just all being 
taken care of by the m

useum
. That w

as a pretty interesting 
part of the process—

having local art m
overs com

e and treat 
the w

ork as delicate, w
onderful objects, w

rapping it all up 
and building this really heavy-duty crate and them

 taking 
care of everything. Then having it com

e back to us in that w
ay 
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G
len H

elfand
(art critic, “Brave N

ew
 M

aterial” San Fransisco W
eekly, 

N
ovem

ber 22, 1989, and “A
ID

S Reality Enters A
rt,” 

A
rtw

eek, N
ovem

ber 30, 1989)

Intersections of art and activism
 w

ere blossom
ing as of the 

m
id-1980s (projects like Border Arts W

orkshop, AC
T U

P, 
G

ran Fury, Tim
 Rollins + K.O

.S., etc), m
any of them

 having a 
presence in the Bay Area. So a project like the AID

S Tim
eline, 

perhaps being a bit m
ore didactic than other projects, w

asn’t 
difficult to approach as a critic (though I w

ould term
 som

e of 
w

hat I w
as doing as arts journalism

—
giving the project m

ore 
public exposure).

The AID
S Tim

eline project stem
s from

 a critical position. I 
recall the controversy around N

icholas N
ixon’s photographs 

(w
hich could perhaps be extended to other depictions like the 

film
 Philadelphia) and the w

hole idea of “victim
 art” that cam

e 
to a head in the 1993 W

hitney Biennial (w
hich contained 

projects like G
lenn Ligon’s N

otes on the M
argin of the 

Black Book). I suppose w
hat I find interesting is the internal 

critique—
that the Tim

eline w
as as self-critical (or critical 

of the art context) as of the culture at large. From
 a current 

perspective it seem
s so quaintly partisan, but as noted, the 

issues w
ere extrem

ely pow
erful. 

In hindsight, the idea that the project w
as created by a very 

invested party seem
s like the m

ore im
portant m

eans of “critic 
proofing.” At least from

 certain critical angles, that Felix 
w

as H
IV positive and w

as a know
n m

em
ber of the collective 

clearly shifts the w
ays in w

hich the w
ork could be seen. This 

issue has grow
n m

ore com
plex in subsequent decades as 

artists have com
e to use science, technology, and various 

form
s of inform

ation in their w
ork. W

hen should the artist be 
“trusted”? 

John Lindell
(participating artist, w

ith G
ran Fury: A

ll People W
ith A

ID
S 

A
re Innocent, 1988; U

ntitled, in The D
aily C

alifornian 
new

spaper, N
ovem

ber, 10, 1989)

The Art Against AID
S O

n The Road project in 1988 
[advertisem

ents on the exterior of San Francisco buses] w
as 

the first tim
e I w

as introduced to the idea of collaborating 
w

ith G
roup M

aterial. G
roup M

aterial had rem
em

bered a 
project that G

ran Fury did for “N
ine D

ays of Activism
.” W

e 
did posters, eleven by fourteen inches, that w

ere Xeroxed, 
and each of us kind of headed up a day. And that’s w

hen I 
m

ade All People W
ith AID

S Are Innocent, using the caduceus 
sym

bol. So G
roup M

aterial asked if I’d be involved w
ith them

 
to rem

ake the im
age as a bus poster. G

ran Fury’s position 
w

as that if anybody w
ants to take w

hat w
e do, go right 

ahead. The bus poster w
as later show

n in AID
S Tim

eline.

Because of the gay com
m

unity being affected by AID
S, 

there w
ere a lot of professional people involved, w

ho w
ere 

feeling disenfranchised for the first tim
e. They had skills 

that they could bring to it in a w
ay that w

as profitable to 
the m

ovem
ent. The m

om
ent w

as so alive w
ith possibility for 

m
aking change, but a lot of that seem

ed to fade by the early 
nineties. I w

ant to say ’93 w
as a critical m

om
ent. N

either AC
T 

U
P or G

ran Fury could respond to the change in the playing 
field, w

hich w
ith Reagan and Bush, had been really very easy.

G
roup M

aterial w
orked under the nam

e of artists, but to m
e 

they w
ere actually w

orking as art historians and curators, 
and w

ere unique in developing sort of a hybrid art/curatorial 
practice. And that w

as great to see because they could 
present inform

ation in a w
ay that could w

ake people up or 
could stim

ulate som
e kind of debate. And certainly, I think the 

art w
orld then w

as m
ore about seeing inform

ation than it is 
now

. M
aybe they are a little bit didactic. O

r a lot didactic. But 
that’s kind of great. And there’s a place for that. 
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Edd R
usso

(exhibition designer, W
adsw

orth Atheneum
, H

artford, 
C

onnecticut, 1990)

I w
as one of the m

useum
’s exhibition designers at the tim

e. 
So a lot of tim

e w
as spent w

ith G
roup M

aterial figuring out 
how

 things w
ere going to fit in.  And generating labels, all the 

texts, photo blow
ups—

you nam
e it. Picking the paint colors, 

all that stuff.

The artists had a huge hand in placing things, w
hich w

as 
good. Because if w

e had to do it on our ow
n, w

e probably 
w

ould’ve pulled our hair out because there w
ere so m

any 
elem

ents to it. H
aving them

 there w
as actually a relief. I 

w
ouldn’t say that I w

as frustrated—
but it w

as challenging 
and kind of exciting because up until it w

as com
pletely done 

w
e really didn’t have a sense of w

hat the show
 w

ould look 
like. Even though it w

as one room
—

 it happened several 
tim

es w
ith M

ATRIX show
s that people w

ould say, “W
ell, it’s 

only one room
. W

hy is it taking so long?” And it’s like, there’s 
200 things in there, you know

? [laughter] It’s still 200 things 
to hang up on the w

all. And you have to do it w
ith care and 

do it right—
it’s like a m

ajor exhibition. There w
as so m

uch in 
it, so m

any different things, that I think people cam
e back to 

visit on m
ore than one occasion. 

People I knew
 w

ho w
ere not art fans necessarily, or big 

m
useum

-goers, w
ere talking about it and com

ing. Because it 
w

as such a current thing and everybody knew
 som

ebody that 
w

as affected. So I think people in the com
m

unity w
ere kind 

of revved up that it w
as happening here, because w

e didn’t 
usually get that kind of thing. I think it had a huge im

pact on 
the local com

m
unity. And that w

as gratifying.

A
ndrea M

iller-Keller
(curator, M

ATR
IX

 Program
, W

adsw
orth Atheneum

, 
H

artford, C
onnecticut, 1990)

The program
 I ran w

as a sm
all space on the first floor, m

eant 
to allow

 the m
useum

 to have a facility w
here you could do 

som
ething on a short lead tim

e. The show
s w

ere low
 budget, 

so you could get aw
ay w

ith doing things that w
ould get m

ore 
scrutiny if I cam

e to the m
useum

 w
ith a grandiose plan. 

There w
as a kind of perm

ission w
ithin that area, but not that 

anything goes. I talked to the director about AID
S Tim

eline 
and needed him

 to sign on. The M
applethorpe show

 w
as right 

before it. And I rem
em

ber I w
ent to Patrick and described 

the project. And he shook his head and said, “W
e’re not going 

to do tw
o AID

S show
s in a row

.” And I said, “I didn’t think the 
M

applethorpe w
as an AID

S show
.” [laughs] I w

as floored. But 
he cam

e around. 

H
artford w

as the insurance capital of the w
orld at that 

point. And, I think it’s fair to say that the status of the gay 
com

m
unity is different tw

enty years later than at that tim
e.  

It m
ay be hard for you to im

agine the discrim
ination and 

the secrecy that existed. Just to situate AID
S Tim

eline in a 
traditional art m

useum
—

it w
as a big deal to have that here. 

W
hat interested m

e m
ost w

as G
roup M

aterial’s curatorial 
practice. I m

ean, that the exhibition w
as a w

ork of art. 
C

uratorial practice as a w
ork of art. 

ignore it in our professional or personal lives. If you choose to 
take your practice and rethink it because you have no choice, 
to create som

ething that’s im
portant but w

ill not individually 
benefit you—

and that all of us w
ere w

illing to stop the rest of 
our lives to do these things? That’s am

azing.

Interview
s conducted M

ay–July 2009.

Patrick O
’C

onnell
(director, V

isual A
ID

S, 1990)

Because of m
y history w

ith the N
ational Association of 

Artists’ O
rganizations, I w

as one of the founders of the 
N

ational C
am

paign for Freedom
 of Expression and w

as 
involved in the Finley versus the N

EA law
suit that w

ent all the 
w

ay up to the Suprem
e C

ourt. Around the sam
e tim

e, Susan 
[W

yatt at Artists Space] gets N
an [G

oldin] to do an exhibition 
to coincide w

ith the first D
ay W

ithout Art, in 1989, W
itnesses 

Against O
ur Vanishing. The N

EA w
ants to yank the m

oney. 
And then it just spiraled: there w

as the incident w
ith the 

C
orcoran canceling their M

applethorpe show
, there w

as 
Andres Serrano’s Piss C

hrist. 

Basically you w
eren’t allow

ed to be queer. The N
EA tried to 

slap a decency clause on our contract at Artists Space—
You 

can’t show
 this, this, and this, and they starting listing these 

things, w
hich of course w

as w
hat w

e w
ere show

ing. But 
for seven years, the governm

ent kept losing at every level, 
because the N

EA charter specifically, as w
ritten, stated, “no 

content restrictions.” By the tim
e the Suprem

e C
ourt ruled 

against us, w
ithout reading the letter of the law

, they had 
gutted the N

EA and there w
ere no longer grants for individual 

artists.

W
e didn’t know

 exactly w
hat form

 the project w
ould take 

at first, but w
e knew

 w
e w

anted to w
ork w

ith the art 
publications to do a project for D

ay W
ithout Art. So w

e first 
approached people like Betsy Baker at Art in Am

erica and 
Knight Landesm

an at Artforum
. It’s tricky to get the editors 

of nine to tw
elve art publications to agree to do som

ething 
jointly. And I bet you it w

as Tom
 Sokolow

ski w
ho cast around 

and thought, W
ell, hey, w

ait a second. You know
, m

aybe 
w

e could do this w
ith G

roup M
aterial. Everyone agreed. 

The editors and publishers of the art publications agreed, 
w

hich really, in retrospect, w
as m

ore anticipated w
orry than 

difficulty. They w
anted to do som

ething. They w
ere not out 

of touch w
ith w

hat w
as going on, and they had personal 

concerns and understood how
 to use their m

achinery to 
address it. 

The print version of AID
S Tim

eline, published in 1990, 
docum

ents the arc of a pandem
ic and governm

ent 
indifference; the em

erging corporate greed; the public 
ignorance, som

e of it w
illful, som

e of it not; and does it in a 
w

ay that invites the view
er into the experience and leads 

them
 through, and trusts them

 to understand w
hat w

as 
happening. O

ur projects at Visual AID
S w

ere not about finger 
pointing. The success of som

ething like the Ribbon Project 
w

as that it’s an extension of an open hand inviting a broader 
participation in the public discourse and the dialogue. And 
you can’t just do that, you have to do these in-your-face 
dem

ands, also. And som
ething like the Tim

eline successfully 
straddles both strategies. It m

akes public the personal, 
and invites m

ore people into that experience. It stands and 
succeeds as an artw

ork and not just of-the-m
om

ent polem
ic.

G
roup M

aterial w
orked very closely w

ith m
y partner at the 

tim
e, Jim

m
y [M

orrow
]—

or Jim
m

y w
orked very closely w

ith 
them

—
refashioning, retooling, reediting the Tim

eline to 
create it in m

agazine form
at. You know

, it’s like, W
hy w

ould 
this part w

ork? And if you m
ake som

ething that w
orks across 

a room
, large, it’s not necessarily going to w

ork as effectively 
sm

all, in print, as you go from
 publication to publication. And 

one w
ould think you could com

e back from
 those m

eetings 
w

ith like a headache. But no. H
e just kept getting m

ore and 
m

ore excited over it. And w
as like, “O

h, yes. I’ve been dubbed 
a m

em
ber of G

roup M
aterial. W

e. W
e. W

e.” W
ell, you see, 

there’s the brilliance; the w
illingness to share “w

e.”

I’m
 an artist/art-w

orker interrupted. AID
S happened to us, 

and w
e had no choice but to stop and take note. W

e could not 
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Inaugural Exhibition
O

ctober 4–27, 1980
G

roup M
aterial, 

244 E. 13th Street, N
ew

 York
C

onrad Atkinson, G
eorge Ault, Julie Ault, 

Patrick Brennan, Liliana D
ones, Yolanda 

H
aw

kins, M
argia Kram

er, M
ichael Lebron, 

M
undy M

cLaughlin, Tim
 Rollins, Klaus 

Staeck, and anonym
ous w

orks collected 
from

 the streets of the Low
er East Side.

The Salon of Election ‘80
N

ovem
ber 4–11, 1980 

G
roup M

aterial, 
244 E. 13th Street, N

ew
 York

Respondents to an open call (nam
es 

unavailable).

A
LIEN

ATIO
N

N
ovem

ber 22–D
ecem

ber 21, 1980
G

roup M
aterial, 

244 E. 13th Street, N
ew

 York
Julie Ault, Randolph Black, Patrick Brennan, 
M

anuel D
eLanda, Victor G

inzburg, C
andace 

H
ill-M

ontgom
ery, Valerie H

ostetler, Susan 
Katz, Tom

 Koken, Joseph Kosuth, D
ennis 

M
artinez, C

raig M
assey, Bertell O

llm
an, 

Rachel Reichm
an, Tim

 Rollins, Ann M
arie 

Rousseau, M
ichael U

dvardy.
 

Film
 program

: H
arm

ful or Fatal if 
Sw

allow
ed and Ism

ism
, M

anual D
eLanda; 

H
urricane D

avid, Victor G
inzburg; A C

hild’s 
Introduction to the W

onders of Space and In 
the Tw

ilight, Rachel Reichm
an; Frankenstein, 

Jam
es W

hale.

The People’s C
hoice 

(A
rroz con M

ango)
January 10–February 1, 1981
G

roup M
aterial, 

244 E. 13th Street, N
ew

 York
Residents of East 13th Street betw

een 2nd 
and 3rd Avenues (nam

es unavailable).

It’s A
 G

ender Show
!

February 14–M
arch 9, 1981

G
roup M

aterial, 
244 E. 13th Street, N

ew
 York

Julie Ault, Paul Best, D
ara Birnbaum

, Ronnie 
C

arson, H
elen D

eM
ichiel, C

arol Friedm
an, 

Vanalyne G
reen, Esther G

rillo, M
ichael 

H
arw

ood, Karen H
atch, Jenny H

olzer, Lyn 
H

ughes, G
lenda H

ydler, D
aniel Josephs, 

Kay Kenny, Suzanne Kessler, D
ave King, Jim

 
Krell, Barbara Kruger, Louise Law

ler, Sherrie 
Levine, Frank M

ajore, M
icki M

cG
ee, W

endy 
M

cKenna, M
undy M

cLaughlin, Peter N
adin, 

Adrian Piper, Tony Ram
os, Shelly Silver, 

Laurie Sim
m

ons, Jean-C
laude Vasseux, Julie 

W
achtel, G

lenda W
harton, and others.

 
Video program

: Incontinence, M
anuel 

D
eLanda; C

ool H
ands, W

arm
 H

eart and Scar 
Tissue, Su Friedrich; O

bscenity, D
avid Lee; 

Argum
ent, Andrew

 Tyndall and Anthony 
M

cC
all; sex education film

s.

Revolting M
usic

M
arch 7, 1981

The M
achinists’ U

nion H
all, 

7 E. 15th Street, N
ew

 York
Abba, The Beatles, The Bee G

ees, C
huck 

Berry, Booker T and the M
G

’s, D
avid Bow

ie, 
Brother to Brother, The Brothers Johnson, 

C
huck Brow

n and the Soul Searchers, Jam
es 

Brow
n, Ruth Brow

n, Johnny C
ash, Ray 

C
harles, C

hic, The C
lash, M

erry C
layton, 

Sam
 C

ooke, Alice C
ooper, The C

rystals, 
M

iles D
avis, D

esm
ond D

ecker, Fats D
om

ino, 
Bob D

ylan, M
arianne Faithfull, Aretha 

Franklin, The Bobby Fuller Four, M
arvin 

G
aye, G

onzales, D
obie G

ray, Al G
reen, Jim

i 
H

endrix, The Im
pressions, The Isley Brothers, 

The Jacksons, Etta Jam
es, D

avid Johansen, 
D

r. John, G
ladys Knight and the Pips, 

Kool and the G
ang, Patti Labelle, The Last 

Poets, John Lennon, Little Richard, C
arrie 

Lucas, Loretta Lynn, Bob M
arley and the 

W
ailers, M

artha and the Vandellas, M
ighty 

Sparrow
, Stephanie M

ills, The M
onkees, 

Jackie M
oore, Tony M

organ, N
ew

 York D
olls, 

Yoko O
no, Parliam

ent, W
ilson Pickett, The 

Pointer Sisters, Elvis Presley, Bonnie Raitt, 
Ram

ones, O
tis Redding, M

artha Reeves, 
The Richie Fam

ily, Jeannie C
. Riley, The 

Rolling Stones, Rose Royce, Roxy M
usic, 

M
itch Ryder, The Selector, The Sex Pistols, 

Shirley and C
o., Sister Janet, Sly and the 

Fam
ily Stone, Bill Som

m
ers, The Staple 

Singers, Stargard, Edw
in Starr, Steppenw

olf, 
Barrett Strong, The Sugarhill G

ang, D
onna 

Sum
m

er, The Suprem
es, Sw

eet T., Talking 
H

eads, Tem
ptations, Joe Tex, Toots and the 

M
aytals, Joe Turner, Johnny G

uitar W
atson, 

Stevie W
onder, The Village People, Voices of 

East H
arlem

, Betty W
right, X-Ray Spex, The 

Young Rascals.

C
onsum

ption: M
etaphor, 

Pastim
e, N

ecessity
M

arch 21–A
pril 20, 1981

G
roup M

aterial, 
244 E. 13th Street, N

ew
 York

Bill Allen, Julie Ault, Randolph Black, Robert 
Bordo, Patrick Brennan, M

oira D
ryer, M

ike 
G

lier, Karen H
atch, Lyn H

ughes, Sally 
LeLong, Barbara Lipp, M

icki M
cG

ee, M
undy 

M
cLaughlin, G

ary M
organ, Andrew

 N
ash, 

M
attie Peoples, Anne Pitrone, Tim

 Rollins, 
C

hristy Rupp, Juan Sanchez, G
reg Sholette, 

G
regg Sm

ith, Bill Stephens, C
athy Thom

son, 
M

ichael U
dvardy, M

ierle Laderm
an U

keles.

Facere / Fascis
M

ay 2–June 4, 1981
G

roup M
aterial, 

244 E. 13th Street, N
ew

 York
Julie Ault, Stephen Blos, Patrick Brennan, 
M

ary C
ooper, Liliana D

ones, Linda H
erritt, 

Linda H
ughes, Katie Kay, M

undy M
cLaughlin, 

April Palm
ieri, Linda Pit, Jonathon Q

uinn, 
Joel Resnicoff, Tim

 Rollins, Andres Serrano, 
Soody Sisco, G

regg Sm
ith, M

ichael U
dvardy, 

C
hris Zeller, Kristine Zounek.

Atlanta: A
n Em

ergency Exhibition
June 14–30, 1981
G

roup M
aterial, 

244 E. 13th Street, N
ew

 York 
Jules Allen, C

andace H
ill-M

ontgom
ery, 

Jerry Kearns, M
adam

e Binh G
raphics 

C
ollective, M

icki M
cG

ee, M
undy M

cLaughlin, 
M

attie Peoples, H
ow

ardina Pindell, Faith 
Ringgold, Tim

 Rollins w
ith thirty-five children 

from
 H

arlem
 and the Low

er East Side.

Exhibition 
H

istory
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Eat This Show
July 11, 1981
G

roup M
aterial, 

244 E. 13th Street, N
ew

 York
Low

er East Side artists, residents, 
and G

roup M
aterial m

em
bers (nam

es 
unavailable).

Enthusiasm
!

O
ctober 31–N

ovem
ber 28, 1981

G
roup M

aterial H
eadquarters, 

132 E. 26th Street, N
ew

 York
Julie Ault, John Fekner, D

on Leicht, Yolanda 
H

aw
kins, C

andace H
ill-M

ontgom
ery, D

orothy 
Kohn (D

ottie the K), M
undy M

cLaughlin, 
Paulette N

enner, Brian M
ór O

’Baoighil, Anne 
Pitrone, Tim

 Rollins, Juan Sanchez, M
ierle 

Laderm
an U

keles, Anton van D
alen.

M
5

D
ecem

ber 10, 1981–January 10, 1982
Interior bus advertisem

ents 
Fifth Avenue bus lines, N

ew
 York 

D
oug Ashford, Julie Ault, Thom

as Bassm
ann, 

M
ichael Bidlo, Kim

 D
ePole, Louis Forgione, 

Angela Frem
ont, Vanalyne G

reen, Yolanda 
H

aw
kins, C

andace H
ill-M

ontgom
ery, 

Jenny H
olzer, D

on Leicht, Louis Laurita, 
Silvia Kolbow

ski, M
arjory M

ailm
an, M

undy 
M

cLaughlin, Tom
 M

ellins, Paulette N
enner, 

H
erbert Perr, Juan Sanchez, G

reg Sholette, 
Shelly Silver, Tony Silvestrini, Luis Stand, 
M

ichael Transue, M
ierle Laderm

an U
keles, 

Julie W
achtel, Irving W

exler, Anton van D
alen, 

Rhonda Zw
illinger.

D
A

 ZI BAO
S 

Installed on A
pril 16, 1982

Form
er S. K

lein building, 
14th Street and Park Avenue South, 
U

nion Square, N
ew

 York 
Accounting supervisor, bum

, C
ISPES 

(C
om

m
ittee in Solidarity w

ith the People of El 
Salvador), G

roup M
aterial, H

om
e H

ealth C
are 

W
orkers U

nion, housew
ife, N

ational Prison 
Reform

 Board, N
ew

 York State D
ivision of 

Substance Abuse, office w
orker, Planned 

Parenthood, receptionist, unem
ployed.

W
orks on N

ew
spaper

M
arch 25–M

ay 1, 1982
G

roup M
aterial H

eadquarters, 
132 E. 26th Street, N

ew
 York

D
oug Ashford, C

andace H
ill-M

ontgom
ery, 

Brian G
oldfarb, Anne Pitrone, Tim

 Rollins, 
C

hristy Rupp, Seth Tobocm
an.

Prim
er (for Raym

ond W
illiam

s)
M

ay 29–July 17, 1982
A

rtists Space, 
105 H

udson Street, N
ew

 York
C

om
m

issioning curator: Valerie Sm
ith

M
ario Asaro, D

oug Ashford, C
onrad 

Atkinson, Julie Ault, photograph of C
he 

G
uevara taken after his death, Adalberto 

Badillo, Jam
es Brow

n album
 covers, D

aw
n 

of the D
ead m

ovie poster, El Lissitzky 
reproduction, FSLN

 (Sandinista N
ational 

Liberation Front) artifacts, Futura 2000, 
Jean-Luc G

odard film
 still, Yolanda H

aw
kins, 

M
argaret H

arrison, Sharon H
unt, D

orothy 
Kohn (D

ottie the K), m
agazine interview

 
w

ith C
haka Kahn, M

icki M
cG

ee, M
undy 

M
cLaughlin, Joseph N

echvatal, Paulette 
N

enner, Brian M
ór O

’Baoighil, Tim
 Rollins 

and six children from
 the South Bronx, D

r. 
Seuss book, Solidarity t-shirt, 1968 Sum

m
er 

O
lym

pics new
s photo, and others.

Luchar!: A
n Exhibition for 

the People of C
entral A

m
erica 

June 19–July 9, 1982
Taller Latinoam

ericano/
The Latin A

m
erican W

orkshop, Inc., 
19 W

. 21st Street, N
ew

 York
Jon Agee, Bolivar Arellano, M

ario Asaro, 
D

oug Ashford, C
onrad Atkinson, Julie Ault, 

D
orgenes Balestar, Tom

 Bassm
ann, Angelo 

Bellfatto, M
aggie Block, Josely C

arvalho, 
C

asa N
icaragua, The C

lash, Eva C
ockcroft, 

Sue C
oe, Raphael C

olon M
orales, C

ISPES 
(C

om
m

ittee in Solidarity w
ith the People 

of El Salvador), D
aniel Flores y Ascencio, 

Future 2000, Bobby G
, Victoria G

arcia, 
M

ike G
lier, Leon G

olub, Joss G
onzalez, Keith 

H
aring, H

elio, C
andace H

ill-M
ontgom

ery, 
C

laudia H
utchinson, Steve Karian, Jerry 

Kearns, Janet Koenig, Louis Laurita, Tom
 

Law
son, Lucy R. Lippard, M

ark Lutw
ak, Vilm

a 
M

aldonaldo, José M
anco, M

icki M
cG

ee, 
M

undy M
cLaughlin, Susan M

eiselas, C
am

ilio 
M

inero, Jorge M
orales, N

icaragua Libre, 
N

icaraguan M
inistry of C

ulture, O
SPAAAL 

(O
rganization of Solidarity of the People of 

Asia, Africa and Latin Am
erica), H

ernand 
O

sorio, C
atalina Parra, H

erb Perr and Irving 
W

exler, Tim
 Rollins, M

artha Rosler, C
hristy 

Rupp, Juan Sanchez, N
ancy Spero, Klaus 

Staeck, M
ercedez Tejada, M

aria Thereza 
Alves, Anton van D

alen, and others.

Revolutionary Fine A
rts

A
pril 14, 1982

Taller Latinoam
ericano, 

19 W
. 21st Street, N

ew
 York

Bolivar Arellano, D
oug Ashford, C

onrad 
Atkinson, Julie Ault, C

asa N
icaragua, 

C
ISPES (C

om
m

ittee in Solidarity w
ith the 

People of El Salvador), Rev. H
ow

ard Finster, 
M

ike G
lier, C

andace H
ill-M

ontgom
ery, Jerry 

Kearns, Thom
as Law

son, N
ancy Linn, M

icki 
M

cG
ee, M

undy M
cLaughlin, Anne Pitrone, 

Tony Rickaby, RAM
 (Redistribute Am

erica 
M

ovem
ent), Tim

 Rollins and tw
enty-five kids 

from
 the South Bronx, Tony Silvestrini, Klaus 

Staeck, Anton van D
alen, Julie W

achtel, and 
others.

Subculture
Septem

ber 1–30, 1983
Interior advertisem

ents, IRT subw
ay 

trains, N
ew

 York. C
oncurrent exhibition 

held at Taller Latinoam
ericano, 

19 W
. 21st Street, N

ew
 York

Vito Acconci, D
ennis Adam

s, W
illiam

 Allen, 
M

ichael Anderson, Ida Applebroog, M
ario 

Asaro, D
oug Ashford, Julie Ault, Thom

as 
Bassm

ann, O
livia Beens, Joseph Beuys, 

C
hris Bratton, Andrea C

allard, John C
alvelli, 

C
arlo C

esta, C
hris C

hevins, C
hico, D

ay 
G

leeson and D
ennis Thom

as, Am
anda 

C
hurch, Ellen C

ooper, M
errie D

ee, Ian 
D

eG
ruchy, Jim

m
y D

eSana, Johana D
rucker 

and Stephen Rodefer, Brigitte Elgler, Sean 
Elw

ood, Andrea Evans, John Fekner and 
D

on Leicht, Sean Flynn, M
athew

 G
eller, 

Am
e G

ilbert, M
arsha G

insberg and D
orothy 

Low
, Brian G

oldfarb and G
arrett Kelleberg, 

Felix G
onzalez, Vanalyne G

reen, M
im

i G
ross, 

Ruth G
uardine, M

arina G
utierrez, M

arianne 
G

unther, Richard H
ackel, Richard H

am
bleton, 

Yolanda H
aw

kins, Suzanne H
elm

uth and 
Jock Reynolds, Lyn H

ughes, M
alachi 

Jackson, Bob Jones, C
hristof Kohlhofer, 

D
orothy Kohn, Kom

ar and M
elam

id, Barbara 
Kruger, Sarafina Landgrebe, Rae Langsten 
and H

erb Perr, Louis Laurita, Tom
 Law

son, 
M

arjory M
ailm

an, D
ona Ann M

cAdam
s, 

Patrick M
cG

raw
, M

aureen M
cKeon, M

undy 
M

cLaughlin, Brad M
elam

ed, Peter M
elville, 

Ann M
essner, Beverly N

aidus, Joseph 
N

echvatal, Bill N
eiderkorn, Lisa N

eighbour, 
Vernita N

em
ec, Paulette N

enner, Aric 
O

brosey, Saul O
strow

, C
arol Parkinson, 

C
ara Perlm

an, C
heryl Peterka, Brian Piersol, 

Jim
 Raglione, H

arvey Redding, Roy Rogers 
and Tim

 Rollins, Erika Rothenberg, Score, 
Juan Sanchez, Andres Serrano, G

reg 
Sholette, D

ena Shottenkirk, Shelly Silver, 
Tony Silvestrini, Teri Slotkin, Kiki Sm

ith, 
Paul Sm

ith, Seton Sm
ith, Luis Stand, Anita 

Steckel, Stephano, H
aim

 Steinbach, M
indy 

Stevenson, Seth Tobocm
an, M

ichael Transue, 
Penny U

m
brico, Julius Valiunas, Robin Van 

Arsdol, Julie W
achtel, Tom

 W
arren, John 

W
eber, D

avid W
ells, Barbara W

esterm
ann, 

Roberta W
illiam

s.

Tim
eline: A

 C
hronicle of 

U
.S. Intervention in C

entral 
and Latin A

m
erica

January 22–M
arch 18, 1984

For A
rtists C

all A
gainst U

.S. Intervention 
in C

entral A
m

erica 
at P.S.1, N

ew
 York

C
om

m
issioning curator: A

lanna H
eiss

Bill Allen, Ida Applebroog, Bolivar Arellano, 
N

ew
 York Tim

es advertisem
ent by Artists 

C
all, D

oug Ashford, C
onrad Atkinson, Julie 

Ault, Adalberto Badillo, Tom
 Bassm

ann, 
Robert Berlind, C

hiquita bananas, C
ISPES 

(C
om

m
ittee in Solidarity w

ith the People 
of El Salvador), C

asa N
icaragua, Sue C

oe, 
copper sheeting, cotton, new

s photo of 
Roberto D

’Aubuisson, H
onoré D

aum
ier, 

Ö
yvind Fahlström

, FM
LN

 (Farabundo M
artí 

N
ational Liberation Front) scarf, FSLN

 
(Sandinista N

ational Liberation Front) banner, 
Arne G

ilbert, M
ike G

lier, Felix G
onzalez, 

M
ichael John G

onzalez, ground coffee, John 
H

eartfield, C
andace H

ill-M
ontgom

ery, Jenny 
H

olzer, Barbara Kruger, Louis Laurita, M
undy 

M
cLaughlin, Susan M

eiselas, Ann M
essner, 

Tina M
odotti, Paulette N

enner, new
spaper 

articles, Richard Prince, Faith Ringgold, 
D

iego Rivera, Tim
 Rollins, silkscreen prints 

of Archbishop O
scar Rom

ero, M
artha Rosler, 

W
arren Ser, Andres Serrano, Tony Silvestrini, 

D
avid Alfaro Siqueiros, N

ancy Spero, Klaus 
Staeck, H

aim
 Steinbach, tobacco leaves, 

Anton van D
alen, Julie W

achtel, D
avid W

ells, 
Barbara W

esterm
ann.

 
Soundtrack: H

ans W
erner H

enze, Victor 
Jara, Frederic Rzew

ski.

A
.D

.: C
hristian Influence in 

C
ontem

porary C
ulture

January 11–February 8, 1985
W

ork, 345 E. 12th Street, N
ew

 York

W
illiam

 Allen, D
oug Ashford, Julie Ault, 

M
ichael Byron, Stefano C

astronovo, Ronnie 
C

utrone, Sam
 D

oyle, Buckm
inster Fuller, 

Rev. H
ow

ard Finster, Juliann Kroboth, Louis 
Laurita, M

undy M
cLaughlin, N

ancy Linn, 
Ellen Q

uinn, Tim
 Rollins and José C

arlos, 
Andres Serrano, N

ancy Spero, Klaus Staek, 
M

ichael Tracy, Anton van D
alen, Sister 

G
ertrude W

hite, and others.

A
m

ericana
M

arch 21–June 9, 1985 
1985 W

hitney Biennial, 
lobby gallery, W

hitney M
useum

 
of A

m
erican A

rt, N
ew

 York
C

om
m

issioning curator: Lisa Phillips
John Ahearn, All laundry detergent, Alm

ost 
H

om
e cookies, Am

erican custard m
ix, 

Am
ericana landscape paintings m

ade in 
M

exico, Arnold bread, D
oug Ashford, Julie 

Ault, Alan Belcher, H
arvey Bletchm

an, Bold 
laundry detergent, C

heer laundry detergent, 
M

arshall C
ollins, C

ontact w
all paper, H

enry 
D

arger, D
ash laundry detergent, Jane 

D
ickson, Sam

 D
oyle, eagle-them

ed clock, 
Fab laundry detergent, Larry Fink, Rev. 
H

ow
ard Finster, Eric Fischl, G

eneral Electric 
can openers, M

ike G
lier, Leon G

olub, Edgar 
H

eap of Birds, Suzanne H
ellm

uth and Jock 
Reynolds, C

andace H
ill-M

ontgom
ery, photo 

of Thom
as Jefferson m

em
orial, N

eil Jenney, 
Jerry Kearns, Kellogg’s C

ereal Variety Pack, 
Kleenex tissues, Barbara Kruger, Tseng 
Kw

ong-C
hi, Lady Pink, Tom

 Law
son, Sherrie 

Levine, Peter M
ax, M

aytag w
asher and 

dryer, Allan M
cC

ollum
, M

undy M
cLaughlin, 

John M
iller, M

r. C
offee coffee m

achine, 
Peter N

agy, Joseph N
echvatal, Leroy 

N
eim

an, N
ew

 Freedom
 fem

inine napkins, 
C

laes O
ldenburg and C

oosje Van Bruggen, 
O

sterizer blender, Saul O
strow

, Pepperidge 
Farm

 bread, Richard Prince, Lee Q
uinones, 

Faith Ringgold, Jam
es Rivera, N

orm
an 

Rockw
ell plates, Tim

 Rollins + K.O
.S., C

hristy 
Rupp, Juan Sanchez, Fritz Scholder, Andres 
Serrano, Laurie Sim

m
ons, N

ancy Spero, Stay 
Free fem

inine napkins, Joel Sternfeld, Tide 
laundry detergent, Rigoberto Torres, Total 
cereal, TV G

uide, M
ierle Laderm

an U
keles, 

Anton van D
alen, Julie W

achtel, Andy W
arhol, 

W
om

an’s D
ay, W

onder Bread, M
artin W

ong, 
35m

m
 slide of Andrew

 W
yeth painting, Jam

ie 
W

yeth, Zenith C
onsole television set.

 
Soundtrack: “Lilacs,” C

arl Ruggles; “M
ind 

Your O
w

n Business,” H
ank W

illiam
s; “G

otas 
de Lluvia,” El G

ran C
om

bo; “The Stripper,” 
D

avid Rose; “You’re Blind,” Run D
M

C
; “The 

Ballad of Jed C
lam

pett,” Flatt &
 Scruggs; 

“The Payback,” Jam
es Brow

n; “O
ld Folks 

G
athering,” C

harles Ives; “I D
on’t W

anna Play 
H

ouse,” Tam
m

y W
ynette; “Jum

p C
all,” Benny 

C
arter; “W

e’re N
ot G

oing To Take It,” Tw
isted 

Sister; “It’s G
onna Rain,” O

’N
eal Brothers; 

“The D
evil G

ets H
is D

ues,” Loretta Lynn; “This 
Land Is Your Land,” W

oody G
uthrie.

D
em

ocracy W
all

A
pril 27–M

ay 25, 1985
C

hapter A
rts C

entre, C
ardiff, W

ales
C

om
m

issioning curator: Philip Sky
Fam

ily Planning Association; Ellen Sullivan, 
housew

ife; N
ational C

leansing C
am

paign; 
Kevin D

yer, actor; Alcoholics Anonym
ous; 

Janet Taylor, civil servant; The N
ational 

Front; Sean Bury, unem
ployed teacher; 

C
am

paign for N
uclear D

isarm
am

ent; Robert 
Turner, retired post office engineer.

M
ASS
1985: H

allw
alls, Buffalo, N

Y, M
ay 10–June 8; 

Spaces, C
leveland, O

H
, July 5–26 

1986: A
ljira A

rts, N
ew

ark, N
J, February 14–

M
arch 15; Project gallery, The N

ew
 M

useum
 

of C
ontem

porary A
rt, N

ew
 York, A

pril 
12–June 12; Los A

ngeles C
ontem

porary 
Exhibitions (LAC

E), A
ugust 1–31; A

rtspace, 
Sydney, A

ustralia, O
ctober 1–18; V

isual 
A

rts Building, U
niversity of Texas at D

allas, 
N

ovem
ber 24–D

ecem
ber 12 

1990: The D
ecade Show

, The Studio 
M

useum
 in H

arlem
, N

ew
 York, M

ay 18–
A

ugust 19
Safiya Abdulah, D

ennis Adam
s, Alice Albert, 

Bill Allen, Ida Applebroog, M
ario Asaro, 

D
oug Ashford, C

onrad Atkinson, Julie Ault, 
Todd Lindsteen Ayoung, Tom

 Bassm
ann, 

Alan Belcher, Angelo Bellfatto, Ellen 
Berkenblit, Randy Black, H

arvey Bletchm
an, 

Jennifer Bolande, Barbara Broughel, 
Peter Burgess, M

ichael Byron, Josely 
C

arvalho, C
arlo C

esta, Keith C
hristenson, 

Am
anda C

hurch, Eva C
ockcroft, M

arshall 
C

ollins, M
ichael C

oulter, Judith C
roce, 

G
reg D

avidek, Vincent D
esiderio, Jessica 

D
iam

ond, Jane D
ickson, G

ary D
odson, 

Anne D
oran, Eric D

rooker, Richard D
unn, 

Elders Share the Arts, Barbara Ess, Andrea 
Evans, Sean Flynn, M

atthew
 G

eller, Am
e 

G
ilbert, M

arsha G
insberg, M

ike G
lier, Leon 

G
olub, Joss G

onzalez, Felix G
onzalez, 

Penelope G
oodfriend, Robert G

ordian, 
G

race G
raupe-Pillard, Vanalyne G

reen, 
H

ow
ard H

alle, Yolanda H
aw

kins, Edgar 
H

eap of Birds, Suzanne H
ellm

uth and Jock 
Reynolds, C

andace H
ill, Jenny H

olzer, Peter 
H

opkins, Becky H
ow

land, Shedrack Jones, 
Anne Katz, Jerry Kearns, Janet Koenig, Tom

 
Koken, Brabara Kruger, C

harles Lahti, Rae 
Langston and H

erb Perr, Louis Laurita, G
reg 

Law
rence, Tom

 Law
son, D

on Leicht, D
aniel 

Levine, Richard Lim
ber, Barbara Lipp, Patrice 

Lorenze, M
ajory M

ailm
an, M

aster Alom
ar, 

D
ona Ann M

cAdam
s, Allan M

cC
ollum

, M
icki 

M
cG

ee, M
undy M

cLaughlin, Betsy M
cLindon, 

Brad M
elam

ed, Ann M
essner, Susan M

organ, 
Lillian M

ulero, Peter N
agy, Joe N

echvatal, 
Lisa N

eighbour, W
illiam

 N
iederkorn, Aric 

O
brosey, Peter O

ertw
ig, M

ike O
sterhaut, 

Saul O
strow

, Franc Palaia, April Palm
ieri, A. 

M
. Paterson, R. Polum

bo, H
ouston Pow

el, 
Ellen Q

uinn, RAM
 (Redistribute Am

erica 
M

ovem
ent), Bill Radaw

ec, Keith Ram
bert, 

D
avid Robbins, Roy Rogers, Tim

 Rollins 
+ K.O

.S., Rachel Rom
ero, M

artha Rosler, 
M

ichael Ross, Erika Rothenberg, C
hristy 

Rupp, Andres Serrano, G
reg Sholette, Shelly 

Silver, Tony Silvestrini, Paul Sm
ith, N

ancy 
Spero, Klaus Staeck, Luis Stand, H

aim
 

Steinbach, John Strauss, Karen Sylvester, 
D

ennis Thom
as and D

ay G
leeson, Leslie 

Tonkonow
, Anny Turyn, Julius Valiunas, Anton 

van D
alen, Julie W

achtel, O
liver W

asow
, 

Florence W
eisz, Barbara W

esterm
ann, 

Richard Ray W
hitm

an, June W
ilson, Jody 

W
right, C

harles Yuen, Jody Zellen, and 
artifacts selected by G

roup M
aterial.

M
essages to W

ashington
Septem

ber 1–O
ctober 12, 1985

W
ashington Project for the A

rts, 
W

ashington, D
C

C
om

m
issioning curator: Jock Reynolds

Item
s sent from

 people around the country 
in response to new

spaper advertisem
ents 

placed by G
roup M

aterial (nam
es 

unavailable); artifacts selected by G
roup 

M
aterial; M

ike G
lier; Edgar H

eap of Birds; 
Steve Jones; D

orothy Kohn (D
ottie the K); 

C
hristy Rupp.

A
larm

 C
lock

N
ovem

ber 7–D
ecem

ber 19, 1985
The O

ther A
m

erica, 
Royal Festival H

all, London
C

om
m

issioning curator: M
argaret H

arrison
Alarm

 clocks m
ade in Yugoslavia and 

C
hina, D

oug Ashford, Rudolf Baranik, 
The Professional Im

age by Susan Baxter, 
bum

per sticker, coffee m
ug, M

ike G
lier, 

Leon G
olub, M

argaret H
arrison, C

andace 
H

ill-M
ontgom

ery, Jenny H
olzer, Sherrie 

Levine, Fred Londier, m
anager door sign, 

office flyers, office m
em

o Post-it pads, Tim
 

Rollins and John M
endoza, C

hristy Rupp, 
N

ancy Spero, Bruce Springsteen “Born in the 
U

SA” poster, M
ay Stevens, M

ierle Laderm
an 

U
keles, Anton van D

alen, W
estclox alarm

 
clocks m

ade in Am
erica.

Liberty &
 Justice

February 22–M
arch 22, 1986

A
lternative M

useum
, 

17 W
hite Street, N

ew
 York

O
rganized w

ith the A
lternative M

useum
C

om
m

issioning curator: G
eno Rodriguez

D
ennis Adam

s, Ida Applebroog, D
oug 

Ashford, Sonia Balassanian, Jennifer 
Bolande, C

hris Bratton, Rene C
astro, T. F. 

C
hen, M

el Edw
ards, M

ike G
lier, D

on H
arvey, 

Susan H
arvey, Edgar H

eap of Birds, Suzanne 
H

ellm
uth and Jock Reynolds, C

hris H
urstis, 

C
arol Jacobsen, Jerry Kearns, M

auricio 
Lara, Louis Laurita, M

undy M
cLaughlin, 

Brad M
elam

ed, John M
oore, Eleni M

ylonos, 
Ken N

evadom
i, Saul O

strow
, Adrian Piper, 

Krzysztos Pruszkow
ski, Lee Q

uinones, 
Faith Ringgold, Tim

 Rollins + K.O
.S., C

onnie 
Sam

ara, Joe Sances, Andres Serrano, N
ancy 

Spero, Anne Turyn, Anton van D
alen, C

harles 
W

alker, Andy W
arhol.

 
Soundtrack: “The Star-Spangled 

Banner,” D
uke Ellington; “Am

erica the 
Beautiful,” The Boston Pops; “G

od Bless 
Am

erica,” Kate Sm
ith; “Am

erica,” Prince 
and the Revolution; “Am

erica the Beautiful,” 
Statler Brothers; “Am

erica the Beautiful” 
Leontyne Price; “The Star-Spangled Banner,” 
U

niversity of M
ichigan Band; “G

od Bless 
Am

erica,” M
orm

on Tabernacle C
hoir; “The 

Star-Spangled  Banner,” The Philadelphia 
O

rchestra; “Am
erica the Beautiful,” C

harlie 
Rich; “G

od Bless Am
erica,” Robert Shaw

 
C

horale and the RC
A Sym

phony O
rchestra; 

“Am
erica the Beautiful,” C

oncord Jazz All 
Stars; “The Star-Spangled Banner,” M

orm
on 

Tabernacle C
hoir; “Am

erica the Beautiful,” 
Liberace; “The Star-Spangled Banner,” 
Vienna State O

pera O
rchestra; “G

od Bless 
Am

erica Again,” Loretta Lynn and C
onw

ay 
Tw

itty; “The Star-Spangled Banner,” 
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C
oncert Arts Sym

phonic Band; “Am
erica the 

Beautiful,” Robert Shaw
 C

horale and the RC
A 

Sym
phony O

rchestra; “The Star-Spangled 
Banner,” Jim

i H
endrix; “G

od Bless Am
erica,” 

Leontyne Price.

A
rts and Leisure

M
ay 24–June 14, 1986

The K
itchen, 

519 W
. 19th Street, N

ew
 York

Vikky Alexander, Eve Arnold, D
oug Ashford, 

C
onrad Atkinson, Alan Belcher, John Berger, 

Barbara C
artland, Ronnie C

utrone, Jane 
D

ickson, Jiri G
eorg D

okoupil, M
ike G

lier, 
G

roup M
aterial, H

ow
ard H

alle, Edgar H
eap of 

Birds, Suzanne H
ellm

uth and Jock Reynolds, 
C

hristof Kohlhofer, Joseph Kosuth, Barbara 
Kruger, Justen Ladda, Lady Pink, Louise 
Law

ler, Allan M
cC

ollum
, Allan M

cC
ollum

/
Louise Law

ler, M
icki M

cG
ee, M

undy 
M

cLaughlin, The N
ational Enquirer, Aric 

O
brosey, C

laes O
ldenburg, JoJohn Plunkett, 

Richard Prince, Lee Q
uinones, Tom

 Rubnitz 
and Ann M

agnuson, Tseng Kw
ong C

hi, 
N

orm
an Rockw

ell, Jam
es Rosenquist, Kenny 

Scharf, H
aim

 Steinbach, Bob Tem
pleton and 

Tom
 Forem

an, Anton van D
alen, W

alt D
isney 

Studios, Andy W
arhol, O

liver W
asow

, D
ean 

Young, and others.

Resistance (A
nti-Baudrillard), 

February 6–28, 1987
W

hite C
olum

ns, 
325 Spring Street, N

ew
 York

C
om

m
issioning curator: Bill A

rning
Roundtable discussion: January 25, 
1987, D

oug A
shford, Julie A

ult, Judith 
Barry, Peter H

alley, W
illiam

 O
lander, Julie 

W
achtel, O

liver W
asow

.
AFL-C

IO
 poster, C

atherine Allport, C
onrad 

Atkinson, Bruce Barber, G
retchen Bender, 

Joseph Beuys, D
ara Birnbaum

, D
avid 

C
ronenberg, H

onoré D
aum

ier, Peter D
unn, 

Andrea Evans, FSLN
 (Sandinista N

ational 
Liberation Front) artifacts, M

adge G
ill, M

ike 
G

lier, Jean-Luc G
odard and Anne-M

arie 
M

ièville, Leon G
olub, G

eorge G
rosz, guerrilla 

m
ask, H

ans H
aacke, Edgar H

eap of Birds, 
John H

eartfield, Janet H
enry, Jenny H

olzer, 
Im

pact Visuals, O
skar Kokoshka, Barbara 

Kruger, Louise Law
ler, Lorraine Leeson, 

Susan M
eiselas, Brad M

elam
ed, G

erhard 
M

erz, M
ichael N

edjar, O
dilon Redon, N

ancy 
Spero, C

arol Squiers, photos and graphics 
from

 SW
APO

 (South W
est Africa People’s 

O
rganization), toy M

16 rifle, G
astón U

galde, 
C

arrie M
ae W

eem
s, Krysztof W

odiczko, 
M

artin W
ong, and others.

The C
astle

June 12–Septem
ber 20, 1987

docum
enta 8, M

useum
 Fridericianum

, 
Kassel, G

erm
any

C
om

m
issioning curator: Edw

ard Fry
Vikky Alexander, All laundry detergent, 
D

oug Ashford, C
onrad Atkinson, Julie Ault, 

Alan Belcher, G
retchen Bender, Brut 33 

deodorant stick, bum
per stickers, Peter 

Burgess, C
legg and G

uttm
an, coffee m

ug, 
C

om
bat roach control system

, desktop 
slogans, M

ark D
ion, G

ary D
odson, N

ancy 
D

w
yer, D

aniel Faust, Forever Krystle 
cologne, D

ay G
leeson and D

ennis Thom
as, 

Leon G
olub, Felix G

onzalez-Torres, Peter 
H

alley, Edgar H
eap of Birds, Jenny H

olzer, 
Im

perial m
argarine, Alfredo Jarr, Larry 

Johnson, Ronald Jones, Steven Kasher, 
Jerry Kearns, King Vitam

in cereal, Silvia 
Kolbow

ski, Barbara Kruger, Louise Law
ler, 

Tom
 Law

son, D
aniel Levine, Lord cigarettes, 

M
aster Blend coffee, Allan M

cC
ollum

, 
M

eister Klasse soup m
ixes, Brad M

elam
ed, 

M
r. Big napkins, Peter N

agy, N
orthern toilet 

tissue, Aric O
brosey, C

laes O
ldenburg, 

Porcelana fade cream
, Jeffrey Pittu, Tim

 
Rollins + K.O

.S., M
artha Rosler, Andres 

Serrano, Lorna Sim
pson, N

ancy Spero, Starn 
Tw

ins, H
aim

 Steinbach, O
liver W

asow
, C

arrie 
M

ae W
eem

s, C
hris W

illiam
s, M

artin W
ong.

 
Soundtrack: Easy listening versions of 

revolutionary songs.

C
onstitution

O
ctober 1–N

ovem
ber 14, 1987

The Tem
ple G

allery, Tem
ple U

niversity, 
Tyler School of A

rt, Philadelphia
C

om
m

issioning curator: Julie C
ourtney

Vito Acconci, D
ennis Adam

s, AFL-C
IO

 
poster, John Ahearn, D

oug Ashford, Bernd 
and H

illa Becher, G
retchen Bender, C

urtis 
Brow

n, W
alter C

lem
m

ons, Luis C
ruz Azaceta, 

Edw
ard C

urtis, Sam
 D

oyle, Rev. H
ow

ard 
Finster, M

ike G
lier, Leon G

olub, Felix 
G

onzalez-Torres, G
uerrilla Art Action G

roup, 
Philip G

uston, Peter H
alley, Jenny H

olzer, 
Thom

as Jefferson, Barbara Kruger, Tom
 

Law
son, Sherrie Levine, C

laes O
ldenburg, 

Tom
 O

tterness, D
aniel Pressley, Robert 

Rauschenberg, Faith Ringgold, Jam
es Rivera, 

D
avid Robbins, Tim

 Rollins + K.O
.S., Jack 

Savitsky, Andres Serrano, N
ancy Spero, 

O
rlando Valentin, Jam

es Van D
er Zee, Robert 

Venturi, M
artin W

ong.
 

Soundtrack: M
ahalia Jackson singing 

traditional hym
ns.

Inserts
M

ay 22, 1988
A

dvertising supplem
ent to 

the Sunday N
ew

 York Tim
es

M
ike G

lier, Felix G
onzalez-Torres, H

ans 
H

aacke, Jenny H
olzer, Barbara Kruger, 

Louise Law
ler, N

ancy Linn, Richard Prince, 
N

ancy Spero, C
arrie M

ae W
eem

s.

D
em

ocracy
Septem

ber 1988–January 1989
D

ia A
rt Foundation, 

77 W
ooster Street, N

ew
 York

C
om

m
issioning C

urator: G
ary G

arrels

D
em

ocracy: Education
Roundtable discussion: M

ay 21, 1988, 
John D

eveaux, Rodney H
arris, C

atherine 
Lord, Tim

 Rollins, Ira Shor, G
roup M

aterial. 
Exhibition: Septem

ber 15–O
ctober 8, 1988

Tow
n M

eeting: Septem
ber 27, 1988, 

C
hairperson: Tim

 Rollins
John Ahearn; Am

erican flag (classroom
 

regulation size); Angel Am
arat w

ith Rachel 
Rom

ero; M
ario Asaro w

ith the students of 
class 7-333 from

 Enrico Ferm
i Junior H

igh 
School III; D

oug Ashford w
ith the students 

of class F201 including D
w

ayne Baker, 
Kisha C

urrence, Jam
al Jonas, M

onty H
ooker, 

Anne-M
arie Petithom

m
e, and Bobby Pugh; 

Jo Babcock; Rudolf Baranik; Joseph Beuys; 
Sam

 Blinkley w
ith students from

 Sm
all W

orld 
D

ay C
are including Arnold Acosta, Jr., Sean 

Aiw
as, Philip Antonelli, Bobby, Lorraine 

C
onigliaro, M

elissa M
aciorow

ski, N
icole, 

C
hristopher O

rtega, Jessica Rodriguez, 
Yvonne T., and Tito; N

ancy Burson; Lance 
C

arlson; classroom
 w

all clock; Lynne C
ohen; 

Eric D
rooker; Educational Video C

enter; 
Barbara Ess; Ö

yvind Fahlström
; Rev. 

H
ow

ard Finster; Peter H
alley; Lew

is H
ine; 

Jenny H
olzer; Builder Levy and O

ffsight 
Education Services at the Puerto Rican 
C

ouncil; D
ean M

cN
eil; M

eryl M
eisler and the 

D
rop Ins; G

erhard M
erz; M

ichael (H
ospital 

Audiences); Ed M
orales w

ith Tom
 M

cG
lynn, 

D
iana C

aballero, and Elaine Ruiz from
 The 

C
om

m
ittee for a M

ultilingual N
ew

 York 
and Victory Arts; J. B. M

urray; N
ew

 M
use 

Sum
m

er Program
 w

ith O
nnie M

iller; N
ike 

advertisem
ent; Tom

 O
tterness; Luciano 

Perna; Adrian Piper; Keith Ram
bert w

ith the 
students of class FZ01 at Boys and G

irls 
H

igh School including Agnes G
eorge, W

endy 
W

addell, Jail H
ouse Productions, Em

m
anuel 

Tyreli, and Leon Vereen; M
aria Reyes; Faith 

Ringgold; Rise and Shine Productions 
(highlights from

 the Poetry Video Learning 
Project); Tim

 Rollins + K.O
.S.; Rachel 

Rom
ero and Third Street M

en’s Shelter and 
H

ospital Audiences; school desks; D
r. Seuss 

book; Lorna Sim
pson; C

arolien Stikker; 
M

itchell Syrop; Jon Tow
er; Robert Venturi; 

D
ouglas W

alker; Andy W
arhol; G

ary W
ilson

D
em

ocracy: Politics and Election
Roundtable discussion: June 4, 1988, 
R

ichard A
ndrew

s, Leon G
olub, Esther 

Parada, Judge Bruce W
right, G

roup 
M

aterial.
Exhibition: O

ctober 15–N
ovem

ber 12, 1988
Tow

n M
eeting: O

ctober 18, 1988, 
C

hairperson: Lucy R
. Lippard 

Am
erican flag (oversize), John Arm

leder, 
Arnon Ben-D

avid, C
urtis Brow

n, Luis 
C

am
nitzer, Lynne C

ohen, Robbie C
onal, 

G
regory D

avidek, Sam
 D

oyle, Kate Ericson 
and M

el Ziegler, Rev. H
ow

ard Finster, Judy 
Fiskin, M

ike G
lier, Leon G

olub, H
ans H

aacke, 
Bessie H

arvey, Ronald Jones, Kenneth C
ole 

advertisem
ent, M

argia Kram
er, La-Z-Boy 

chair, Betrand Lavier, John Lindell, Kim
 Lutes, 

C
hristian M

arclay, D
ona Ann M

cAdam
s, 

D
ean M

cN
eil, Brad M

elam
ed, Tony M

endoza, 
Kirsten M

osher, Antonio M
untadas and 

M
arshall Resse, D

avid N
yzio, Aric O

brosey, 
N

orm
an Rockw

ell, M
ichael Rosario w

ith 
Rachel Rom

ero, Erika Rothenberg, C
hristy 

Rupp, W
olfgang Staehle, Jana Sterbak, 

C
arolien Stikker, M

itchell Syrop, television 
set, M

artin W
ong, W

ayne Zebzda.

D
em

ocracy: C
ultural Participation

Roundtable discussion: June 11, 
1988, D

avid Avalos, M
artha G

ever, Lucy 
R

. Lippard, Randall M
orris, Robert Farris 

Thom
pson, D

eborah W
ye, G

roup M
aterial.

Exhibition: N
ovem

ber 19–
D

ecem
ber 10, 1988

Tow
n M

eeting: N
ovem

ber 22, 1988, 
C

hairperson: D
avid Avalos

Bachm
an C

runchy Jax; Bachm
an Jax; 

Bachm
an Pastapazazz; BonTon fiesta 

m
ix; Bravos nacho cheese tortilla 

chips; C
harles cheese tw

ists; C
heetos 

puffed balls; C
hiffes plantain chips; C

ottage 
Fries; C

runchy C
heetos; Jane D

ickson; 
D

oritos tortilla chips; D
utch Style pretzels; 

Eagle H
aw

aiian kettle potato chips; Eagle 
Idaho russet potato chips; M

arybeth 
Edelson; Rev. H

ow
ard Finster; Jeff G

ates; 
generic brand potato chips; Arnold G

insberg; 
G

lade air freshener; G
randaddy’s tortilla 

chips; Bessie H
arvey; C

arm
en H

errera; 
Jenny H

olzer; Larry Johnson; M
ike Kelley; 

Barbara Kruger; Lay’s Italian C
heese 

potato chips; Lay’s potato chips; Ken Lum
; 

m
agazines; Kirsten M

osher; M
unchos potato 

chips; N
ew

 York D
eli potato chips; Aric 

O
brosey; “outlaw

 biker” Am
erican flag; picnic 

tables and benches; Richard Prince; Peter 
Reiss; Alexander Rem

as; Rolets pork rinds; 
Rolled G

old pretzel rods; G
eorge Rom

ero; 
Erika Rothenberg; Ruffles potato chips; 
Fran C

utrell Rutovsky; Victor Schrager; 
C

indy Sherm
an; H

aim
 Steinbach; Sym

bol 
m

agazine; M
itchell Syrop; Richard Thatcher; 

U
rban C

enter for Photography (D
etroit) 

w
ith installations by Jam

es D
ozier, Bob 

M
cKeow

n, Julio Perazza, Keith Piaseczny, 
Bob Sanders, and others; D

ouglas W
alker; 

Judith W
einm

an; W
ise butter popcorn; W

ise 
onion rings; W

ise potato chips.

D
em

ocracy: A
ID

S and D
em

ocracy: 
A

 C
ase Study

Roundtable discussion: June 18, 1988, 
M

ichael C
allen, Jan Zita G

rover, M
aria 

M
aggenti, G

roup M
aterial. 

Exhibition: D
ecem

ber 19, 1988–
January 14, 1989
Tow

n M
eeting: January 10, 1989, 

C
hairperson: M

aria M
aggenti

AC
T U

P flyers, Joe Andoe, G
retchen Bender, 

Ross Bleckner, Terese Bram
lette, Ellen 

Brooks, Brian Buczak, N
ancy Burson, Andrea 

Evans, Steven Evans, flyers, G
eneral Idea, 

M
ike G

lier, G
ran Fury, M

ichael Jenkins, 
Ronald Jones, Tom

 Kalin, Jannis Kounellis, 
Barbara Kruger, D

orothea Lange, Louise 
Law

ler, John Lindell, N
ancy Linn, T. L. Litt, 

Robert M
applethorpe, Tom

 M
cKitterick, 

G
erhard M

erz, D
onald M

offett, D
iane 

N
eum

aier, Tim
 Rollins + K.O

.S., Andres 
Serrano, N

ancy Spero, Ben Thornberry, 
M

artha Tow
nsend, N

ancy Burson, Lola Flash, 
Jam

es Van D
er Zee, W

H
AM

! (W
om

en’s H
ealth 

Action M
obilization) flyers, M

artin W
ong.

 
Video program

: W
ork Your Body, 

G
regg Bordow

itz and Jean C
arlom

usto; 
Prostitutes, Risk and AID

S, Jean C
arlom

usto 
and Alexandra Juhasz; D

octors, Liars 
and W

om
en, Jean C

arlom
usto and M

aria 
M

aggenti; AID
S: Angry Initiatives/D

efiant 
Strategies, John G

reyson; Life G
uard; 

Show
dow

n in Atlanta, Ira M
anhoff; 1987 

N
ational M

arch on W
ashington for Lesbian 

and G
ay Rights, N

ick Papatonis; Sim
on 

W
atney Says “N

o” to C
lause 29, Paper 

Tiger C
ollective; AC

T U
P at the FD

A, Ellen 
Spiro; Testing the Lim

its, Testing the Lim
its 

C
ollective; The N

am
es Project, D

avid 
Thom

pson.

A
ID

S &
 D

em
ocracy aka Elegy 

D
ecem

ber 16, 1988–

February 13, 1989
Vollbild, A

ID
S, Realism

usStudio, N
eue 

G
esellschaft für Bildende Kunst (N

G
BK

), 
Berlin
C

om
m

issioning curator: Frank W
agner

Joe Andoe, Terese Bram
lette, Andrea Evans, 

Felix G
onzalez-Torres, M

ichael Jenkins, 
Ronald Jones, Brad M

elam
ed, D

orthea 
Lange, N

ancy Linn, Tim
 Rollins + K.O

.S., M
ay 

Sarton quotation, Andres Serrano, M
artha 

Tow
nsend.

U
nisex

June 1–D
ecem

ber 1, 1989
The C

enter Show
, The Lesbian 

and G
ay C

om
m

unity C
enter, 

208 W
. 13th Street, N

ew
 York

C
om

m
issioning curator: Rick Barnett

A Taste of H
oney, The Bee G

ees, Alicia 
Bridges, C

harlotte C
hurch, Sheila B. 

D
evotion, Yvonne Fair, First C

hoice, Thelm
a 

H
ouston, G

race Jones, The Jones G
irls, 

Esther Phillips, Sylvia Robinson, D
iana Ross, 

C
andi Staton, D

onna Sum
m

er, T-C
onnection, 

TH
P O

rchestra, Tw
o Tons O

’ Fun, Barry 
W

hite, John Paul Young, Karen Young.

Shopping Bag
O

ctober 14–N
ovem

ber 26, 1989
Shopping bags distributed in local shops 
and departm

ent stores
D

&
S A

usstellung, Kunstverein, 
H

am
burg, G

erm
any

C
om

m
issioning curator: Frank Barth

Project coordinator: U
te M

eta Bauer

A
ID

S Tim
eline 

N
ovem

ber 11, 1989–January 28, 1990
M

atrix G
allery, U

niversity A
rt M

useum
, 

U
niversity of C

alifornia at Berkeley
C

om
m

issioning curator: Larry Rinder
Research assistant: Richard M

eyer
AC

T U
P photo and posters; The Advocate 

new
spaper; “AID

S Profiteer” stickers; An 
Early Frost publicity photo; And The Band 
Played O

n by Randy Shilts; B2 bom
ber 

poster; Batm
an m

ovie poster; Robert 
Beck; N

ayland Blake; Terese Bram
lette; 

C
alifornia m

agazines; C
D

C
 case definition 

photostat; C
lim

ax poppers advertisem
ent; 

condom
 case; M

ichael Flanagan and 
D

AIR (D
ocum

entation of AID
S Issues and 

Research Archives); The Em
pire Strikes Back 

m
ovie poster; Steven Evans; Tom

 of Finland; 
D

r. Robert G
allo photo; M

ike G
lier; G

M
H

C
 

(G
ay M

en’s H
ealth C

risis) Safer Sex C
om

ix; 
G

loria Vanderbilt jeans m
agazine tear sheet; 

G
ran Fury; G

roup M
aterial and John Lindell; 

H
ans H

aacke; Keith H
aring; Rock H

udson 
film

 still; M
ichael Jenkins; Tom

 Kalin; Surgeon 
G

eneral C
. Everett Koop photo; D

r. M
athilde 

Krim
 photo; D

orothea Lange; Latino AID
S 

Project booklet; Louise Law
ler; Rudy Lem

cke; 
Life m

agazine; Brad M
elam

ed; m
en’s tie; Ann 

M
eredith; D

uane M
ichals; D

onald M
offet; 

M
other Jones m

agazine; The N
am

es Project 
poster; D

iane N
eum

aier; N
ew

 York N
ative 

article; N
ew

 York Tim
es article; N

ew
sw

eek 
m

agazines; D
aniel N

icoletta; “N
o on 64” 

bum
per sticker; O

liver N
orth photo; N

orthrop 
advertisem

ents; Patient’s Bill of Rights; 
People m

agazine; public service posters; 
PW

A C
oalition new

sletter; Ram
bo publicity 

photo; Ronald and N
ancy Reagan photo; 

Reagan/Bush ’84 cam
paign button; Reagan 

’80 cam
paign button and inauguration photo; 

Real People publicity photos; Tim
 Rollins 

+ K.O
.S.; Kay Rosen; Erika Rothenberg; 

rubber gloves; safer sex posters; Scientific 
Am

erican m
agazine; The Sentinel 

new
spaper; Andres Serrano; Silence=D

eath 
t-shirt; Silencio=M

uerte t-shirt; Lorna 
Sim

pson; Sharon Siskin and Positive Art 
m

em
bers from

 Rest Stop Support C
enter, 

San Francisco and The C
enter for AID

S 
Services, O

akland, including Eddie Booker, 
Steve Brow

n, Richard C
., Steve C

urd, Tom
 

D
evine, Paul G

ronberg, Barry Frederick, Paul 
Freites, Ken H

uff, J.J., Eric Lew
ald, Richard 

M
cM

ullen, Ben M
edina, G

ary O
strander, M

ax 
Proudfoot, Steve Rene, Paul Steindal, D

avid 
Taylor, Lou Troga, Andy W

oodw
ard, Teresa 

Yee, Jeff, Jim
, Kat, O

scar, and Terry; N
ancy 

Spero; Sudafed; Surviving and Thriving W
ith 

AID
S by the PW

A C
oalition; Jim

m
y Sw

aggert 
photo; M

itchell Syrop; Elizabeth Taylor film
 

still; “That’s W
hat Friends Are For” 45 rpm

 
record; Tim

e m
agazine; M

ichael Tidm
us; 

Tylenol; “U
nderstanding AID

S” brochure; 
U

.S. N
ew

s and W
orld Report m

agazine; 
U

.S. soldiers photo; U
S m

agazine; “U
nique 

pneum
onia” article; D

avid W
ojnarow

icz; 
W

orld AID
S C

onference poster; and others.
 

Video program
, M

atrix G
allery: Se M

et 
Ko, Patricia Benoit; H

e Left M
e H

is Strength, 
D

C
TV; Target C

ity H
all, D

IVA TV; The H
elm

s 
Am

endm
ent, Jean C

arlom
usto; D

octors, 
Liars and W

om
en, Jean C

arlom
usto and 

M
aria M

aggenti; The W
orld is Sick (sic), John 

G
reyson; Snow

 Job, Barbara H
am

m
er; W

e 
Are N

ot Republicans, Bob H
uff; Transform

er 
AID

S, Bob Kinney and Paper Tiger TV/
Southw

est; O
jos Q

ue N
o Ven, Latino AID

S 
Project; G

olden G
ate Bridge Blockade, Arl 

Spencer N
adel; Bleach, Teach, O

utreach, Ray 
N

avarro and C
atherine Saalfield; Keep Your 

Law
s O

ff O
ur Bodies, C

atherine Saalfield 
and Zoe Leonard; D

iAna’s H
air Ego: AID

S 
Info U

p Front, Ellen Spiro; Song from
 an 

Angel, D
avid W

eissm
an, and others.

 
Video program

, Berkeley U
niversity 

Recreational Sports Facility: Life/
Inform

ation/Protection, Yannick D
urand and 

Brooklyn AID
S Taskforce; “O

ut” Takes, John 
C

. G
oss; W

e’re D
esperate, G

et U
sed to It, 

Bob H
uff; They Are Lost to Vision Altogether, 

Tom
 Kalin; Testing the Lim

its, N
ew

 York C
ity 

(Part 2), Testing the Lim
its C

ollective; and 
others.

Your M
essage H

ere
February 23–M

arch 30, 1990
Billboard project 
C

ollaboration w
ith Randolph 

Street G
allery, C

hicago
C

om
m

issioning curator: Peter Taub 
Project coordinator: Joanne Vena
C

athy Sharley, 32nd W
ard Fare Share IPO

; 
AC

T U
P/C

hicago; Anna Stonum
, AD

APT of 
C

hicago; Jo Aerne; Sally Alatalo; Aligator/
Vito G

reco; M
argaret and José G

uerrero, 
Artists Against H

om
elessness; Julian Akins, 

Artists of C
olor U

nited; C
huck Bell; M

ark 
Blottner; Jam

es Liebner, C
atholic Parishes 

of Pilsen; Jim
 Taylor, C

om
m

unity Film
 

W
orkshop; Arlene C

raw
ford, Rose Blouin, 
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and Judy M
assey; John Pitm

an W
eber, 

D
ecem

ber 4th C
om

m
ittee; Susan D

uffy; 
Jeanne D

unning; El H
ogar del N

iño (J. Alex 
G

alindo); Jeanne M
artinelli, Em

erson H
ouse/

Am
nesty C

lass; Espi Eph; D
ebbie G

ould, 
H

ispanic AID
S N

etw
ork w

ith Betsy Scheld, 
C

olum
bus School; M

arcus Jefferson and 
Kiela Sm

ith; M
ario G

onzalez, Jr., and Jesus 
M

orales, Inner C
ity 8; N

orm
a Johnson; 

Stephen Lapthisophon; M
artina Lopez; Story 

M
ann; Louisa H

am
acheck, M

axw
orks C

o-op 
N

eighborhood C
apital Budget G

roup; Jackie 
Leavey w

ith Sim
on G

rennan, N
eighborhood 

C
apital Budget G

roup; M
ark N

elson; M
ary 

Patten; Kathy Pilat; Felicity Rich; Kay Rosen, 
Paula Phipps, Jane Addam

s Resource C
orp.; 

John Schneider; Sister Serpents, G
reg 

Boozell and Sara Frederickson, C
hicago/

G
ary U

nion of the H
om

eless; Barry Bruner 
and C

atherine C
ajandig; W

hitney Young 
H

igh School Art C
lub; Sam

 G
om

ez and Kharl 
W

alker, Youth G
uidance/Roberto C

lem
ente.

D
em

ocracy Poll
June 26–July 5, 1990
Insert in D

er Tagesspiegel, U
-Bahn station 

billboards, and an electronic billboard 
Realism

usStudio, N
eue G

esellschaft fur 
Bildende Kunst (N

G
BK

), Berlin
C

om
m

issioning curator: Frank W
agner

C
ontent consultant: M

onika Idehen
Interview

s w
ith sixty people including 

a banker, business m
an, cabdriver, 

construction w
orker, carpenter, factory 

m
anager, financial consultant, hom

em
aker, 

law
yer, psychologist, retired pilot, salesgirl, 

seam
stress, secretary, students, teacher, 

w
aiter, w

elfare recipient, and others.

A
ID

S &
 Insurance

Septem
ber 1–30, 1990

Exterior bus advertisem
ent

Sponsored by Real A
rt W

ays, H
artford, CT

C
om

m
issioning curators: Leslie Tonkonow

, 
A

nne Pasternak
“The Insurance Industry and AID

S,” brochure 
by M

ary Anne Staniszew
ski, published by 

Real Art W
ays.

A
ID

S Tim
eline 

Septem
ber 30–N

ovem
ber 18, 1990

M
atrix G

allery, W
adsw

orth Atheneum
, 

H
artford, CT

C
om

m
issioning curator: A

ndrea M
iller-

Keller
AC

T U
P photo and posters; The Advocate 

new
spaper; “AID

S Profiteer” stickers; An 
Early Frost publicity photo; And The Band 
Played O

n by Randy Shilts; B2 bom
ber 

poster; Batm
an m

ovie poster; N
ayland Blake; 

Terese Bram
lette; C

alifornia m
agazines; Lei 

C
hou; C

D
C

 case definition photostat; C
lim

ax 
poppers advertisem

ent; condom
 case; 

M
ichael Flanagan and D

AIR (D
ocum

entation 
of AID

S Issues and Research Archives); 
Philip-Lorca diC

orcia; The Em
pire Strikes 

Back m
ovie poster; Steven Evans; Robert 

Flack; Peg Forauer; D
r. Robert G

allo photo; 
M

ike G
lier; G

M
H

C
 (G

ay M
en’s H

ealth 
C

risis) Safer Sex C
om

ix; G
loria Vanderbilt 

jeans m
agazine tear sheet; G

ran Fury; 
H

ans H
aacke; Keith H

aring; Rock H
udson 

film
 still; M

ichael Jenkins; M
ary Kenealy; 

Surgeon G
eneral C

. Everett Koop photo; 
D

r. M
athilde Krim

 photo; D
orothea Lange; 

Latino AID
S Project booklet; Louise Law

ler; 
Rudy Lem

cke; H
illary Leone; Life m

agazine; 
Robert M

applethorpe; Alynne M
artelle; 

C
hris M

artin; Brad M
elam

ed; m
en’s tie; Ann 

M
eredith; D

uane M
ichals; D

onald M
offet; 

M
other Jones m

agazine; The N
am

es Project 
poster; D

iane N
eum

aier; N
ew

 York N
ative 

article; N
ew

 York Tim
es article; N

ew
sw

eek 
m

agazines; D
aniel N

icoletta; “N
o on 64” 

bum
per sticker; O

liver N
orth photo; N

orthrop 
advertisem

ents; “O
ur C

hurch H
as AID

S” 
w

atch; Patient’s Bill of Rights; People 
m

agazine; public service posters; PW
A 

C
oalition new

sletter; Ram
bo publicity photo; 

Ronald and N
ancy Reagan photo; Reagan/

Bush ’84 cam
paign button; Reagan ’80 

cam
paign button and inauguration photo; 

Real People publicity photos; M
aria Reyes; 

H
unter Reynolds; Tim

 Rollins + K.O
.S.; Kay 

Rosen; Erika Rothenberg; rubber gloves; 
safer sex posters; Scientific Am

erican 
m

agazine; The Sentinel new
spaper; 

Andres Serrano; Silence=D
eath t-shirt; 

Silencio=M
uerte t-shirt; Lorna Sim

pson; 
Sharon Siskin and Positive Art m

em
bers 

from
 Rest Stop Support C

enter and The 
C

enter for AID
S Services including Eddie 

Booker, Steve Brow
n, Richard C

., Steve 
C

urd, Tom
 D

evine, Paul G
ronberg, Barry 

Frederick, Paul Freites, Ken H
uff, J.J., Eric 

Lew
ald, Richard M

cM
ullen, Ben M

edina, 
G

ary O
strander, M

ax Proudfoot, Steve Rene, 
Paul Steindal, D

avid Taylor, Lou Troga, Andy 
W

oodw
ard, Teresa Yee, Jeff, Jim

, Kat, O
scar, 

and Terry; Kiki Sm
ith; N

ancy Spero; Sudafed; 
Surviving and Thriving W

ith AID
S by the 

PW
A C

oalition; Jim
m

y Sw
aggert photo; 

M
itchell Syrop; Elizabeth Taylor film

 still; 
“That’s W

hat Friends Are For” 45 rpm
 record; 

Tim
e m

agazine; M
ichael Tidm

us; Tylenol; 
“U

nderstanding AID
S” brochure; U

.S. N
ew

s 
and W

orld Report m
agazine; U

.S. soldiers 
photo; U

S m
agazine; “U

nique pneum
onia” 

article; Andy W
arhol; D

avid W
ojnarow

icz; 
M

artin W
ong; W

orld AID
S C

onference 
poster; and others.
 

Video program
: Se M

et Ko, Patricia 
Benoit; M

ildred Pearson: W
hen You Love 

a Person and Life/Inform
ation/Protection, 

Yannick D
urand, Brooklyn AID

S Taskforce; 
Like a Prayer, D

IVA-TV; AID
S is About 

Secrets, H
IV C

enter for C
linical and 

Behavioral Studies; W
e Are N

ot Republicans, 
Bob H

uff; They Are Lost to Vision Altogether, 
Tom

 Kalin; O
jos Q

ue N
o Ven, Latino AID

S 
Project; Bleach, Teach, O

utreach, Ray 
N

avarro and C
atherine Saalfield; Keep Your 

Law
s O

ff O
ur Bodies, C

atherine Saalfield 
and Zoe Leonard, D

iAna’s H
air Ego: AID

S 
Info U

p Front, Ellen Spiro, and others.

C
ollaboration aka Econom

ics: 
O

berlin Project
O

ctober 26, 1990–January 13, 1991
Social Studies: 4+4 Young A

m
ericans, 

The A
llen M

em
orial A

rt M
useum

, O
berlin 

C
ollege, O

berlin, O
hio

C
om

m
issioning curator: Elizabeth 

A
. Brow

n
Alexander Aptekar, N

orm
an C

ohen, Ron 
C

opperm
an, M

iriam
 Feinstein, D

avid 

G
oldstein, Jeff G

ross, H
am

ann, Shirley 
H

artm
an, Rose Jackson, Sue Jones, Peter 

Kalb, D
eanna Lee, Joel M

endelson, N
icole 

N
ew

m
an, N

ataly Reed, Rebecca Rosen, 
Joshua Sarantitis, D

iana Schlesinger, Terri 
W

eissm
an, C

arolyn W
hite, Beth W

olfe.

A
ID

S Tim
eline (N

ew
 York C

ity 1991) 
A

pril 19–June 23, 1991
1991 W

hitney Biennial, 
lobby gallery, The W

hitney M
useum

 
of A

m
erican A

rt, N
ew

 York
C

om
m

issioning curator: Lisa Phillips
AC

T U
P buttons, photos, and posters; 

AD
APT brochure; The Advocate new

spaper; 
“AID

S Profiteer” stickers; An Early Frost 
publicity photo; And The Band Played O

n 
by Randy Shilts; B2 bom

ber poster; Lutz 
Bacher; Batm

an m
ovie poster; G

retchen 
Bender; N

ayland Blake; C
alifornia 

m
agazines; C

D
C

 case definition photostat; 
D

ick C
heney photostat; C

lim
ax poppers 

advertisem
ent; condom

 case; Jeanne 
D

unning; The Em
pire Strikes Back m

ovie 
poster; Evan Estern; Steven Evans; Fund 
for a Fem

inist M
ajority m

aterial; D
r. Robert 

G
allo photo; M

ike G
lier; G

loria Vanderbilt 
jeans m

agazine tear sheet; G
M

H
C

 (G
ay 

M
en’s H

ealth C
risis) Safer Sex C

om
ix; G

ran 
Fury; G

ulf W
ar poster; G

ulf W
ar souvenir 

stuffed Tasm
anian D

evil; H
ans H

aacke; Peter 
H

alley; Keith H
aring; W

hitney H
ouston “Star 

Spangled Banner” video; Rock H
udson film

 
still; M

ichael Jenkins; D
r. Stephen Joseph 

photo; Surgeon G
eneral C

. Everett Koop 
photo; D

r. M
athilde Krim

 photo; Barbara 
Kruger; Latino AID

S Project booklet; Louise 
Law

ler; Rudy Lem
cke; Life m

agazine; 
Lifestyles of the Rich and Fam

ous video; 
T. L. Litt; Robert M

applethorpe; M
arlene 

M
cC

arty; M
eryl M

eisler and the D
rop Ins; 

Brad M
elam

ed; m
en’s tie; D

onald M
offet; 

M
other Jones m

agazine; The N
am

es 
Project poster; D

iane N
eum

aier; N
ew

 York 
N

ative article; N
ew

 York Tim
es article; 

N
ew

sw
eek m

agazines; D
aniel N

icoletta; 
“N

o on 64” bum
per sticker; N

oriega/Bush 
’88 bum

per sticker; O
liver N

orth photo; 
N

orthrop advertisem
ents; “O

ur C
hurch 

H
as AID

S” w
atch; Patient’s Bill of Rights; 

People m
agazine; Raym

ond Pettibon; 
Planned Parenthood brochure; public service 
poster w

ith hom
ophobic graffiti; public 

service posters; PW
A C

oalition new
sletter; 

Ram
bo publicity photo; Ronald and N

ancy 
Reagan photo; Reagan/Bush ’84 cam

paign 
button; Reagan ’80 cam

paign button and 
inauguration photo; Real People publicity 
photos; Tim

 Rollins + K.O
.S.; Kay Rosen; 

Erika Rothenberg; rubber gloves; safer sex 
posters; Scientific Am

erican m
agazine; 

The Sentinel new
spaper; Andres Serrano; 

Sharon Siskin and Positive Art m
em

bers 
from

 Rest Stop Support C
enter and The 

C
enter for AID

S Services, including Eddie 
Booker, Steve C

urd, Jorge D
reke, W

ilm
a 

D
resner, Barry Frederick, Phil Jauchen, 

Steve H
arkins, Lee H

arris, M
aire H

ough, Ken 
H

uff, Paul M
cKay, Leonard M

oore, D
avid 

Taylor, and others; Silence=D
eath t-shirt; 

Silencio=M
uerte t-shirt; Lorna Sim

pson; 
Rolf Sjorgen; Kevin Sm

ith; N
ancy Spero; 

Ellen Spiro; “Stop the C
hurch” flyer and 

dem
onstration photo; Sudafed; Surviving 

and Thriving W
ith AID

S by the PW
A C

oalition; 
Jim

m
y Sw

aggert photo; Elizabeth Taylor film
 

still; Testing the Lim
its C

ollective; “That’s 
W

hat Friends Are For” 45 rpm
 record; Ben 

Thornberry; M
ichael Tidm

us; Tim
e m

agazine; 
Tom

 of Finland; Tylenol; U
.S. N

ew
s and 

W
orld Report m

agazine; U
.S. soldiers photo; 

“U
nderstanding AID

S” brochure; “U
nique 

Pneum
onia” article; U

S m
agazine; vinyl-

type quotations from
 Jam

es Baldw
in, O

scar 
W

ilde, D
r. M

athilde Krim
, G

eorge Bush, 
and others; C

arrie M
ae W

eem
s; W

heel of 
Fortune publicity photo; M

illie W
ilson; D

avid 
W

ojnarow
icz; M

artin W
ong; W

orld AID
S 

C
onference poster.

C
ash Prize 

D
ecem

ber 17–20, 1991
A

dvertisem
ents in the Seattle 

Post-Intelligencer
In Public: Seattle 1991,
The Seattle A

rts C
om

m
ission, 

Seattle, W
ashington

C
om

m
issioning curator: D

iane Sham
ash 

Tom
orrow

O
ctober 8–D

ecem
ber 31, 1993

M
useum

 of C
ontem

porary A
rt San D

iego, 
La Jolla, CA
C

om
m

issioning curator: H
ugh D

avies
Artist, jew

elry salesperson, legal 
adm

inistrator, photographer, radio 
personality, retired doctor, sailor, student, 
teacher, technician, unem

ployed, w
aiter.

D
em

ocracy W
all

O
ctober 19, 1993–January 23, 1994

In A
nd O

ut O
f Place, M

useum
 of 

Fine A
rts, Boston

C
om

m
issioning curators: Trevor 

Fairbrother, Kathryn Potts
Five m

useum
 staff, M

FA m
ission statem

ent, 
four m

useum
 visitors, tw

o passers-by.

M
arket

M
ay 6–June 18, 1995

Kunstverein M
ünchen, M

unich
C

om
m

issioning curator: H
elm

ut D
raxler

Acid rain test, Advertising Age 
advertisem

ents, “AID
S: It’s Big Business” 

poster, All laundry detergent, Am
erican 

Express advertisem
ent, Am

erican flag 
shopping bag, Ariel laundry detergent, Aunt 
Jem

im
a pancake m

ixes, Batm
an m

ask, 
Best of C

ops video, Betty C
rocker cake 

m
ixes, Bold laundry detergent, Bounty 

candy bar, Braw
ny paper tow

els, C
arefree 

fem
inine napkins, C

heer laundry detergent, 
C

hevrolet advertisem
ent, child leash, Bill 

C
linton Rolling Stone cover, C

oca C
ola 

advertisem
ents, D

ark and Lovely hair color, 
D

ash laundry detergent, D
eutschlander 

sausages, D
ickm

ann’s cakes, D
KN

Y 
advertisem

ents, dollhouse furniture, 
D

unkin’ D
onuts advertisem

ent, Era laundry 
detergent, FBI recruitm

ent advertisem
ent, 

flashing rotary em
ergency light, Freedom

 
w

allet, G
ain laundry detergent, gay parent 

booklet, generic food products and laundry 
detergent, G

lade room
 fresheners, “G

rand 
O

pening” banners, H
am

burger H
elper, hom

e 
pregnancy test kit, H

om
estyle H

am
burger 

H
elper, H

ow
 To O

rganize Your H
om

e video, 
H

uggies diaper packages, H
ungry M

an TV 
dinner, im

itation security cam
era, Inspire 

Your Lifestyle video, Ivory soap, Kente cloth 
shopping bag, Kraft Foods advertisem

ent, 
m

agazine tear sheets, m
agazines, m

en’s 
faux ponytail, m

en’s ties, m
otorist alert H

ELP 
sign, The N

am
es Project postcard, natural 

coffee filters, “N
egro Kisses,” N

estlé “Sw
eet 

Success” snack bars, N
ew

 Freedom
 fem

inine 
napkins, N

ew
 York Tim

es articles, N
ike 

advertisem
ent, N

orthern napkins, N
orthrop 

G
rum

m
an advertisem

ent, “O
cean Voyage” 

and “Echoes of N
ature” environm

ental 
cassettes, coffee m

ug, Post-it pads, pink 
triangle key chain, planetarium

 kit, Political 
C

om
m

ercial Archive video, Possession 
cologne, posters, rainbow

 flag and postcard, 
red ribbon pin, refrigerator m

agnets, Saab 
advertisem

ent, Seventh G
eneration Kleenex, 

skin w
hitening and fade cream

, Slim
fast 

snack bars, solar system
 m

odel, Surf laundry 
detergent, Tide laundry detergent, Topkuss 
cakes, Tuna H

elper, U
.S. Arm

y recruitm
ent 

brochure, U
nder Fire: An Am

erican Story 
by O

liver N
orth, bum

per stickers, Vietnam
 

calendar, vinyl-type advertising slogans, 
W

heaties cereal, w
orld m

ap.

Program
June 7–23, 1996
Three Rivers A

rts Festival, Pittsburgh, PA
C

om
m

issioning curator: Jeanne Pearlm
an

Thirty-eight anonym
ous interview

s.
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