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Lise Haller Baggesen:
Lise Haller Baggesen left her native Denmark to study painting in the 
Netherlands. Since receiving her BFA from the AKI academy of art 
and having completed at two-year residency at the Rijksakademie her 
work has evolved from a traditional painting practice through teaching, 
curating, and a growing interest in drawing as language, toward a hybrid 
practice including installation, writing and performative lecture. In 2008 
she relocated to Chicago with her family, where she is currently doing her 
MA in Visual and Critical Studies at SAIC. She is co-curator of Mutualisms 
and co-editor of the Mutualisms edition of Proximity Magazine.

Kirsten Leenaars:
Kirsten Leenaars is a Chicago-based artist born and raised in the 
Netherlands. She is fascinated by the human species and a collector of 
personal stories. In her work she looks at how we relate to other people 
and what shapes these relationships? Recently her work has included 
larger groups of community members to ponder these questions. 
Leenaars was named by New City’s art editor Jason Foumberg a 2012 
break out artist. She has shown with: the MCA, Chicago, Threewalls, 
Chicago, 6018 North, Chicago, Gallery 400, Witte de With Center for 
Contemporary Art, Rotterdam, Kunst Fabrik, Munchen. Leenaars co-
curated ‘Mutualims’, with Lise Haller Baggesen. Leenaars is an Assistant 
Professor (Contemporary Practices) at SAIC and on the Threewalls Artist 
Advisory Board and a member of the 6018 North board.

Writers:

Erik Hagoort:
Erik Hagoort (1962). Creating a dialogue between philosophy of ethics 
and contemporary art is Erik Hagoort's main aim in his practice as 
researcher, curator, art critic, and lecturer. Hagoort graduated in 
theology at the University of Amsterdam and specialized in the relation 
between contemporary art and philosophy of ethics. He is lecturer 
theory at the master fine art course of the Academy of Art and Design 
St. Joost in Den Bosch/ Breda, the Netherlands. Since 2009 he works 
on a doctoral research concerning philosophy of ethics and practices of 
encounter in art.

Caroline Picard:
Caroline Picard is the Editor of The Green Lantern Press. Her writing has 
been published in a handful of publications including Art Ltd., Anoboium, 
The Coming Envelope, Pinch, and Everyday Genius. She continues to 
exhibit visual work around the country and lives in Chicago.

Karsten Lund:
Since arriving in Chicago in 2006, Karsten Lund has organized 
exhibitions at a variety of locations, including two museums, a storefront 
gallery, and an immense former factory shortly before its demolition. His 
writing has been featured in Art Papers and other publications, and he 

has contributed essays to recent monographs by Zoe Crosher and Greg 
Stimac. In addition to his work as an independent curator and writer, 
Karsten is also a curatorial assistant at the Museum of Contemporary 
Art, Chicago, where he recently curated a solo exhibition of new works by 
Heidi Norton.

Jeremiah Day:
Jeremiah Day graduated from the art department of the University of 
California at Los Angeles in 1997 and lived and worked in Los Angeles 
until moving to Holland in 2003 to attend the Rijksakademie.  His work 
has been presented in recent exhibitions at Ludlow 38 in New York, 
Frac Champagne-Ardenne, and Essays and Observations, Berlin. Day 
is represented by Ellen de Bruijne Projects in Amsterdam and Arcade, 
London.

Mary Jane Jacob:
Mary Jane Jacob is a curator, and Professor of Sculpture and Executive 
Director of Exhibitions at The School of the Art Institute of Chicago. 
Engaging the discourse of public space, she organized site-specific and 
community-based programs that—through a shared process—opened 
up the artist’s creative process and expanded it to audiences. Research 
into the nature of the art experience lead to the anthology Buddha 
Mind in Contemporary Art, followed by Learning Mind: Experience into 
Art and Chicago Makes Modern: How Creative Minds Changed Society 
(2012). In 2010 she was awarded the College Art Association’s Award for 
Achievement in the Field of Public Art and Lifetime Achievement Award 
from the Women's Caucus for Art and ArtTable in 2011.

Anne Elizabeth Moore:
Anne Elizabeth Moore is the author of Unmarketable (The New Press, 
2007) and Hey Kidz, Buy This Book (Soft Skull, 2004). She is the 
founding editor of the Best American Comics and the former editor of 
the Comics Journal and Punk Planet. Her work with young women in 
Southeast Asia has been featured in Time Out Chicago, Make/Shift, the 
Phnom Penh Post, and on GritTV with Laura Flanders, NPR’s Worldview 
with Jerome McDonnell, and Australian Broadcasting Corporation Radio. 
Her book Cambodian Grrrl (Cantankerous Titles, 2011) chronicles these 
adventures. The Hip Hop Apsara, a book of photographs, comes out 
Autumn 2012 from Green Lantern.

Tricia Van Eck:
Tricia Van Eck is Artistic Director of 6108NORTH, a newly established
non-profit green communal space for experimental culture, installation,
sound, and performance art in Chicago.  Previously she was a curator at
the Museum of Contemporary Art, where in 13 years she presented 
over 70 exhibitions, many of which focused on community and audience 
engagement including Theaster Gates: Temple Exercises, Tino Sehgal’s 
Kiss, and Jan Tichy’s Project Cabrini Green. In addition, she curated 
numerous artists’ book shows, traveling exhibitions, Chicago artists’ 

Bios Contributors

Editors:

exhibitions, and many UBS 12 x 12: New Artists/New Work exhibitions of 
emerging Chicago artists.such as the recent Interactions: A Four month 
series of artist and audience activations as a companion to Without 
You I Am Nothing: Art and Its Audience, Jan Tichy's Project Cabrini 
Green, Theaster Gates: Temple Exercises, Tino Sehgal’s Kiss, She curated 
the MCA Chicago presentations of various traveling exhibitions such as 
Buckminster Fuller: Starting with the Universe.

Artists:

Adelheid Mers:
A visual artist, occasional curator and Associate Professor at the 
Department of Arts Administration and Policy at the School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago, Mers devises diagrams that are poetic and analytic 
records of art institutions, exhibitions, public lectures, studio visits 
and written texts. Mers’ Diagrams fully come to live when engaged in 
conversation. She teaches across topics of grant writing, curatorial 
practice, cultural and media policy, and arts economies. Current research 
focuses on artists' and administrators' epistemologies, with a growing 
interest in audience evaluation.

Saskia Jansssen:
Saskia Janssen lives and works in Amsterdam. She is a visual artist and 
frequent traveler. She mixes performance, documentary and antropology 
in her -mostly socially engaged- works, that are made for specific 
sites. Residencies include Seoul Art Space Geumcheon, Seoul, South-
Korea and the Lijiang Studios, Lijiang, Yunnan province, China. Her works 
are in the collections of CBK Rotterdam, Museum De Paviljoens, Museum 
Modern Art Arnhem, Fries Museum, Collection Almere, IMCO Purmerend, 
and various private collections. She is a lecturer in the Graphic Design 
Department at the Gerrit Rietveld Academy, Amsterdam. Together with 
George Korsmit she is co-founder of the Rainbow Soulclub.

George Korsmit:
George Korsmit is a visual artist based in Amsterdam and has exhibited 
widely, in Europe and beyond. His works are in the collections of a.o. Akzo 
Nobel Art Foundation, Caldic Art Collection, Schunck Heerlen,  Centraal 
Museum Utrecht, Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, Deutsche Bank, 
London, Van Lanschot Bankers and Museum im Kulturspeicher, Würzburg 
and various private collections.  He is a Lecturer Fine Art BA & MA at 
the Academy of Fine Arts & Design St.Joost, 's-Hertogenbosch/Breda. 
He was guest lecturer at  Washington University /School of Fine Arts 
(St.Louis, USA),  School of Fine Arts  Ateliers Arnhem, Ecole Regionale 
des Beaux Arts Rouen (France).  Together with Saskia Janssen he is co-
founder of the Rainbow Soulclub.

Carol Jackson:
Adjunct Assistant Professor, Contemporary Practices (2002). BFA, 
1987, University of California, Los Angeles; MFA, 1992, School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago. Exhibitions: Changing Role Gallery, Naples, Italy; 
Gallery 400, Chicago; Van Harrison Gallery, NY; Ten in One Gallery, NY; 
Los Angeles Contemporary Exhibitions (LACE); Chicago Project Room; 
Van Abbe Museum, Eindhoven, Netherlands; Smart Museum, Chicago; 
Hyde Park Art Center, Chicago; Cultural Center, Chicago; Van Harrison 
Gallery, NY; ACME Art Company, Columbus, OH. Publications: frieze 
magazine. Awards: Illinois Arts Council Grants; Artadia Artists Grant. 
Collections: Smart Museum of Art; Mark and Judy Bednar; Ken Freid.

Iris Kensmil:
Iris Kensmil (1970) is a visual artist. She is a Black-European and spent 
her early youth in Surinam. Since 2004 she has been working on a 
supplement of the historical canon presenting imagery of heroes from 
the black emancipation struggle. In 2010 she was a resident at ISCP, New 
York. Exhibitions include: Handwriting on the Wall, a solo at the Museum 
Jan Cunen, Oss, Netherlands, 2008; Black is beautiful, De Nieuwe Kerk, 
Amsterdam, 2008; Wakaman, Fort Zeelandia, Paramaribo, Surinam, 
2009; Monumentalism, Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, 2010; Time Trade 
Travel, an exchange project with Ghana, SMBA, Amsterdam and Nubuku 
Foundation, Accra, 2012. Iris Kensmil is represented by Ferdinand van 
Dieten - Office, Amsterdam

Magnus Monfeldt:
“The work that I have developed over the last 10 years is an investigation 
of national and cultural identity. I was born in a small steel-town called 
Avesta, located in the valleys of central Sweden. In the 70’s tabloids 
dubbed Avesta ‘The Wild West of Sweden’, and visual culture there can 
be attributed to either pagan folklore or custom car flame jobs. The 
influence from lived experiences, from various sub-cultures, rock music 
and bad movies have lodged themselves in the swampy territory of my 
memory. And that’s where you’ll find me, neck deep, pushing the muck 
back up to the surface.”

Harold Mendez:
Harold Mendez is an interdisciplinary artist. His work concerns the 
relationship between landscape, visibility, politics, and memory. He 
earned his MFA in 2007 from the University of Illinois, Chicago. Solo 
exhibitions include the Museum of Contemporary Art, the Contemporary 
Art Workshop, Mess Hall, Polvo, and Western Exhibitions, all in Chicago. 
Group exhibitions include MoMA PS1,New York; The Drawing Center, 
New York; The Renaissance Society, Chicago; the London Biennale, UK; 
vuspace, Australia; and the Chicago Cultural Center. Harold has taught 
at The School of the Art Institute of Chicago and the University of 
Illinois Chicago; he has delivered lectures at the University of Houston, 
The University of North Umbria (UK), Ox-Bow (Michigan) and the Hyde 
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Park Art Center (Chicago). He has participated in artist residencies 
including Ox-Bow, Michigan, and the Headland Center for the Arts, 
Sausalito, California.

Selina Trepp:
Selina Trepp (Swiss/American, b. 1973, in Zurich, Switzerland) is an artist 
who’s work explores the magic that is this life. Finding a balance between 
the intuitive and conceptual is the goal, living a life of adventure is the 
way, embarrassment is often the result. “If in doubt be radical” was the 
best advice her father gave her. Growing up in a hippy commune in a 
conservative small town in Switzerland taught her that there is strength 
in the position of the outsider. Her artistic output comes in a multitude of 
media: installation, video, drawing, painting, photography and sculpture. 
Additionally she developed a practice of live video performance and has 
been performing on a regular basis in different venues in the city and 
abroad as one half of the duo Spectralina, an audiovisual collaboration 
with her husband Dan Bitney. Selina Trepps work has been exhibited 
internationally and has received several awards and honors including the 
Swiss Art Award and the Illinois Arts council Fellowship.

Jonas Ohlsson:
For Jonas Ohlsson, process is as important as the end result: The work 
develops itself, I can’t plan it, I can have a basic idea of where I want a 
drawing to go, but it’s like a football game, you can plan all you want, 
when the game is on, things happens by themselves. In his work, free 
association draws from a chaotic melting pot of cultural and personal 
references. As much as different issues are mixed, his use of different 
mediums together, breaks ‘open’ the exhibition format, going from 
drawing, sculptures, installation, text to music. From his background as 
electro musician, Ohlsson composes his visual work in a similar way, in 
which meanings are layered, becoming something different than what 
they would be separate from each other. A visual rhythm between the 
combined parts keeps the piece together becoming a new experience 
on its own.

Carolien Stikker:
“I am interested in questioning conventional habits and claims of 
photographic image making.” I quote from Tom Zummer, writer, curator in 
New York: “Carolien Stikker's disposition is cool and ironic. At the same 
time it is an open minded and generous position,  a willingness to explore 
the limits of a medium, a technology, or an idea. She is unafraid to tamper 
with the canonical gestures and precepts of her medium- as in the 
case of her series of precisely un-focused (one should say re-focused) 
photographs of pages of advertisements from art magazines, where 
the resulting images bear initial comparison to the painting of Newman, 
Rothko, even Turner, though they also operate at the level of the photo-
chemical index to produce something more akin to a 'technological sublime.”

Philippine Hoegen:
Research, display, context, collaboration (often with Carolien Stikker) 
are some of the keynote concepts in the work and activities of Philippine 
Hoegen (NL). With other artists in 2010 Philippine Hoegen started 
Calcite Revolt: an initiative created to provide and research new models 
of interaction and collaboration between artists, curators and theorists. 
Critically regarding common structures and hierarchies, its aim is to 
develop productive, fluid and adventurous ways of contributing to each 
others development and practice.

Aron Gent:
Aron Gent is an artist, photography printer and art organizer residing in 
Chicago, IL. He received a BFA in photography from Columbia College 
Chicago. Gent is a co-founder of MDW Fair and recently opened a 
printing/exhibition space called DOCUMENT. His photographic work is 
built around project-oriented investigations including images of family, 
familial settings, self, and intimates that are both poignantly quotidian 
and quietly surreal. Gent’s work is in the collection of the Milwaukee Art 
Museum and has been exhibited at the Hyde Park Art Center, Houston 
Center for Photography, Chicago Cultural Center and GASP Project 
Space in Boston. His curatorial experience includes Transparent Reflect 
(2009), an exhibition of nine artists exploring portraiture and self-
portraiture, and Hic et Nunc (2008), a survey of new guard photography. 
He currently teaches photography at the School of the Art Institute, 
Columbia College Chicago and the Hyde Park Art Center.

Maurice Bogaert:
Born in Heerlen (NL) in 1975, Maurice Bogaert earned his bachelor at the 
Academie Beeldende, Kunsten Maastricht (1999), and then continued his 
studies at the Piet Zwart Institute Rotterdam, Institute for postgraduate 
studies and research, where he graduated in 2001. Maurice currently 
lives in works in Amsterdam. Maurice has exhibited his interdisciplinary 
installations in several group- & soloshows and his video works have 
been screened both nationally and internationally. In 2011 Maurice won 
the BNG Workspace Project Prize.

Trevor Gainer:
Having spent his formative years building stone walls and painting window 
sashes in a small cabin in the Rocky Mountains, Trevor Gainer continues to 
explore the potential of production and myth through sculptural practices. 
Trevor Received his MFA from the University of Illinois at Chicago in 2008, 
and has shown his work through solo and group shows nationally and 
internationally. Trevor lives and works in Los Angeles.

Kevin Kaempf:
Kevin Kaempf works in diverse collaborative combinations creating 
projects, events, and publications. His practice values conversation, 
social spaces, and participatory processes. Kaempf’s diverse projects 
have included jointly programming for the experimental community 
space Mess Hall in Chicago, creating environmental pilot programs in 

locations throughout the US; and, working with People Powered on the 
exhibition Manifesto with accompanying workshops. Most recently his 
collaborative video work has been exhibited in Budapest and Chicago. 
Kaempf teaches in the Sculpture Department at the School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago.

Lora Lode:
Lora Lode received her MFA from the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign and is an artist living and working in Chicago. She is a 
keyholder (co-organizer) at an experimental cultural center called Mess 
Hall on Chicago’s north side. She has been part of two collective art 
groups, People Powered and Temporary Services, and continues to work 
on socially engaged collaborations and individual projects. She teaches a 
variety of studio and seminar courses at the School of the Art Institute.

Marjolijn Dijkman:
Marjolijn Dijkman graduated from the free media department at the 
Gerrit Rietveld Academy in Amsterdam in 2001, finished a post graduate 
course at the Piet Zwart Institute in Rotterdam in 2003 and was for two 
years a researcher at the Jan van Eyck Academy in Maastricht until 
2008. She is a tutor at the Fine Art Department of the MFA AKV St. Joost 
since 2009. Her work has been exhibited internationally in independent 
artspaces, centers for contemporary art and museums of modern art. 
Recent solo exhibitions included: Theatrum Orbis Terrarum at IKON 
Gallery in Birmingham and Spike Island in Bristol (2011), MATRIX 234 
at BAM/ PFA in Berkeley (2010) and Comma 02 at Bloomberg SPACE 
in London (2009). In 2005 she initiated together with Maarten Vanden 
Eynde the organisation Enough Room for Space. Often in collaboration 
with others she co-curated and initiated several events and exhibition 
projects. Amongst which: Smooth Structures at Smart Project Space in 
Amsterdam (2010),

Mark Jeffery:
Mark Jeffery (B. 1973 Doveridge, UK) is a Performance Artist, Curator 
and teacher. Mark received his BA in Visual Performance from Dartington 
College of Arts. He has been making collaborative / non-collaborative 
artworks since 1993. Recent exhibits include ASU Art Museum, Cathedral 
Quarter, Lincoln UK, Hyde Park Art Center, MCA Chicago. He was a 
member of Goat Island from 1996 – 2009, collaborating, touring and 
performing in 5 of Goat Island's works. Mark is Assistant Professor in 
Performance at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. Since 2007 he has 
been active co-curating performance, exhibitions and symposia in Chicago. 

Judd Morrissey:
Judd Morrissey is a writer and code artist whose practice encompasses 
elements of experimental text generation, internet art, live performance, 
site-responsive installation, collective authorship and structured public 
participation. He is the creator of widely studied and anthologized digital 
literary works including The Precession(2011), The Last Performance 

[dot org] (2009), The Jew's Daughter (2006), and My Name is Captain, 
Captain (2002). His projects are presented nationally and internationally 
in festivals, exhibitions, conferences and commission contexts. Judd 
is currently an Adjunct Associate Professor at the School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago.

Rune Peitersen:
Rune Peitersen (DK) is a visual artist, focusing on the retinal, but this 
doesn’t exclude taking position in society as an artist, when needed. 
Together with other artists Peitersen initiated Platform Re-set, an action 
group using the knowledge and tools that artists have, to react to 
alarming recent developments in the political climate in the Netherlands: 

“At the moment artists and the arts are being talked about, not addressed 
directly. We want to reaffirm our position in society.“

Proof Reader:

Mallory Geveart:
Mallory Gevaert is a graduate student and writing tutor at DePaul 
University.  Her work has been featured on ALARM Magazine's website, 
Green Lantern Press Daily, and DePaul's Writing Center blog.  An aspiring 
editor and publisher, Mallory looks forward to improving her skills at the 
Summer 2012 University of Denver Publishing Institute.

Bios Contributors
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“She is really nice, you should meet her!”

That’s more or less all I knew about Kirsten Leenaars, when 
introduced to her by a mutual friend in the spring of 2010.

So we ‘friended’ each other on Facebook, as one does, and pretty 
soon we decided to meet up in person, which is more unusual - I 
mean, how many of your 666 Facebook friends do you actually 
have the time to hang out with in real time?

But this one stood out, and it stuck. During our first 
conversations it became clear that we had more in common 
than just a friend - in fact we had several - but what’s more, we 
also had similar experiences and grievances with the art scenes 
we had both been a part of: that of Amsterdam and now that of 
Chicago. What we also discovered was that we had both been 
involved with similar, parallel networks in both cities that only 
partially overlapped.

These days, as we surely know, networking is crucial to surviving 
and thriving in the art world. “(S)He is a really good networker!” 
is a comment you often hear, often as a sneering remark, but as 
often with an ill-concealed admiration; networking is regarded as 
a skill, a craft, comparable to that other, old-fashioned handiwork 
of the ‘really good painter’ – a compliment which is, alas, not 
delivered with the same earnest approval as the coveted “(S)He’s 
a really good artist!”

So while networking is maybe not regarded as a noble pursuit, it 
is definitely regarded as a necessary evil, a contact sport that 
separates the winners from the losers of the art world. What’s 
more, once you’ve got a good network going, you are supposed 
to keep you cards close to your chest, so as not to let others take 
advantage of your hard work.

The idea for ‘mutualisms’ emerged out of the idea that maybe 
we could both - no wait! – Maybe we could all benefit from 
rethinking these dogmas, these golden rules of networking. 
What if we regarded our individual networks not as private 
capitals, from which we needed to ensure maximum gain on 
our investment, but rather as shared commodities, a rhizome 
structure of endless possibilities?

When we started looking at our individual networks it turned out 
that, although we had moved in the periphery of each other’s 
circles, not only had our paths not crossed before, but also that 
we had access to very different scenes within the scenes we 
frequented. Moreover, although we have all accepted as a given 

that globalization is the order of the day, the art world functions 
in very local ways, and even the internationally exhibiting stars 
that shine brightly on the firmament of their own home turf are 
often largely unknown once you cross the pond. 

One of the things we were missing was an influx of international 
artists into Chicago. Although it is home to a thriving art scene, 
and has been dubbed ‘the DIY capitol of the United States’, 
most people we knew in Amsterdam looked no further than NY 
when making their acquaintance with American art. Likewise, 
Amsterdam doesn’t have a pull that compares to European ‘art 
capitols’ such as London and Berlin. Although both cities are 
home to several internationally renowned institutes, such as the 
SAIC in Chicago and the Rijkskademie in Amsterdam, and attract 
students from all over the world, the majority of the students 
drift away again after completion of their studies – either to 
the cosmopolitan capitols in the ‘center of the center’ or back 
to the ‘periphery of the periphery’ where they came from. Few 
hang around in the ‘periphery of the center’ or the ‘center of 
the periphery’, but those who do sometimes stumble upon an 
interesting discovery: that in today’s interconnected art world, 
these territories have lost the significance that they held in 
modernity. The diaspora of the contemporary art world operates 
in circles that are defined less by geographical proximity than by 
tribal kinship.

So, we decided to introduce our ‘tribes’ to each other – to 
‘smoke a pipe’ so to speak, in the best of Native American - 
and Amsterdam – tradition. Since we had met just before the 
application deadline for the inaugural Propeller Fund Award, we 
decided to present the project within this framework. As we all 
know, it is not only who you know that is important, but also by 
whom you are introduced and under what circumstances, and we 
found that it was crucial to have some local backing for the project 
in monetary terms, but more importantly to have some moral 
support and a platform from which we could blow our own trumpet.

In our initial proposal for the project, we outlined our intention 
as follows: “ ‘Mutualisms’ is a collaborative curatorial project that 
explores the ways in which friendship and artistic collaboration 
can be used as a model for curating. 

‘Mutualisms’ is looking into artistic strategies for finding 
hospitality and exchange in the context of contemporary art 
practices as well as our own social domain. ‘Mutualisms’ reflects 
upon the reality of a world that is more and more characterized 
by an increasing flexibility and extendedness of our professional 

– friend – and artistic networks and reflects on how we place 

Let Me Introduce You…
Lise Haller Baggesen
And I swear you could taste the chicken and tomatoes

And the noodles and the marrowbone

But it really wasn’t nothing but some water and potatoes

And the wonderful, wonderful soupstone

Shel Silverstein, The Wonderful Soupstone

A / Intro
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ourselves within this interconnected community. Working with 
a transparent model of structuring and altering artistic contexts, 
networks and relationships, we aim to put together a show with 
a critical understanding of how an artist negotiates one’s own 
position within contemporary discourse and our lived reality’

Our strategy for doing so was very simple; we decided to pair 
up artists from Amsterdam and Chicago with each other, to invite 
them to engage in a dialogue, and that would form the basis for 
an exhibition that would take place at the Co-Prosperity Sphere 
in Chicago, in September 2011.

We described it to Caroline Picard in the interview “How to 
get to Mutualisms” that was published on Bad at Sports’ Blog, 
preceding the exhibition:

“Because we both are primarily artists, makers, and curators and 
thinkers secondarily, we curated the show very much from the 
point of view of the individual artists practice, rather than as an 
illustration of an intellectual or theoretical idea (not that we are 
anti-intellectuals, far from it!) So, we tried to combine artists 
that we felt had a similar approach or a similar sensibility, hoping 
that the connections we observed was something that they 
could see too - that they might discover their own links through 
a dialogue with each other about their own practices. When we 
invited the artists to participate in the show we made it very clear 
that the dialogue between each pair was an essential part of the 
concept and that they needed to be willing to engage in this what 
undoubtedly was at times – especially at first - potentially an 
awkward exchange. Kind of like any first date can be.” 1

On top of this Kirsten and I were to moderate the dialogues 
as a collaborative curatorial theme, adding another layer of 
mutualism in the process.

To facilitate the dialogue, and to have a central point of reference 
for all the artists involved, we set up a blog. This was meant 
solely as a tool, a virtual lounge where the artists could hang 
out and get to know each other, but also served afterwards as 
documentation of the process of getting the show together. 
Clearly the blogging experience worked better for some pairs 
than for others, but a good blogging experience was by no means 
a prerequisite nor was it a predictor of a good collaboration.
 
Unsurprisingly, what really made the collaborative sparks fly 
was the (promise of) face-to-face meetings between the artists. 
Some pairs were able to meet early on, in connection with other 
projects, while others met up in Chicago in the week before the 
show. We were fortunate enough to get substantial support both 

from the Mondriaan Foundation and from the Dutch Embassy 
in NY, undoubtedly facilitated by our initial local support, which 
enabled us to contribute to the artists’ travel costs and invite all 
the Amsterdam artists to come to Chicago for the opening. 

To provide the exhibition with a theoretical framework, and to 
place it within a larger ongoing dialogue, we invited the writers 
Erik Hagoort and Caroline Picard to organize a symposium 
around the themes of “Art and Reciprocity”. 
As framed by Caroline and Erik, the symposium allowed us to 
place the ideas of mutualism, collaboration and reciprocity in 
the bigger picture, both within the art world and outside. They in 
turn also set up a blog for their own correspondence, which ran 
parallel to, and sometimes commented on, the artists’ blog.

We included parts of this correspondence as a separate chapter 
of this publication, with an introductory “hyper text” by Caroline 
and Erik, both to emphasize its connection with the exhibition and 
to underscore its integrity as a discrete project.2

Those of you who are familiar with the Dutch art scene might 
already know of Erik Hagoort’s work and his ongoing involvement 
with and reflection on the field of relational aesthetics, or what 
he calls ‘the art of the encounter’. In his book Good Intentions: 
Judging the Art of the Encounter, he asks the following: 

We can judge purposive social actions by the measure of their 
effectiveness, but what if trust, intimacy, friendship and 
even love are in play? What is meant by this kind of artificial 
loyalty, friendship, intimacy and love? Are they a prerequisite 
for an objective of an encounter? Can friendship be an aesthetic 
experience? Can intimacy entice and mobilize people and to what 
end? Can art effect love, and use it to its advantage? Can art even 
interfere with the deepest stirrings of the soul?’

Pretty straightforward, you would think, but still worth a closer 
examination. In Erik’s ponderings about these relationships 
between the ethical and the aesthetical in relation to the creation 
and the experience of art works, we found a philosophical 
counterpart to some very practical considerations of our own. In 
the interview on ‘Bad at Sports’ I mentioned earlier, we engaged 
in the following Q&A with Erik: 

EH:‘[Yet,] relations, even friendship seems to take the bigger part 
of “art’s cake”. Russian moderator Viktor Misiano has called it the 
tendency of confidentiality. And a project such as Mutualisms 
could, thinking along, also be called a confidential project. What 
do you, Kirsten and Lise, think of this? What is the balance for 
you between creating an opportunity for artists to make works, 

and creating an opportunity for artists to relate to one another? 
These two aspects of Mutualisms are of course connected, but in 
what way?

KL&LHB: Two things were very clear from the beginning. One, 
we wanted to be transparent about the way we had curated the 
show and where these artists were coming from. Yes, they were 
selected from our pool of friends and acquaintances. This is 
perhaps an unspoken given – something acknowledged behind 
closed doors – but being transparent about that is really at 
the base of our show. And in that sense never confidential. […] 
What could be potentially more productive than fostering a 
relationship between two driven practitioners? The dialogue 
ultimately has the objective to allow new ways of looking at each 
others’ practice, to inspire a dialogue about ways of thinking that 
ultimately find their ways back to an artist’s practice.’    

For all this emphasis on collaboration, transparence and 
horizontal relationships, it is important for us to stress that 
the exhibition should not be viewed within the widening field 
of ‘relational aesthetics’. First of all the meetings were never 
regarded as a goal within themselves, but solely as a means to an 
end, the idea being that intimately involving another artist in your 
own practice can act as a catalyst, an agent provocateur, that 
allows you to examine unseen possibilities within that practice. 
The involvement in a collaborative project can also tempt you to 
leave your own ‘comfort zone’ and indulge in practices you might 
not otherwise have found inviting. 

Secondly, the meetings we facilitated were between the 
participating artists, not between the artists and the public. 
Given the practices of the artists involved, an encounter with the 
public would surely have been a possibility but as none of the 
artist-pairs seemed interested in going that way, neither were we. 

An often-heard comment, both from the participating artists 
and from the public, was why we didn’t include (parts of) the 
blog in the exhibition to inform the public about the dialogues 
that preceded it. The short answer is that we didn’t set out to 
make an exhibition ‘about’ collaboration; we wanted to examine 
collaboration as a strategy for exhibition making. As for the long 
answer, you can read the blog yourself! 3

Preceding every exhibition there is always an intense dialogue, 
be it external or internal or both (in most cases). This dialogue 
greatly informs the work, but is not the work itself. However, 
because the collaborative was such an important part of the 
process, we did choose to keep the pairings intact for the layout 

of the show, so that the pairing artists’ works were always shown 
in proximity to each other; the artists also installed their work in 
pairs. In this way the viewer could look for visual clues and make 
their own connections between the works.

Of course, the idea of building our curatorial strategy around 
these kinds of mutually beneficial relationships comes with both 
pitfalls and possibilities. 

Laying out our networks through each other’s extensions could 
easily have become a social club with the sole purpose of: ‘if 
you shake my hand, I will shake yours’— and to some maybe it 
was. But I think it was something more. By committing ourselves, 
as artists, writers and curators, to a project that was at once 
transparent, open-ended and horizontally structured – meaning, 
in practice, nothing more and nothing less than that we made it 
up, together; as we went along, we could allow ourselves to revisit 
our positions, both as members of our group and with respect to 
our own practices. Maybe it was because the initial stakes were 
so low; all we had when we set out was $2000 from the Propeller 
Fund and the exhibition space, which Public Media Fund had 
kindly offered to us – that, and a few good artists.

And all we could offer these artists in return for their input 
was the company of other good artists for the duration of our 
endeavor. But, like in the fairy tale about the wonderful soupstone, 
when you ask folks for a little bit they often give you a little bit 
more… and it’s that little bit more that is the difference between 
something or nothing, that makes the whole more that just the 
sum of the parts, in life as in art.
 
Lise Haller Baggesen
Chicago, November 2011
 

3. http://mutualisms.wordpress.com/�. http://badatsports.com/index.php?s=mutualisms&x=0&y=0 
2. See feature length: Art and Reciprocity by Erik Hagoort & Caroline Picard in this issue
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I’m drawn to the notion of reciprocity, but to be clear, before 
this week I hadn’t really thought much about the term. Nor had I 
consciously thought of it as a way to describe how we might live 
and work. So rather than standing up here and riffing on the topic 
like an expert (or a mad man), I figured it was better to spend an 
afternoon writing my way through it, to see where we might arrive. 
Sitting down to the task, my mind immediately began to pore 
through my own experience to find a point of reference. The place 
to start might be a recent moment from my own creative pursuits.

In August 2010 I went to the Harold Arts residency in rural 
Ohio1 as a guest critic of sorts, with the idea of writing an essay 
there among the trees. I soon scrapped that idea altogether and 
devoted myself to being a conversationalist instead, circling 
among the other people there. Over the next week I also ended 
up conducting sixteen lengthy interviews, one artist at a time, 
as we drifted casually for hours in a little boat on the mirrored 
surface of the nearby pond. What was the desired outcome or 
purpose? I wasn’t entirely sure. But as I look back it feels like it 
was an effort in some fundamental way to foster an atmosphere 
of open exchange. I brought to it few expectations. It was just 
about carrying conversations forward and making connections 
between everyone’s ideas. It was an effort, implicit for the most 
part, to build some kind of collective energy, to tease out where 
we overlapped but also where we diverged and then looped back 
around. I still think about many of those conversations, more than 
a year later. Kirsten Leenaars, co-curator of Mutualisms, was one 
of the other people involved, so perhaps my presence here today 
is a testament to the fact that the experience was beneficial for 
others too, that in some way it left its mark. And since then, in 
entirely unanticipated ways, I’ve actually embarked on extended 
collaborative projects with more than one artist I met at that 
summer session in Ohio. Some of them, I also know, have worked 
together too.

Is that effort an effective example of reciprocity in the realm 
of art? Maybe, or maybe not, but it’s moving in that direction. 
Either way, preparing this talk made me think about why it has 
felt worthwhile—alongside more conventional exhibitions and 
writing endeavors—to pursue more unusual projects, marked 
by uncertainty like that one and founded to a large degree on 
a lively, ongoing exchange with other people. From my vantage 
point at the moment the idea of reciprocity is most enticing when 
it’s between creative practitioners, whether artists or curators 
or writers or musicians or whatever combination of whomever. 
I’m less interested, for now, in the claim for reciprocity between 
artists (or institutions) and their immediate audiences. But as 

that very distinction between two different forms of reciprocity 
suggests, we quickly brush up against a more basic question: 
What are we actually talking about when we say “reciprocity”? 
Are all the panelists and artists here actually talking about the 
same thing? 

The word can be overly abstract, and even at it’s most concrete 
it still has many divergent connotations. Reciprocity is a form of 
exchange and a notion clearly echoed in—or borrowed from—the 
world at large. In that light it’s hard for me not to think about 
it in economic or political terms. (Barring that, it shows up in 
Christian theology, too.) And those are terms that are often 
wrapped up in the insistent evaluation of means and ends. What 
do you want and how do you get it? How can we gain mastery 
through a better grasp of cause and effect? Maybe I’m primed 
for this kind of thinking since I just read the latest thematic issue 
of e-flux journal [September 2011], which was all about alternate 
economies. Regardless, the word reciprocity is not without its 
baggage: it is already associated with economics or international 
politics, with trade agreements and border crossings. A small 
example: when I was in Argentina a few years ago people told me 
that to cross over the Andes into Chile as an American you had 
to pay $200. Why the huge fee? “Reciprocity,” I was told; since 
the United States demands of Chilean citizens a crazy sum to go 
through customs, Chile turns around and does the same good 
deed for us. 

We’re living in a part of the world dominated by a capitalist 
worldview and it quietly sneaks into our creative practices — our 
work — and even our collaborative ventures, whether in how we 
structure them or in our unspoken motivations. I’m not saying 
this is entirely bad, since it brings with it certain freedoms 
and potentially profound benefits. But I think that, fairly often, 
reciprocal action becomes nothing more than a strategy, whether 
we’re observing it in the art world or in business. It becomes 
another way to get ahead, clothed in elaborate language and 
carefully modulated postures. Even if we’re talking about fair 
dealings, the exchange at the heart of reciprocation is easily 
instrumentalized. And at that point reciprocity becomes just 
another kind of transaction, where one expects to recoup all 
efforts in equal measure. This might be why I occasionally 
find myself disappointed, even disheartened, by so-called 
participatory art practices — although there are wonderful, 
striking exceptions: I often wonder if the audience members, 
conscripted as participants, are being instrumentalized too, 
brought in to fill a pre-determined slot in an social-aesthetic 
matrix as if they were a missing part in a machine.

Something Apart From 
The Art Of The Deal
Karsten Lund
In September of last year, I delivered a brief lecture at a symposium devoted to the idea of 

reciprocity, organized in conjunction with the exhibition Mutualisms, which paired artists 

from Chicago and the Netherlands. Due to a mechanical failure that morning I wasn’t able to 

bring a printed version of my remarks, so I found myself sitting in front of a group of around 

thirty people and staring down at my iPhone. Scrolling through the words on the miniscule 

screen, as if I’d discovered a lost email I had sent to myself, I began to read aloud. Though 

I’ve taken the liberty of brushing it up for publication, it went something like this:

B / Feature

�. http://haroldarts.org
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The unsettling thing is, many of the seemingly more appealing 
models one could turn to—say, the alternative economies called 
into the service of artworks—in the effort to resist to a darkly 
capitalist worldview are just as tangled up in struggles for 
social power and dominance. Consider the “gift economies” that 
Marcel Mauss famously describes in his ethnographic studies.2 
A gift economy may not be explicitly premised on competition, 
but neither are the “archaic” societies that Mauss studied built 
miraculously on generosity. In the same issue of e-flux journal, 
Elizabeth Povinelli sums it up succinctly: “For Mauss, the gift had 
a straightforward tripartite structure – the obligation to give, to 
receive, and to reciprocate… To offer a gift was to assert power 
over another, a power that remained until the recipient could 
reverse the dynamic.” It yields, she writes, “a perpetual war of 
debt in which the books could never be settled.” 3

And so the practice of exchange and reciprocation, in this view, 
becomes burdened with the weight of expectations. If even the 
gift is so easily compromised, does this pose a major problem for 
the very possibility of reciprocity in art? I’m not entirely sure at 
this point, but I want to make a productive distinction between 
reciprocation and reciprocity. These are similar words, but in their 
usage they seem to pull in different directions. Reciprocation 
is an instance in which one responds to an action with a 
corresponding action: for example, the obligation to reciprocate a 
gift. Reciprocity, on the other hand, holds out the possibility of an 
ongoing mode of exchange—something more open. Reciprocity is 
not just an act,  it’s a broader platform of activity. 

The dictionary on my computer describes reciprocity as “the 
practice of exchanging things with other others for mutual benefit 

— especially privileges granted by one country or organization 
to another.” The emphasis on mutual benefit is certainly key, but 
more interesting is the hint that reciprocity might contain the 
possibility of a relationship based on equal standing and a spirit of 
openness. In this arrangement, the arrow points both ways, rather 
than swinging back and forth as deals get done.

In a recent essay, Jan Verwoert writes briefly about the artist 
Frances Stark, describing how in her work she moves toward 
a “politics of dedication.” For Stark this has an “anti-economical 
motivation.” I have to say this caught my eye and lit some small 
hopeful flame in my mind. Verwoert tells us that in one of Stark’s 
works, Structures that fit my opening and other parts considered 
to the whole (2006), a conceptual text piece taking the form of a 
Power Point presentation, the artist states that she is pondering 

“the possibility of liberating oneself from a cycle of disengaged 
production, motivated by a craving for legitimizing praise.” She 
continues  “Paradoxically, I looked toward a mutual admiration 

society — to that ecstatic reciprocal attention-paying of lovers — 
as an alternate model for understanding how and why intellectual 
equals might freely collaborate.” 4

While I can’t claim I’ve turned knowingly to reciprocity as a 
premise for my work, as I mentioned earlier, Stark’s outlook 
resonates. There’s something promising in her almost contrarian 
notion of reciprocal exchange, based on the model of attention-
paying lovers rather than business partners or strategic allies. I 
think in a roundabout way I’ve been trying to carve out a place in 
my life for this kind of reciprocity — based on some deep-seated 
instinct that it has value in itself. It feels like a decent outlook to 
say the least. And if I can start to liberate myself from a cycle of 
disengaged production, motivated by a craving for legitimizing 
praise, well, I’m all for it. 

And yet I find myself asking more questions than I can answer: is 
this being too idealistic? If we’re honest, does reciprocity imply 
nothing more than cooperation toward a shared goal? Can it in 
fact be reduced to the small pleasures of audience participation 
or more interactive kinds of art? Is exchange always doomed 
to become a private means to an end? We can’t easily exempt 
ourselves from competing on the terms of present-day capitalism 
or just shuck off its ingrained ways of thinking. Maybe reciprocity, 
optimistically, is merely a deal in which no one gets screwed. But 
I hope not. And I don’t think it has to be. We owe it to ourselves to 
imagine reciprocity in more generous ways.
 
///

That’s where I ended the lecture in September, but this line of 
thinking might benefit from an extended epilogue, or a second 
chapter of sorts. Specifically, I’d like to draw a few additional 
points from Lewis Hyde’s The Gift, which I began reading a few 
months after the symposium. It was years ago that I heard about 
Hyde’s book, first published in the U.S. in 1983, but I only recently 
encountered it in person—actually it came my way as a PDF, a 
gift, fittingly, from someone else. In 2006 the book was reprinted 
and Hyde’s thinking seems to be generating renewed interest 
among artists and creative people—or maybe anyone longing for 
a different path than the one beneath our feet.

As its title suggests, Hyde takes up the question the gift and its 
forms and functions, like Marcel Mauss did thirty years before, 
but in doing so Hyde draws on a wider set of resources. He 
weighs Mauss’s arguments and those of other anthropologists, 
but he also draws on old fables (each with a certain worldview 
buried deep in the details), and he looks closely at Walt Whitman 
and, surprisingly, Ezra Pound, using them as two case studies for 

what “the gift” might mean for artists and creative communities. 
But for the purposes of this essay, what is most illuminating is 
how he makes a number of passing observations that flesh out 
and complicate the notion of reciprocity, and even its role in 
modern society.

Hyde, like Marcel Mauss, acknowledges that every gift demands 
a return gift. But Hyde modifies the equation by noting that this 
does not mean the return gift goes back to the original giver. In 
fact, in many gift economies the obligation is to pass the gift 
along to someone else; the gift doesn’t sit still or double back, it 
keeps on moving.5  So while the appeal of Frances Stark’s model 
of reciprocal lovers is strong indeed, her proposal on those terms 
might not be quite enough. As Hyde notes, there is always a risk, 
when talking about two lovers, that mutual attention-paying 
becomes hermetic. (Who hasn’t known a couple or two who 
seem to speak their own language at the expense of a group 
conversation, or who moved in together and then stopped leaving 
the house?) A gift, Hyde writes, really needs a third party, for “if 
the exchange goes on and on to the exclusion of others, it soon 
goes stale.” 6

As Hyde discusses the nature of the exchange itself, reciprocity 
enters the picture, and he describes the difference between 
what he calls positive reciprocity and negative reciprocity. If 
an exchange leads to an increase beyond the initial value of 
what was exchanged, the type of reciprocity involved affects 
where this extra goes. When reciprocity is negative, as in the 
transactions of the market, someone squirrels away the extra, 
which “stays behind as profit”. When reciprocity is positive, the 
increase “stays in motion and follows the object;” which is to say, 
the gift continues to grow as it goes on its way.7 This suggests 
that reciprocity can be a self-centered impulse, directed inward, 
as much as it can be an act built on some form of generosity. And 
it can lead to a personal consolidation of resources, in place of a 
broader kind of nourishment in which “each of us may enter, and 
be revived by, a vitality beyond his or her solitary powers.”  8 On 
these terms it would seem that one kind of reciprocity is good 
and the other is bad, but as Hyde clarifies, that’s not really the 
case. You might prefer one to the other and still need them both.

For Hyde, market capitalism stands in profound contrast to gift 
economies, but in making the distinction he’s hardly drawing 
a line in the sand or calling for the abolition of the former. He 
is careful to point out that the story isn’t so simple or easily 
reduced to clear moral categories. Early in the book, Hyde pulls 
back the view to situate these economic systems in relation to 
larger questions and older conflicts:

In the present century the opposition between negative and 
positive reciprocity has taken the form of a debate between 

‘capitalist’ and ‘communist,’ ‘individualist’ and ‘socialist’; but 
the conflict is much older than that, because it is an essential 
polarity between the part and the whole, the one and the 
many. Every age must find its balance between the two, and in 
every age the domination of either one will bring with it the call 
for its opposite.9

He also comments that whichever type of reciprocity takes 
hold in a culture is in other respects a practical matter. “All 
societies, tribal or modern,” he writes, “have some such range 
of reciprocities to organize and express various degrees of 
relatedness or social distance.” As such it’s true for us, too. 

“What is particular to a market society,” Hyde continues, “is 
the need to emphasize the balanced reciprocity that occupies 
the middle of the scale.” �0 In our big cities, from Chicago to 
Amsterdam, if we are to coexist with countless other people we 
need some measure of negative reciprocity, too, with its neutral 
transactions and lack of mounting social bonds—“to keep from 
being overwhelmed by excessive human contact.” Most of us 
probably want our exchange with the guy at the gas station to be 
an efficient transaction, or to sit quietly among cordial strangers 
on our subway commute to work. On the other hand, if positive 
reciprocity were to disappear entirely you have a recipe for 
perfect alienation.

Given that we live in a time of aggressive capitalist expansion, 
individualist thinking continues to take the day. (See also the 
right-wing outcries against state-sponsored “socialism” in the 
United States.) This is only further accentuated by recent outcries 
for systemic change—a call for the opposite, to use Hyde’s 
words—made visible in the Occupy Wall Street movement, with 
its matching rhetoric of the 99% versus the 1%. Yet Hyde points 
out a fundamental predicament that holds steady regardless of 
any minor reorganizations of power or who happens to be in the 
Oval Office. He writes, “It remains an unsolved dilemma of the 
modern world, one to which anarchists have repeatedly addressed 
themselves, as to how we are to preserve true community in a 
mass society, one whose dominant value is exchange value and 
whose morality has been codified into law.” ��

Without expecting to resolve this dilemma, it seems our efforts 
to achieve a hearty measure of positive reciprocity, if only within 
the sphere our creative practices and artistic communities, is 
one place to start. (From there it’s a whole other story to try 
to shift the dominant values.) It sounds obvious in a way, but 
if reciprocity holds out the prospect of platform for activity, 

2. Marcel Mauss, The Gift: Forms & Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies, London: Cohen & West, Ltd., 1966.
3. Elizabeth A. Povinelli, “Routes/Worlds,” e-flux journal, #27 (September 2011), p. 04/12.
4. Jan Verwoert, “Exhaustion and Exhuberance: Ways to Defy the Pressure to Perform”, Dot Dot Dot, issue 15, p. 102.

5. Hyde is considering particular examples of gift economies in other cultures, but in the field of sociology one finds a 
similar concept, known as “generalized reciprocity.” In pop culture, the film Pay it Forward (2000) took as its premise this 
basic idea, though in a more simplistic form.
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as I posited before, it might also just be a mindset. On a basic 
level reciprocity can be grounded in a multi-directional kind of 
generosity and a position of openness, decoupled from canned 
expectations, contractual dealings, and overbearing dreams of 
success. As Hyde suggests, even ambiguity and inexactness 
can be generative qualities in some cases; rather than being 
expressions of indecision or lassitude, they can actually 
underwrite a different mode of exchange, one that preserves 
the spirit of the exchange and not just the materials involved, 
something better than balanced ledgers.�2

So if reciprocity can give rise to liberating collaborations in 
the vein of Frances Stark’s “mutual admiration society”, we 
might remind ourselves that this can’t be contained to a narrow 
conspiracy of two. Collaboration is great, but reciprocity, to 
thrive, must swell beyond a simple back-and-forth-and-back-
again. It needs to find some outward movement, as two-way 
streets connect to others. It needs to be something apart from 
the art of the deal. Maybe this is more prevalent than it seems, 
but even so it could be nurtured and amplified. Reciprocity 
might generate its own heat then, or it might point the way out 
of a maze we hardly see. I’ll admit, the exit isn’t right around the 
corner, but maybe still I got the ending right before: we owe it to 
ourselves to imagine reciprocity in more generous ways. 

— Karsten Lund

6. Ibid. p. 19.
7. Lewis Hyde, The Gift: How the Creative Spirit Transforms the World, 
Edinburgh: Canongate, 2006, p. 38.
8. Ibid., p. 39. 9. Ibid. p. 39. 10. Ibid., p. 138. 
11.  Ibid., p. 91. Here Hyde is discussing anarchism as a political philosophy, rather than 
popular conceptions of anarchists. “There are many connections between anarchist 
theory and gift exchange as an economy,” he writes. “Both assume that man is generous, 
or at least cooperative, ‘in nature’; both shun centralized power; both are best fitted to 
small groups and loose federations; both rely on contracts of the heart over codified 
contract, and so on. But, above all, it seems correct to speak of the gift as anarchist 
property because both anarchism and gift exchange share the assumption that it is not 
when a part of the self is inhibited and restrained, but when a part of the self is given 
away, that community appears.” (p. 94)
12. Ibid., p. 90.
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Toward A Better Way Of 
Working Together
Anne Elizabeth Moore
Let’s pretend for a moment that we’re all six years old, hanging out, friendly, at recess on the playground 

of the school we attend together in the United States of America. One of our pals is a loud, larger kid—

he’s sort of obnoxious and the tiniest bit aggressive but likeable and funny and smart, so we all get 

along fine. He is white. Did I need to say that he is white? Maybe I did. He is. Also, attractive. Attractive 

enough, at least. Later you will realize that the guiding characteristic of this big-boned, loudmouthed, 

attractive-enough kid was always and only extreme comfort. His contributions to whatever was going on 

were never unwelcomed. This eventually lent him into a kind of leadership status, although later you will 

read it as pure privilege, and you will note that the fact that no one ever asked him to stop asserting his 

leadership quite so frequently—or even, hell, just asked him be quiet for a minute—disallowed you from 

feeling entirely comfortable throughout your grade school experience.

B / Feature

He wasn’t mean, you’ll remember, it’s just that his right to say 
whatever occurred to him to say was always assured, while yours 
felt questioned. But you can’t really blame him for that, can 
you?—Well, that’s the kid I’m talking about. And he’s got this 
idea. He’s made up a game he wants to play called Scavenger 
Hunt. It’s based on a game he played with some older kids last 
summer, also called Scavenger Hunt, but you don’t yet know that 
he is passing off this old idea as his original one. If you did, you 
wouldn’t care. You’re six, and this is an excuse to run around and 
dig in the dirt. Even if you did care, he’s louder than you, and 
bigger, and everyone likes him, so what good would it do? Anyway 
Scavenger Hunt is a game where this kid comes up with a list of 
things commonly found, neglected or abandoned, in schoolyards. 
The fun part is: each team runs around finding these listed items, 
and bringing them to him. The first team to collect all the items 
on the list wins. Later, the big-boned loudmouthed attractive-
enough kid who claims he invented the Scavenger Hunt sells the 
items you collected for him on eBay. He makes a ton of money, for 
a six-year-old. Whatever, you say to yourself a couple years later, 
when you think about it again. You do think about it again.

What’s going on with this kid also happens now, and it happens 
among adults, not only on schoolyards. It happens among so-
called creative types, and it happens, particularly, among the 
practitioners of certain socially based art forms, even among 
those who consider their mode of operation primarily anti-
capitalist. Our schoolyard version of Scavenger Hunt could be, 
yes, described as a certain kind of collaboration. After all, more 
than one person participated in it. In fact it would have been 
called a collaboration, had the collected items been presented, 
finally, as an art exhibition, and not turned immediately into 
cold hard cash that probably got spent on comic books and 
candy bars. It would even have been called a collaboration had 
the collected items, once displayed, still been auctioned off and 
turned into cold hard cash, and then comic books and candy bars, 
for the big-boned loudmouthed attractive-enough kid who claims 
to have invented the Scavenger Hunt. We have seen it before. 
We can see it almost daily, in similar collaborations displayed in 
galleries, museums, and alternative spaces around the world.

*** 

It is all very hip and edgy to talk about collaborative art 
and cultural production practices as “market resistant,” 

“uncommodifiable,” or “anti-capitalist,” but the fact is that most 
collaborations are very, deliberately, bold-facedly capitalist, and 
even work to drive capitalism deeper into the heart of formerly 
free expression, now free market expression, ultimately profiting 
few, if any, involved at the base of this pyramid scheme. 

Take for example those print and publishing collectives who 
amass great works by deserving artists in visual and print 
media, and gather together to distribute and market this work. 
Now, collectives are not cooperatives, and demand no economic 
justification for the term. (Cooperatives share decision-making 
and profits.) For the most part, in fact, they are simply long-
term collaborations. If we look at such collectives as extant 
under capitalism, which they are (and we are, and will remain for 
some time), what they are, really, are solid branding strategies, 
not unlike a major soda marketing campaign in which you get a 
t-shirt to wear in front of your audience of friends in exchange for 
responding to a few questions: the more involved in marketing, the 
better. Often too, such projects are headed by men, white men, 
who trade on their comfort with volume, receiving in exchange 
for their efforts the bulk of the reward.

Now, such projects are often “political,” and sometimes 
“anarchist,” and generally speaking they have missions of purpose 
that describe their collective mode of organization as capitalist 
or corporate resistant. But in fact, a group of people working 
together under one white male figurehead who paternalistically 
acts as the face of the organization, amassing the largest cut 
of wealth, or fame, or other profit—whether in cultural capital or 
financial—well, that actually looks really familiar. 

True, my feelings about this are complicated: In the absence of 
better modes of working with other people, I will accept lip-
service paid to the notion of better modes of working with other 
people. Also, many of those people are my friends, and do great 
work. But the fact that I like them doesn’t change the fact that, 
more or less, they have banded together in a massive branding 
project that intends to challenge the corporate world not by 
envisioning anything truly alternative to it, but by emulating it, 
quite closely. 
 

 ***

It will be helpful now to look in depth at the term collaboration, 
because the readiness with which the idea of working with other 
people has been embraced as a political art-making strategy 
is troubling. It is true that individualism is a defining factor of 
capitalism. But it is not true that two, or three, or more individuals 
working together—even if they call themselves collaborators, or a 
collective, or anything else—is necessarily doing anything new, or 
interesting, or politically challenging.

What collaboration is, simply, is the act of pooling labor toward 
a common purpose. Now, what collaboration implies is a shared 
base of knowledge among all participants, and informed consent 
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as to the methodologies of production and outcome of co-created 
work. Yet the implication of such does not make it so. Consider 
that, having lived under capitalism for so long, we have begun to 
adapt to its very strange system of priorities, and we can start to 
see how something that considers itself anti-capitalist is, most of 
the time, not. Usually by accident.

Take, for example, our collaborative project, Scavenger Hunt. Yes, 
we were informed of the rules that governed participation, and 
yes, we agreed to play by them. No, we didn’t ask what would be 
done with the items we collected after we’d turned them in and 
claimed team victory or admitted defeat. It probably didn’t occur 
to us to do so. And here is why: We were six fucking years old. 

Which is to say, a very tiny power imbalance existed on that 
playground before we had ever heard of Scavenger Hunt, and one 
big-boned, loudmouthed, attractive-enough kid felt comfortable 
capitalizing on it. Literally: by accruing financial capital from our 
collective lack of comfort in questioning the process we’d been 
presented with as a group effort. The very act of establishing 
a collaboration based on a pre-existing set of rules embeds 
that tiny power imbalance in all future interactions among that 
group. Usually this organizational strategy is adopted for the 
sake of expediency, so this kid didn’t necessarily think he was 
taking advantage of a community he felt comfortable in, just as a 
photographer who collaborates with “street kids” often doesn’t 
check her privilege when selling that work, accepting that next 
show, receiving that royalty check for the book, or agreeing to 
that marketing campaign. 

So it is clear that something unfair happens, sometimes—even 
frequently—in collaborative work. Something we see echoed in 
the second definition of “collaborator”: to willingly work with an 
enemy of one’s country or an occupying force. 

Because really, collaboration as we tend to use it in the art world 
is just crowd-sourced labor managed under traditional models of 
decision-making. Often, this labor is unpaid, and in its guise as 

“political”, surprisingly frequently reasserts traditional notions of 
power among those who consider themselves creative, resistant, 
or radical. A process that invites collaborators in around the 
question of how the collaboration will unfold can be truly radical, 
yes. But does not happen very often.

When working with others, yes, sometimes you find yourself 
doing things you don’t want to. But how quickly and easily we 
work against our own best interests: a different scale of self-
destruction is possible when presented to us as self-protection, 
when we are told that by doing it, the world can be made better.

 ***

Working with other people sucks. If you try to tell me it does not, 
I will know that you are lying, and I will never work with you. Or 
perhaps you are merely naïve, in which case I will also not work 
with you. However. Working with other people is the only work 
worth doing.

There are lots of ways that working with other people can fail: the 
collaboration can simply never gel, which is probably the most 
common variety of failure, or it can dissolve through personality 
clashes. It can become too logistically difficult, or key resources 
can fall through, or someone can die or move or move across the 
country with all the funds you were given to complete the project. 
That happened to me, twice. 

Still, I submit that most collaborations fail due exclusively to 
unchecked privilege, which is the mechanism through which 
power imbalances occur and are amplified. I further submit that 
the primary value of working with other people is that it forces you 
to acknowledge privileges you may never otherwise have noticed.

Unchecked privilege is, always, oppression. And privilege is 
deliberately evasive, sometimes to the perpetrator as well as 
to the recipient. It is, however, a governing force, potentially 
stronger even than actual governmental forces. Privilege is power 
in its most distilled form, all the more abiding for its invisibility. 
When you are personally experiencing it, however, it never, 
ever, feels like something that can or should be investigated, or 
questioned, or problematized. Privilege only ever feels earned, 
like comfort, like rest.

When you are comfortable while working with other people, you 
should probably ask yourself why.

 ***

A bit more on privilege: it can be defined as consideration or 
advantage granted to few among many without acknowledgment, 
justification, or accountability. It is different from, but related to, 
a right, which may be defined as legal, social, or ethical principles 
that outline entitlement, and are enforced by a governmental, 
legal, social, or cultural body. It should be noted that often rights 
are established with the purpose of combating privilege, and that 
privilege itself is often utilized in the uneven enforcement of rights. 

It can be a good exercise, to catalogue one’s own privilege, 
perhaps based on Peggy McIntosh’s 1990 list in White Privilege: 
Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack. Yet however prevalent white 

privilege is in our culture, or masculine privilege (which she also 
notes, although with little elaboration), the varieties of privilege 
afforded various individuals within society are actually quite 
plentiful. Privilege can be offered or denied based upon:

-Education
-Vocabulary
-Beauty
-Race
-Family
-Hair color
-Sexuality
-Size of breasts
-Rumor
-Wit
-Friendliness
-Wealth
-Presumed wealth
-Cultural capital
-Shared background
-Gender
-Mode of dress

-Something stupid that someone just likes about you for no 
reason, like your first name, especially if it is the same as their 
first name 

When working with certain groups of people, it may be 
advantageous to take stock not only of your race or gender 
privilege, but also of your economic or educational privileges as well. 

In fact, for collaborative work that aims to address matters of 
social justice, cataloguing privilege must be fundamental. The 
various privileges that should be ascertained include: those 
afforded individuals present; those afforded groups present, and 
members of groups, whether officially or unofficially represented; 
those afforded the presiding institutions offering resources to 
facilitate group interaction; extant privileges at play in the world 
but not offered any participants in this particular interaction; 
and privileges that have so far never been offered any individual 
or group, but that can be imagined as supportive to the 
collaboration at hand. 

Yes, I am suggesting that you catalogue all privileges enjoyed by 
all parties, and all potential privileges as yet unenjoyed by any 
parties. Not so that you can strive to accrue those privileges, but 
because envisioning a situation in which you are offered privilege 
might allow you enough of it to function when it is otherwise lacking.

***

Let’s go back to our playground. Let’s imagine that our teacher 
had, earlier that day, berated our loudmouthed, big-boned, 
attractive-enough friend for cracking a joke in class that, OK, 
everyone enjoyed well enough, but that maybe was a little bit 
racist or sexist, and it was funny, you’re not saying it wasn’t, but 
it also gave you pause, made you wonder if the loudmouthed, 
big-boned, attractive-enough kid might say something like that 
about you, even though you are his friend, or about your mom. 
Maybe it didn’t even make you feel uncomfortable, what he said, 
but maybe you recognized that there was discomfort in it for 
someone and that, although he had been asked not to, he had 
said it out loud anyway. And in that moment where you were 
opening up to the realization that this kid’s sense of entitlement 
was, in fact, causing you a whiff of discomfort—disallowing you 
the comfort of being entitled to anything—that is the moment our 
teacher said to the kid, “I’m glad you feel comfortable enough to 
speak your mind,”—and then said the kid’s name—“but it is rude 
to interrupt, and that comment wasn’t respectful of girls or kids 
of color. Saying things like that may make others less comfortable 
speaking their minds, so I’m going to ask you to be quiet 
now.” And there: it happened. You felt discomfort, and it was 
validated by an outside source, and it doesn’t take more than that 
sometimes to bring comfort back. So later when we go outside 
to play, and this kid suggests his game Scavenger Hunt, we are 
all ready. You think the game sounds a lot like something your 
sister did at summer camp the year before. Marie doesn’t think 
a game where she runs around fetching things for a loud white 
boy sounds like much fun at all. Everyone wants to know what will 
happen to the stuff after it’s collected, why they can’t make their 
own list of stuff, or if we should sell it on eBay together, or make 
something else out of it, together. We all work out a new game, 
based on what we like to do best, and based on liking each other. 

I submit that the biologic notion of mutualism, in which two 
organisms of different species collaborate in a symbiotic process 
that supports productive output for each, may stand as an 
improved metaphor for capitalist-resistant art practices. And I 
have herein attempted to outline some guidelines through which 
it can be achieved.
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Curating as a Mutual Process 
Mary Jane Jacob

B / Feature

My colleagues undertaking this project evoked sources for 
“mutualism” in the biologic sphere. I contribute here a curator’s 
reflection, but start with that of an artist. 

Mutualism aligns with John Dewey’s and later Marcel Duchamp’s 
concept of experiencing act as a reciprocal relationship of viewer 
and object,2 but this quote refers to something else—it is about 
process. The mutual relationships within a process are what allow 
it to grow fully to fruition and, as this Ur-metaphor goes, to bear 
fruit. In this process, curators can play a role. I left museums 
because working there wasn’t about making3 or cultivating new 
artistic projects. Moreover, the institution-centris approach that 
prevailed limited ways of thinking about art and its relationship to 
others and to the whole—of art, of culture, of the world. But that 
larger realm is just what artists are about and why they are driven 
to make. So thinking and making need to be cared for,4 though as I 
found, museums may not the best environment for that. 

in curating this process there emerges ways for curators to work 
mutually.5 I do not mean to confuse mutualism with collaboration, 
a word that now often implies artists working together, sometimes 
defining themselves as a collective with a group name. Thus, I 
refrain from using the word collaboration because of its tacit 
claim on authorship and, veering away, find mutualism a useful 
concept for what I mean as a generative dialogue. This process 
is not necessarily evidenced in straightforward, concrete, visual 
terms whereby each party’s contribution can be located. Rather 
it leads to a result that would, nonetheless, not have evolved as it 
did without this dialogue. 

This kind of dialogue is rich and exciting, frustrating and 
convoluted, agitated, energetic or, at times, present in silence. 
It has many legs and tangents. The fogginess of this process is 
important; sustaining it allows for productive growth until clarity 
pokes through here and there, only to retreat again, and at last 
emerging fully. Most of all, it is not linear or even incremental. 
Here the curator plays a role of interlocutor or sounding board, 
facilitating or waiting. I have heard from artists that perhaps the 
most important thing the curator offers is trust—in the artist 

and in the process of creation. The curator can offer ideas that 
might be a spark or even stick, as well as mobilize resources. Yet 
while curators can enable something to grow and certainly go far 
in keeping it from dying, they can’t grow it. The relationship is 
mutual and distinct between artist and curator. (Maybe that needs 
to be borne in mind when authorship becomes misattributed or 
even contentious.) 

The nature of this creative, growing process starts with a sharing 
of interests and of intuitions that there is something worth doing.6 

The process consists of talking freely (the proverbial “talking out 
loud”) plus listening. It is a way of bringing forth one’s knowledge 
but maintaining enough balance to openly participate in an 
unknown territory—not just areas of knowledge not yet acquired 
or which are the expertise of others, but not knowing just 
what will come of all of this. A colleague recently called it to 
work with “complexity and continuity.” 7 It is with an eye open to 
potential and grounded along a continuous if circuitous path, that 
process can take us to another place.

I was severely criticized once (well, maybe not just once, but once 
to my face that I know of) by a nationally prominent foundation 
for using an organic process instead of a clearly articulated, 
methodical, business-like, strategic process with demonstrable 
outcomes forecasted. I think we have come a long way from 
that as a benchmark. Or maybe I sit with artists more than 
administrators now. But this organic process has enormous 
value and I believe in it and, let’s not forget, it is the natural 
way things happen. 

In cultivating ideas and forms and outcomes, this process (for 
me) also aims to include others, so it is a process of trying and 
testing, widening the circle at each turn. During these phases of 
the process (as there can be multiple phases as we circle back 
around ideas and territories again and again…), there is a need 
to work in a kind of animated suspension, dynamic but floating, 
until we can see just where this process grows and takes us. And 
in the momentum-building process other constituents emerge 
who are committed. They are not day-worker focus groups, but as 
protagonists or audiences they are there out of desire and a need 

The wise gardener feels what kind of fertilizer every growing sensitivity needs. She knows how to 

question herself and others, she feels that art needs somebody to listen to the message. Somebody 

to desire it, somebody to use it, to drink it like wine. Only then it makes sense.1

– Magdalena Abakanowicz



28

Proximity      Issue 10

1. Magdalena Abakanowicz, personal correspondence 2005.

2. The reciprocal relationship of artist and viewer can be seen in these two quotes 
of John Dewey; “The artist embodies in himself the attitude of the perceiver while he 
works”; “We understand it [art] in the degree in which we make it a part of our own 
attitudes, not just by collective information concerning the conditions under which it was 
produced. We accomplish this result when, to borrow a term from Bergson, we install 
ourselves in modes of apprehending nature that at first are strange to us. To some degree 
we become artists ourselves as we undertake this integration, and, by bringing it to pass, 
our experience is reoriented… This insensible melting is far more efficacious than the 
change effected by reasoning, because it enters directly into attitude.” See John Dewey, 
Art as Experience (1934; New York: Penguin Books, 2005): 50, 348.

Marcel Duchamp spoke of something similar in 1957 when he delivered his talk “The 
Creative Act.” Seeking to describe “the phenomenon which prompts the spectator 
to react critically to the work of art,” he said: “This phenomenon is comparable to a 
transference from the artist to the spectator in the form of an esthetic osmosis taking 
place through the inert matter, such as pigment, piano or marble.”

3. Instead it was about cajoling collectors, placating boards, un-ruffling directors, in 
essence keeping the power structure intact and satiated.

4. Curator, with its roots in curare speaks to acts of caring and keeping safe, curing or 
healing.

5. The period of which I refer, the 1990s, was also one of rising curatorial power as seen 
best through the global phenomena of biennials; the discourse and practice of artists as 
curators was also gaining speed and with it, some play on the part of curators (but not 
this curator) that curators can be artists, too, in their practice of exhibition making.

6. I am currently engaged in a process with a group of artists and the curatorial staff of 
the Sullivan Galleries at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago to consider deeply 
and complexly the nature of social practice, the Chicago-ness of contemporary social 
practice, the future of social practice as it is identified with education, collaborative 
modes of working, and a view to the larger society. Ours is an unclear path; the forms by 
which it will be realized as an exhibition rise and fall in overlapping positing of ideas and 
speculations. But our shared base is the necessity and sense of potentiality of the pursuit.

7. Angela Vettese, Director of the Graduate Program in Visual Arts at the Faculty of Arts 
and Design of the IUAV University in Venice, used this phrase when speaking about of her 
curatorial practice in a class presentation for “Advanced Curatorial Practice” graduate 
seminar at SAIC, February 6, 2012.

because of commercial marketing claims. 

This joining of forces does not mean that all parts remain in 
the soup; soup is great, but clarity is rarely its strong suit. The 
end result is not beholden to ideas ventured in conceptual 
imaginings or to model prototypical phases in physical or 
virtual terms. As the definition goes, a mutual relationship is 
not about becoming one, fusing identity or being parasitically 
connected. The curator remains the curator; the artist remains 
ultimately responsible to their work. Neither does the artist and 
curator becomes an entity, nor does the work become a sum of 
the parts of the process.  It is transformed in the process. Yet 
there is something mutual that happens when the artist and the 
curator share a space of creation. 
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Friendship

Reciprocity

Buddhism

Networks

Politics

Solidarity

Collaboration

Process

Reciprocation ≠ Reciprocity

Dialogue – not just talking

Exchange

Catalyst for art practice

Hand holding

Participant/Observer

Group Dynamics

Curiosity/Empathy

Reactions/Connections

Decisions made on behalf of group

Dynamic Networks

2 vs. networks

Networks vs. Groups

Results

Mutual Trust

Introductions

Relational Aesthetics 

Collaboration as to 

Dialogue/how a show can evolve

Dialogue vs. Making

Funding

How do unequal partners work 

together for solidarity?

Equality – funding vs. working

Conversation points

Successive & collaborative failure

Inequality vs. difference

Collaboration, Cooperation, 
and Mutualism: People, 
Places, and Purposes United
Tricia Van Eck

B / Feature

When people, places, and purposes are united, magic, art, and 
community is created. But how are people best united? As 
a high school teacher, I wrote lesson plans for a yearlong 
collaborative learning program since much of my own education 
was in collaborative contexts. As a curator, I have organized a 
myriad of variables to create collaborative conditions between 
artists, staff, and the public. While these experiences occurred in 
collaborative ecosystems, how are these environments developed 
and fostered? Furthermore, what are the social, political and 
economic ramifications of artistic collaboration? This essay 
operates under the premise that the organizational structure 
behind an event, action, or experience influences the outcome 
more than individuals, particularly artists, would like to admit. 
It attempts to create a “how to” guidebook for collaboration to 
encourage new paradigms for artistic production. 

Alone we can do so little. Together we can do so much.
 -Helen Keller

It is a popular belief that the art world is competitive. While I 
can’t empirically refute this, I am drawn to historic moments 
when artists have collaborated to achieve far more than what 
they might have achieved individually. From medieval guilds 
to the Futurists, Dadaists, and Fluxus, to AfriCOBRA, Group 
Material, Gran Fury, and the Guerrilla Girls, as well as the more 
contemporary N55, Temporary Services, and Future Farmers, 
to name just a few, collectives  have advanced new modes of 
working, questioning, and being in the world, each in their own 
time. While the successes that result from working together are 
enormous - a greater level of complexity and possibilities that 
allow for new approaches, experimentation, and risk taking – 
collaboration is notoriously difficult, since collaboration does 
not come naturally within cultures that encourage individual 
responsibility and accountability. Many collaborative efforts 
fail due to the challenges of power struggles, apathy, or 
miscommunication. Yet many succeed. For example, while writing 
this, I was in Toronto attending the Free Fall performing arts 
festival (www.theatrecentre.org), and saw Out The Window, a 
play about police brutality. For over four years, the play was 
incubated and nurtured by The Theatre Center to harness 
the collective knowledge, skills, and talent among the city’s 
institutions – high schools, theatres, and universities. 

“How can we develop strategies to materialize the invisible and 
immaterial structures of our working relations in artistic sites?” 

-Andrea Fraser1

If artists aim to critique rampant individualism – a characteristic 
of the capitalist system – then provoking the public to experience 
new ways of seeing and thinking about self interest is not enough. 
Rather than ask others to change, how can artists and institutions 

create the change they want to manifest within their own artistic 
process, production, and presentation? How can the studio and 
exhibition space become sites for articulating new models of 
working together? It seems particularly timely to ask this as 2012 
has been recognized as the International Year of Co-operatives by 
the United Nations and as the global financial crisis continues.

Co-operatives are a reminder to the international community 
that it is possible to pursue both economic viability and social 
responsibility. -Ban Ki-moon, UN Secretary General

While working at a fairly structured museum, I often had to 
shield artists from its imposed bureaucracy to allow breathing 
room for improvisation and experimental production modes. Yet 
planning ahead, and putting things in writing, can assist creativity, 
spontaneity, and informalism. How, then, can bureaucratic means 
be co-opted to enhance cooperative and collaborative ends? 2 
A helpful tool is project management – a collaborative business 
method for planning, organizing, coordinating and managing. 
Despite artists’ often critical disposition to the business world’s 
stratified distribution of income, project management offers highly 
egalitarian guidelines to bring together all involved in a project 
(not just an anointed few) to effectively discuss, clarify, and agree 
upon as much as possible in the beginning of a project, despite the 
temptation to “get in there and start working.” Cooperation can 
also benefit from looking at systems theory, which views the world 
as a network of connections or an ecosystem.3 A third method is 
mutual trust in oneself and each other. 

In the interest of fostering more cooperation and less competition 
- a direction I believe society is moving in - these three approaches 
are merged below into these ten collaboration guidelines: 

1. DEFINE THE PURPOSE 
What is the aim of the project? What is the problem it is trying to 
solve or mission it is addressing? How will the world be a better 
place as a result?

2. ARTICULATE A SHARED VISION OF SUCCESS
Develop, create, and articulate a shared vision of the end result, 
goals of how to get there, and an agreed upon representation of 
that vision. This is often difficult to articulate at the beginning 
stages because the artistic process is often fluid leading to 
different outcomes. However, the process of developing a shared 
vision has value in itself.  While the vision of the final product 
can be loosely defined, discussing and sharing each other’s 
vision motivates all to work together to create a space of shared 
possibilities, opportunities, and novel ways of envisioning the 
world. An agreed upon vision that answers the purpose and 
is clear and understandable by everyone forms the common 
motivation and bond to begin. It’s the glue and the path all at once. 

Words / Ideas discussed with Mutualism writers
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3. EMPHASIZE MUTUAL INFLUENCE
Matt Griffin from the design group Bearded writes: “Everyone 
in the group is as smart and skilled as anyone else, and all our 
ideas are worth equal consideration.” 4 This unified mindset 
encourages open communication and listening and avoids 
micromanaging. Cooperation is at all levels; someone dictating 
the division of labor and what needs be done is not cooperation.

4. EXCELLENCE IS SIMULTANEOUSLY BIG AND SMALL 
So what needs to be done, and who is going to do it? Before 
jumping in and working, assess the nature and difficulty of a 
project and break it down into little and easy tasks or stages of 
completion. This assessment time is necessary to plan a strategy 
for excellence and eudaimonia, often translated as happiness, 
which Aristotle defined as living well and doing well by repeatedly 
making the best use of talents and skills for oneself and community. 

5. WWW: THE HOW OF HAPPINESS
If happiness results from communal connections and play lies in 
the elasticity between structure/freedom and order/chaos, how 
do we design systems of communal play that foster excellence, 
mutual respect, and experimentation? 

A . WHO
The beauty of cooperation lies in the diversity of skills, talents, 
and knowledge that are brought together, so divide tasks based 
on talents, skills, and interests. Once the project has been broken 
down into tasks, decide who will control and own and accomplish 
which tasks. “That’s when magic happens – when you accept 
what people are doing. Embrace their ideas and open yourself up 
to the many options that can happen…” 5

B. WHAT
Discussing together what is needed and how roles, resource 
needs, and opportunities are to be filled, saves time and money 
by coordinating, pooling, and integrating the knowledge, 
resources, and contributions of the group. Your junk is another 
person’s treasure, so for needs to be met, they need to be voiced. 

C. WHEN
Decide not only who is doing what, but when. It is important to 
clarify how everything can be accomplished in time and on budget. 
Surprises are information not shared until it’s too late. Create 
checkpoints and deadlines to mitigate unnecessary surprises. 

D. HOW:
Once the project has been broken into tasks, focus and start 
on the first with your full attention, and make the process your 
own. After the first step is completed, check how it fits with 
the timeline and other group goals, so everyone can assess the 

accuracy of their planning, feel good about their accomplishment, 
mode of working, and the project. Then focus on the second 
task. “Collaboration drives creativity because innovation always 
emerges from a series of sparks – never a single flash of insight.” 6

It’s important to make sure that everyone agrees how the roles, 
responsibilities, and activities will be coordinated. Majority 
rule may work for democracy, but unity and a commitment to 
consensus is needed for collaboration. 

5. TRUST, GENEROSITY, AND LOVE, BUT 
PUT IT IN WRITING TOGETHER
Two things are important: the mission and each other. If the group 
breaks down, the mission breaks down. Expect and trust in a high 
quality of engagement with the process but be generous with 
each other. The Orpheus Chamber Orchestra of New York, which 
performs without a conductor, discusses the importance of “trust 
in each other: trusting each of the other musicians to listen to 
everyone – and to take responsibility for the entire piece, not for 
their own parts.” 7 I try to rely on trust, but I understand others’ 
distrust of collaboration and the imperfections of communication. 
Therefore, I am experimenting with putting everything in writing: 
the mission, goals, shared vision, and how the agreed upon plan 
is to be achieved. Instead of looking at this as stifling flexibility, 
what if we view writing as an extension of conversation, a 
translation into a different medium that confirms that everyone 
understands each other? If, according to Kenneth A. Bruffee, we 
think of “learning as a social process, … then … writing…involves 
demonstrating ... that [we] know something only when [we] can 
explain it in writing to the satisfaction of the community of [our] 
knowledgeable peers.” 8 “By writing, we reimmerse conversation 
in its social medium…[T]he point is that writing always has its 
roots deep in the acquired ability to carry on the social symbolic 
exchange we call conversation.” �

6. COMMUNICATE CONSTANTLY
In Simone Forti’s seminal work from the 1960s, Huddle, dancers 
embrace each other in a huddle, communicating through their 
body at all times. Since each dancer takes turns climbing over 
the mass, constant communication allows the group to move 
together, to hold each other, and to shift. Creating an amorphous 
but solid atmosphere allows space for changes, even if the shared 
vision changes. Problems can happen when communication stops, 
when the workload seems all encompassing. However, despite 
time constraints, the group needs to maintain their agreed-upon 
checkpoints. At these points you can check work and perceptions. 
Perception is reality, so if one person’s perception of the end 
result changes, this needs to be communicated and shared with 
all and compared with the shared vision. If agreed upon, the 
shared vision and everyone, as in Huddle, can adjust. Checking 

in on each other’s tasks help to give and receive support and 
encouragement to take risks and develop new approaches, hold 
one another accountable, and to again share resources, skills, 
knowledge, and fun. About Huddle, Simone Forti has said: “The 
weight passes through everybody else’s body. The weight passes 
to the ground through this structure. We learn to not be afraid. 
Put your foot on somebody. Spread your weight.” 10

7. PLAY WELL WITH OTHERS 
What happens when conflict raises its ugly head (and it 
probably will)? This is where the shared vision and continuous 
communication helps. By bringing the conflict (before it gets out 
of control) to the original vision, it can be analyzed whether it can 
be accommodated or if it needs to change. If the shared vision of 
the outcome is to change at any stage in the process, this needs 
to be discussed as a group and any changes should result from a 
group consensus since this will cause changes on many levels. 

But what happens when someone has opposing views about the 
vision (or anything else) and will not back down? Matt Griffin 
from Bearded writes: “When two people really feel strongly about 
approaches, stop arguing and try both.” 11

8. BACKBONE SUPPORT 
What happens when conflict cannot be solved or when things 
go deeply wrong? If there is a facilitator, curator, gallery 
director, organizer  – someone who holds the whole picture or 
who has ultimate say – that person(s) should ultimately make 
decisions regarding the public’s health and safety or the law. If 
this person doesn’t exist in the group an immediate consensus 
should be reached.  

9. GIVE THANKS
Give credit where credit is due. By writing everything down in 
advance – who is doing what and providing what – and making 
adjustments throughout, everyone can be properly credited. 
Some people want to take credit for other people’s ideas, time, 
work, money, resources, etc. while others wish to share it, and 
others wish to remain anonymous. For people to work again 
together, everyone needs to be acknowledged for what they 
contribute, even when it means giving someone else credit for 
what other people presume is your work. It is time to replace the 
myth of the lone artist creating work in a vacuum, with a creative, 
collaborative ecosystem.

10. COMMUNICATE, RECOMMUNICATE, AND EVALUATE.
At all stages, try to coordinate actions through communication. It 
is easy to be pre-occupied with the end result, to the detriment 
of communication during the process, but the shared journey 
needs to be as important as the outcome. According to Jo 

Jones, an accomplished Jazz musician, “The hardest thing for 
a musician to learn is HOW to play with people.” Yet this is its 
greatest task. Like Sufi whirling dervishes, with each mastering 
their individual contributions yet at the same time connecting, 
listening, and responding to each other, they attain a higher 
shared consciousness. Completely engaged, the group creates 
something larger than themselves and a sense of mutualism 
pervades. Acknowledging the transformational power of the 
process, discuss at the end of the work the lessons learned 
and how to advance them. While musicians and theater groups 
regularly do this, artists rarely do so. Evaluate what worked 
and what didn’t and how you can best work together next time. 
Because you will.

1. Andrea Fraser, “Procedural matters; Andrea Fraser on the Art of Micheal
Asher,” Art Forum, Summer 2008. 
http://www.thefreelibrary.com Procedural+matters%3B+Andrea+ Fraser+on
+the+ Art+of+ Micheal+Asher.-a0180564270, accessed 12 June 2012. See also: Andrea 
Fraser, “There’s No Place Like Home, ” 2012 Whitney Biennial, 
(New York: Whitney Museum. 2012) 28-33.
http://whitney.org/file_columns/0002/9847/andreafraser_theresnoplacelikehome_2012
whitneybiennial.pdf accessed 12 June 2012. Andrea Fraser’s essays articulate the need for
artists to critique their working process along with that of the art world’s
institutional structures
2. J. Roschelle & S.D. Teasley, “The construction of shared knowledge in collaborative 
problem solving”, in Computer-supported collaborative learning, ed. C. E. O’Malley (Berlin: 
Springer-Verlag, 1995), 70. 
Roschelle and Teasley describe cooperative work as a task that is accomplished by 
dividing it among participants, where “each person is responsible for a portion of 
the problem solving,” and they see collaborative work as “the mutual engagement of 
participants in a coordinated effort to solve the problem together.”
3. I highly recommend the http://www.earthcat.org/ guide to community change.
4. Matt Griffin, “Don’t go it alone. Collaborative web design,” epic. 
http://www.netmagazine.com/features/dont-go-it-alone-collaborative-web-design, 
accessed 24 May 2012.
Griffin writes, “This means that when your teammates are disagreeing with you, listen 
to them. They may be seeing things that you aren’t. It also means you don’t need to 
micromanage. You can trust your teammates to make good decisions. Even if they don’t do 
things exactly as you would, they’ll probably do something just as good, or better.”
5. Charna Halpern, Art by Committee A Guide To Advanced Improvisation 
(Colorado Springs: Meriwether Publishing, 2005), 83.
6. R. Keith Sawyer, Group Genius: The Creative Power of Collaboration 
(New York: Basic Books, 2007) 7.
7. R. Keith Sawyer, Group Genius: The Creative Power of Collaboration, 35.
8. Kenneth A. Bruffee, “Collaborative Learning and the ‘Conversation of Mankind’.” in 
College English, Vol. 46, No. 7 (Nov., 1984), pp. 651-652.
9. Kenneth A. Bruffee, “Peer Tutoring and the ‘Conversation of Mankind,’” in Landmark 
Essays on Writing Centers, ed. Christina Murphy and Joe Law. Landmark Essays Vol. 9. 
(Davis, CA:  Hermagoras Press, 1995) 91. http://www.cfder.org/uploads/3/0/4/9/3049955/
peer_tutoring_and_the_conversation_of_mankind.pdf
10. Eva Yaa Asantewaa, “In the huddle with Forti,” 
http://www.dancebloggers.com/2010/01/in-the-huddle-with-forti/ , accessed 27 May 2012.
11. Matt Griffin, “Don’t go it alone. Collaborative web design,” epic, http://www.
netmagazine.com/features/dont-go-it-alone-collaborative-web-design , accessed 27 May 
2012.  Griffin writes, “every once in a while people feel that they really need to put their 
foot down. They know they’re right and don’t want to back down. When this happens 
everyone else will usually defer and follow their lead. But what happens when two people 
have opposing views and both feel strongly? You can have a stalemate that leads to 
debate, which turns into argument, which turns into hurt feelings. These scenarios can also 
eat up a lot of project hours without actually getting anything done. So we decided to put 
those hours to better use: if we can’t reach a consensus, just try both approaches. Often 
something that seems unclear during an abstract discussion becomes obvious when we’re 
interacting with a prototype or looking at an actual design. This kind of approach leads 
us away from destructive competition (argument) and toward constructive competition 
(pushing each other to create better solutions).”
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The Political Artist
Rune Peitersen
Once upon a time, I, an artist, dreamt I was a politician, creating a marvelous society, fair and beautiful, 

in which every man was free, yet no man was in need. I was conscious only of my endeavors as a 

politician, unaware that I was an artist. Soon I awaked, and there I was, veritably myself again. Now I 

do not know whether I was then an artist dreaming I was a politician, or whether I am now a politician, 

dreaming I am an artist. 

Freely adapted from Zhuangzi

B / Feature

Over the past few years, the cultural climate in The Netherlands 
has abruptly changed from a climate of (perceived) tolerance 
and appreciation of the arts and the artists, to a climate in which 
it is considered normal, if not bon ton, to deride art and artists 
as much as possible. As always when the pendulum of public 
indignation nears its high point, a cacophony of condemning 
voices takes over the public debate. From ‘Average Joe’ to the 
prime minister, they all attempt to trump the other’s tirades, to 
see who can come up with the most outrageous statement about 
the trending topic - in this case, art. Upon being appointed, even 
the minister for culture quickly joined the chorus of contempt 
and proclaimed his lack of knowledge of art to be an enormous 
advantage to his office.

In times of (perceived) crisis it seems standard political instinct 
to appoint one or more scapegoats, who are then blamed for 
everything from the bad economy to the decline of ‘decency’ 
and good morals. The scapegoats include the usual suspects: 
religious and sexual minorities, foreigners, intellectuals etc., and 
also ‘freeloading, parasitic’ artists, who only survive by ‘holding 
up their hands and taking money from the government’. 

One of the most surprising, and scary, realizations for the 
Dutch artists was that nobody stood up for the arts (or the 
artists). No politicians, no academics, no intellectuals from 
outside the art sector seemed to be interested in defending 
the arts. It may have been deemed too risky from a political 
standpoint to defend something as abstract as the inherent 
value of the arts, or perhaps nobody outside the art sector truly 
understands and appreciates the commercial and cognitive 
free space that contemporary art embodies. Whatever the case 
may be, as a response to the derogatory statements and the 
public scapegoating, many artists found it necessary to organize 
themselves in groups in order to try to come up with a response to 
the assaults on art and culture (and the welfare state in general). 

Generally speaking, artists do not have a lot of experience 
working in organizations, let alone setting them up. Many prefer 
it that way and consider the only valid political statement open 
to an artist to be to stay in his studio, devoting himself solely to 
his art. Others believe that artists can play an important part in 
the political or social arena, either directly through their work or 
through cooperating with other social partners. It is my belief that 
whatever the nature of their work, all artists are uniquely capable 
of providing a reflective, critical and inspiring take on some 
of the most fundamental problems of our democratic system, 
simply due to the general inquisitive nature and critical as well as 
creative abilities of artists. Below I will try to explain that point as 
well as reflect on some of the practical issues involved in setting 
up an artists’ organization.

GETTING ORGANIZED
Within the last 4 years, I have been actively involved in setting 
up a number of artists groups. The purposes have varied from 
cooperation in terms of work, network and career issues between 
artists within a closed group (Calcite Revolt) and artists coming 
together to manifest themselves politically (Platform Re-set), 
to setting up an umbrella organization for independent art 
professionals, which has as its stated goal to directly influence 
the public debate on the role of art and art professionals in 
society (Platform Beeldende Kunst – Platform for Visual Arts). 
Furthermore, I have been a close witness to the setting up 
of a number of other groups. Although, the purposes of all of 
these groups have varied, the road to turn them into viable 
organizations has in all cases been very similar. Specifically, there 
have been a number of almost identical hurdles that had to be 
faced and overcome. These hurdles are worth taking a closer look 
at, because they reveal underlying issues concerning organization, 
democratic ideals and the role of the individual in a group. 

Almost every group seems to share the same genesis. It starts 
with one person thinking that ‘the situation’ could be improved 
(this can be on a personal career level, or a more general societal 
level) and that it would help to form a group to that end. At 
some point this is shared (usually at a party) with a few others, 
who think that ‘that’s a really great idea’. Strengthened, the 
person starts to seriously think about a form. A few friends and 
like-minded people are invited to an informal talk. Over a few 
drinks (or coffee and tea if matters are really serious) the notion 
of joining forces is discussed. The initiator is very excited about 
the fact, that other people share his vision and sense of urgency. 
The participants are equally excited about the fact that someone 
actually wants to take the lead in setting up an organization 
to address these issues - which they consider important, but 
nonetheless not so important as to take the same steps as the 
initiator has. A pleasant consensus is quickly reached, ‘yeah, 
it would be great’, and at the end of the first meeting a semi-
formal decision is made to proceed. A loose verbal contract, a 
gentleman’s agreement, is set up. The energy is there, it is 
exhilarating. We can do this - it might actually work!

NAME
Once the decision has been made to actually try to set up an 
organization, a number of practical issues immediately arise. 
These issues seem trivial at first glance, but as mentioned above, 
represent much more fundamental problems. They will most likely 
lead to clashes within the group while it tries to find the right 
equilibrium between individualism, idealism and pragmatism.
The first issue seems as simple as it is complex and divisive, the 
naming of the group. This is the first hurdle in establishing a 
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common identity, a necessary and seemingly straightforward 
task. But naming anything is a highly subjective matter, in which 
all ones personal idiosyncrasies explode through the thin surface 
of goodwill towards the common purpose. Should the name be 
ironic, cheeky, factual, descriptive, abstract, referential? Even 
when a bit of common ground is found, say it should not be too 
pretentious, personal preferences differ more than most people 
imagine. What seems to be an apparently simple task (especially 
for creative people such as artists) is in fact the first test of 
whether or not the participants are capable of and willing to work 
together at all. This ignites a discussion of the purpose of the 
group, which is subsequently discussed in much greater detail 
than before and more subtle, but no less important, readings 
of the original purpose appear. Quickly, it becomes evident that 
there are many different readings of the original gentleman’s 
agreement, and that they may not all be compatible. This in turn 
leads to more heated discussions because many (deliberately) 
overlooked misunderstandings cannot be ignored anymore. Non-
arguments like ‘we’ve already been through this’ appear and overt 
displays of frustrations and annoyance soon follow. The first 
arguments and disappointments present themselves. Alliances 
begin to form and the first cracks appear. If you have friends in 
the group, this is when you start to think of them in professional 
as well as personal terms – in other words, the members start 
thinking in political relations.

Naming the group usually takes a lot longer than any of the 
participants would have ever thought possible beforehand, and 
it is not unlikely that some members decide it is not worth the 
trouble and quit at this stage. However, once the discussion-
fatigue has led to a compromise (or an extremely inspired name) 
to which everybody can agree, the joy of having made a collective 
decision is quite tangible. It is a different kind of exhilaration 
than the initial high, more like the exhausted satisfaction after a 
long day’s work - the feeling of having accomplished something 
important, but also realizing you might not want to do it over again.

And at this point the real work has still to begin.

WORKLOAD
The second issue, but perhaps the most difficult to overcome 
- because the continuation of the group depends on this being 
resolved in a sustainable way - has to do with the distribution 
of the workload. The work involved at this point will not be a lot, 
but even the writing of notes, arranging meetings, mailing third 
parties etc. can be seen as quite a lot of work to the members. 
Now that a group has been formalized it seems only fair (at least 
to the initiator) that the work involved should be shared by all. 
The initiator will at this point think - somewhat logically - that the 

other participants are equally fired up about the venture, and will 
not have a problem spending, say, a day a week, working for the 
group. The initiator also feels he has put so much work and effort 
into the group already, that he deserves a little respite from work 
now. Also, the strain of keeping everything together has made him 
doubt whether this group was really such a good idea in the first 
place, and subsequently his initial passion may have dwindled.

However, the initiator does not have the luxury of taking a break 
at this point. The group has not settled yet. At this stage all that 
holds the group together is the energy and will of the initiator, 
and it will fall apart if the initiator ‘stops’. Tiresome as it may 
be, he has no choice but to keep up the pressure and the work, 
constantly trying to make the other members as enthusiastic 
about the venture as he is (or was). He has to constantly remind 
and push the members to do their ‘chores’, often straining 
friendships and sympathies within the group. The importance of 
the sheer strength of willpower and commitment of the initiator, 
as well as the amount of work he has to do in order to keep the 
group together, should not be underestimated. 

The initiator is learning some valuable lessons about leadership 
and group dynamics, which he will need in order to tie the group 
together and eventually formalize it as a working organization, but 
other than that it is important to realize that at this point nobody 
in the group has gained anything from the whole process. And 
once more some may begin to lose faith in the group altogether.

This is an issue, which will continue to play a part for a long 
time, constantly undermining the will and energy of the group. 
However, even though it may be bumpy from time to time 
and survival is by no means guaranteed, a member-based 
organization has been created and formalized - and that is in 
itself quite an achievement.

ACTION
The third issue deals with how and what the organization should 
actually do in order to implement its stated purpose. Now the 
possible initial naïveté of the members may be revealed. It is quite 
easy to sit and discuss how to bring about change; it is something 
completely different to make good on one’s bold words.

Usually, the organization will at this point have at least one 
idea for concrete action. In all likelihood the initiator started 
out by presenting a plan, and now is the moment to carry it 
out. But by now the dynamics within the organization have 
changed dramatically, and the members have, through research, 

become more aware and knowledgeable of similar efforts. Thus, 
the original plan may not seem as strong or groundbreaking 
anymore. Also, some members may have developed plans of 
their own, which they feel would better serve the purpose of 
the organization. Depending on the size and composition of the 
organization, factions may have developed, with agendas of their 
own. This can lead to a renewed discussion of the purpose of the 
organization, a repetition of the ‘name’ discussion. Although the 
recurrence of the ‘primal’ discussion is felt as exhausting and 
seems to stand in the way of action, it does, however, sharpen 
the level of discourse within the organization and helps define 
its purpose. At a later stage this will be useful, especially as the 
organization goes public and needs to explain to others what it is 
trying to achieve and why. 

At this point the discussion will lead to the realization of the 
practical necessity of having two different documents defining 
the purpose and goals of the organization. The first is a strategic 
and ideologically based document, which derives from the 
original idea. These are the statutes on which a formal and legal 
organization can be founded. The second is a much more specific, 
tactical and practical document, which outlines the borders 
within which the group will operate on a daily basis, the Mission 
Statement. The Mission Statement will define the organization 
and its actions to the outside world, and must be very clear in its 
formulation. It must be distinct enough to set it apart from similar 
organizations, yet open enough to remain attractive to others and 
allow for maneuvering-space within the organization.

Once formulated, the Mission Statement will be the base for 
actions and the invitation to others to join the organization. 
From here on the organization can present itself in public. Real 
progress and the actual work can begin. Attracting new members, 
and delegating assignments and workload, is formalized as a 
consequence of the clear Mission Statement. Now the fun starts; 
the obligatory hurdles have all been overcome - except one.

DEMOCRATIC GUILT
Anyone who has ever been involved in any kind of decision-
making, whether in the confines of one’s family or as a member 
of a national parliament, will recognize that unanimous decisions 
involving more than three people are extremely rare. But within 
a democratic system we take great pride in confidently saying 
that everybody is given an opportunity to be heard. This leads to 
endless debates on both complex and simple matters. It furthers 
inaction and tends to stall decision-making while the different 
parties argue on a course to take. The democratic organization 

will therefore be an organization of compromises and mediation 
(in most cases), and in part we owe the stability of the western 
democracies to this. But when faced with issues that need expert 
knowledge and quick resolve, this median model is more likely 
to prevent action because of its inherent focus on consensus. 
This leads to a split between the democratic ideals of direct 
representation and the ability to implement decisions based on 
these ideals. To solve this, direct representation is substituted 
by indirect representation; someone is given a mandate to 
speak for others, thus reducing the physical amount of people 
debating by introducing a hierarchical structure.

However, in a newly formed group, it is only natural to strive 
for the highest ideals (and in an artist’s organization one can 
usually count on a lot of idealism). For many this will be their 
first behind-the-scenes experience with an organization, and 
the possibilities and limitations of an organization may not be 
known to them. Compromises have to be made in order to reach 
workable agreements within the group, and although the group 
will strive to make ‘fair’ and ‘inclusive’ decisions, it is inevitable 
that some feel they are not being heard. This can lead to new 
arguments and people walking out, but more likely (depending 
on the size of the organization and kind of decisions having to 
be made) the organization will set up a structure of subgroups 
or committees to take care of specific issues. These will then 
choose a spokesperson that will represent the subgroup at ‘top 
level’ meetings. This helps organize the workflow and eases 
decision-making. It is also a hands-on lesson in the need for 
indirect representation within an(y) organization.

The realization at this stage, that direct representation - 
democracy in its truest form - is simply not feasible, leads to a 
confrontation between idealism and pragmatism. We are brought 
up to believe that democracy is an absolute good, and is capable 
of overcoming any obstacle in its path. Let a people choose 
its leaders freely, and justice will prevail. However, we are also 
taught by experience that that is not always true – sometimes 
it is better to be a bit of a dictator to get things done. In our 
daily lives this dilemma does not bother us much, but when 
confronted with it in the context of the organization’s decision-
making processes, it is all of a sudden a very real problem to 
which a solution must be found.

The practical issue for the group is that it is suddenly up to a 
handful of people, who have worked hard together to come to this 
point and consider each other equals, to introduce a hierarchy, 
i.e. choose a leader. The obvious choice is the initiator, but that 
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usually does not sit well with everybody in the group, often 
including the initiator. Being in charge also brings responsibility, 
the need to make unpopular decisions and the stamina to see 
them carried out. It becomes a question of who has the power 
to make that kind of decisions and, more importantly, who does 
not mind making the decision and thereby bluntly confirming the 
weakness of the democratic ideals. 

As Christianity and Freudianism have their versions of guilt, so 
too our democratic system. We pride ourselves of lofty ideals 
and dress our nations up in words like freedom and liberty. We 
talk of justice for all, when in fact we mean for all our friends and 
business partners to exploit and steal from other countries. It is 
a mighty ideal, but in reality it is a hierarchical structure made up 
of murky compromises and dirty deals. It is no better in any moral 
sense than any other political system and once we realize that, it 
eats away at us.

THE POLITICAL ARTIST
A lot of artists’ groups and organizations are set up to promote 
the artist’s own career, run an exhibition space or otherwise deal 
with problems specific to the arts sector. As with most other 
organizations there is a clear goal, and usually there is even a 
manual on how to set up an organization, which tells the involved 
about the formal steps they need to take. More often than not, 
the group is not interested in gaining any political power, nor to 
investigate the structure of decision-making or organization. 

The individual artist within the group, however, is in a unique 
position to reflect on these issues, because his schooling 
and practice have given him the tools that allow critical and 
reflective distance to an object, whilst simultaneously being 
intimately connected to the creation of the object. In other 
words, he can easily switch between being a critical observer to 
being a passionate participant of a group – it is the same mental 
switch a painter makes, when moving away from the easel to get 
a fresh look at his canvas. In fact, this duality is so ingrained 
into the artist’s inquisitive view of the world, that it seems almost 
impossible for him not to question the underlying structures 
of decision-making when confronted with them. This enables 
him to look beyond the standard structures and search for new 
ways of dealing with decision-making structures and the issue of 
democratic guilt.

Furthermore, the artist is accustomed to telling his own story 
and trying to convince an audience of its poetic or intellectual 
value. He is used to exposing himself and his ideas to critique 
and ridicule. He knows how to deal with this, and understands 
that the constant questioning of any kind of authority is just as 
important as developing new long-term political visions. He can 
play the cliché-role of the jester because he knows he does 
not have to win every argument – it is enough to inject the 
subject into the public debate. By doing so he can inspire others 
to engage in active and critical citizenship, promoting a greater 
understanding of how decisions are being made in society, and 
how individuals can reengage and actually influence these. 

THE DREAMER
Although political systems do at times reflect critically on their 
own organizational and internal power structures, it is rare 
that such reflections lead to structural change. Change from 
within may be the preferred means of change, but is also close to 
being impossible to achieve. Any real kind of change necessitates 
a shift in the power structure, meaning that the powers that be will 
have to give up power voluntarily – a rare occurrence indeed. 

The actions and plans carried out by the artists’ organization may 
inspire, enlighten and encourage others, and thereby indirectly 
influence the decision-making structures in wider society. But 
the real benefit lies in the constant redefining of what citizenship 
entails on an individual level. What are the responsibilities we 
all share as individuals in society, and how can we ensure an 
ongoing critical stance towards our own position herein? If an 
individual feels estranged from politics, whose ‘fault’ is that? The 
individual’s, or the politicians’? No doubt politicians could regain 
some of the estranged citizens by developing more coherent 
and appealing visions for the future. To this end it might help 
if politicians allowed themselves to be inspired by the artists’ 
dreams of a better world, instead of only looking at economic 
growth statistics. On the other hand, if, instead of allowing 
himself to be lulled into a consumer coma, every individual were 
to engage actively the issues he feels is not being addressed 
by the politicians, we might all become more resistant to the 
nightmares of society -
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The Foundation Shakes: 
Three Texts from June 2011
Jeremiah Day
In the beginning of June of last year, the upcoming budget plans for the next four years of the 

Netherlands were made public.  They were to be made final at the end of the month, and so it was 

revealed that the government had a radical plan to re-shape the country - with little time to discuss, 

reflect or act to intervene.  In response to a budget shortfall, the structural priorities of the public 

sector were to be reworked, with cutbacks everywhere combined with tax cuts for the wealthy.

B / Feature

From tank-drivers and bus-drivers to nurses and artists of all 
kinds, the people responded, sparking a wave of action across 
the country, and there was literally a rotation of different groups 
taking over the large field by the parliament building to protest 
against changes that seemed largely senseless.

In practice, the efforts to mobilize resistance were compromised 
by some clear acceptance of the plan at the higher institutional 
levels - making a general cultural strike impossible.  In addition, 
our generalized contemporary focus on ‘saving-one’s-ass’ has 
left people more accustomed to trying to manipulate a changing 
system than to challenging it.  

Efforts to challenge the new plan have not yet made great 
strides in affecting policy, but the compromising factors were 
not decisive.  Instead it seems that the Netherlands has lost its 
skill for that aspect of politics that requires clear confrontation 
and open conflict of points-of-view.  After all, Holland is a place 
where, in the post-war experience, almost all labor disputes can 
be resolved with informal and good faith negotiation. Consensus 
is the foundation for Dutch public life and it has come to seem 
in recent years that the instinct for consensus knows no bounds, 
even overreaching limits of principle and good judgment.  The 
best example of this was the Netherlands’ decision to somehow 
both be amongst the “coalition of the willing” to invade Iraq, and 
also not directly participate - to be “in” and “out” at the same 
time.  In this case having it both ways was a cynical maneuver by 
the leadership of the country to avoid coming into conflict with 
two of the most powerful forces in their world: the US who wanted 
the Netherlands in, and their own citizens who did not.  

The instinct to embrace opposing perspectives and negotiate a 
middle ground - in the absence of any broader guiding principles - 
has produced the political chaos now characteristic of the country, 
in which the relatively inconsequential issue of immigration, for 
instance, has sparked a brushfire of contradictions: a country 
with more interracial couples than almost any other - and thus 
one literally quite integrated- marked by racism on the political 
scene, or a political party with only its leader as the one legal 
member - a trick done to avoid any accountability or transparency 

- that markets itself as the defender of the tradition of democracy 
and good government.  Most consequentially, in the name of 
preserving openness and freedom, the country has created a 
kind of management state – one that, for instance, monitors each 
journey made on public transport and, for a while, aimed to install 
satellite monitory in each private car in order to tax them for the 
distance they were driven. 

So in this context, the effort to draw a line, to stand up and 
disagree, had a different effect beyond any question of changes 
in policy.  The broader art community - who at one point 

marched from the ocean to the capitol to dramatize their case 
- undoubtedly contributed to a reawakening of the capacity of 
action and struggle within public life.  Since the budget plans will 
not go into effect until 2013, one has the sense that the story is 
not over and that this reawakening might yet gain some traction 
and ground. 

The three texts following were written amidst all this - an open 
letter, an email to friends that was published and lastly an article 
for a magazine - and have a certain heatedness that is of course 
a bit embarrassing in retrospect, but also seems accurate for the 
stakes of what was and is involved. 
 
After all, those who started out demonizing immigrant children 
and artists have since shifted focus to attacking Greek socialists 
and the European Project itself, so the underlying issues faced 
and raised last June - an attack that masked itself as “good 
management” - would seem to have broader and lasting relevance.

I - Culture In Context: Preserving What Has Been Learned 
An Open Letter 

Fifty years ago, against the backdrop of war and a growing 
consumer society, Hannah Arendt wrote “The Crisis in Culture: 
It’s Social and It’s Political Significance.” Seeing the cultural realm 
disappearing, Arendt sought to defend it on the grounds that 
culture, through the practice of honoring the past and present 
to preserve our judgment and taste, offered the capacity for an 

“enlarged mentality” (Kant) — to see the world through another’s 
eyes, and so to build up the imagination and the capacity to think.  
For Arendt, this was strengthening the foundation of public life. 
She believed it was precisely the absence of this foundation, 
thinking in the place of another, that allowed totalitarianism to 
take over so much of Europe, to permit people to turn in their 
neighbors in cities everywhere, and so to plunge the civilized 
world into barbarism.    

This argument is not new - in fact the entire European post-war 
framework - a humanism defined by commitment to liberty, 
social justice, and a vibrant public life - was guided by this 
fundamentally conservative insight. This was precisely the 
rationale for the now established tradition of public support for 
culture all over Western Europe.  

From this perspective, the recent attack on public support for 
culture in the Netherlands - while often seen as coming from the 

“right” - is certainly not conservative.  While the planned financial 
cuts are severe, the ideological cut is far deeper. Terms from 
management and marketplace cannot obscure that what is being 
attacked, what is being abandoned, are the lived traditions and 
practices, the guiding principles, of post-war European humanism.  
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Given that the Netherlands has historically been a leader in the 
political dimension of the European project, and has enjoyed the 
peace and prosperity this project has produced, for an active 
participant in European and Dutch cultural life to see a program 
destructive of this project gaining momentum is confusing.

The idea that this could be done in response to a relatively minor 
budget problem, and in the name of the public good is radical.  As 
the Archbishop in England recently commented, to use budgetary 
policy as a cover for widespread ideological changes to national 
institutions is fundamentally undemocratic as well as a betrayal 
of the taxpayer’s money. Damaging the infrastructure of the 
European humanist project, by cutting back and closing cultural 
institutions, raising the VAT tax for theater tickets and art in the 
Netherlands, while keeping VAT discounted for tickets to the 
cinema and football, is not what people voted for.

The contemporary cultural realm of the Netherlands might have 
many failures and wants, but this space of living practice is one of 
the crucial stages for raising questions and critical reflections in 
a public realm threatened with the loss of thinking and judgment. 
Or, in the case of recent debates on immigration, the capacity to 
see the world through someone else’s eyes, especially when they 
are our neighbors. 

At the time of this writing, those who practice and support culture 
have been roused in anticipation of imminent plans to radically 
withdraw public support. It is constructive to defend cultural 
space, good working conditions, and even particular institutions, 
but it is crucial to put these issues into a broader context. The 
withdrawal of public support is not a matter of fiscal priorities 
or shared sacrifice, but a profound attack on tradition, one that 
has served the Netherlands well for seventy years. Indeed, one 
of the origins of the post-war policy of public support for culture 
in the Netherlands was recognition of the contribution of artists 
and writers in the Dutch resistance of the Second World War. 
Public institutions of all sizes, dedicated primarily to culture, are 
in turn some of the foremost organs of contemporary civil society 
and true anchors of public life. It is barbaric to justify their 
destruction in the name of the public good, for no public good is 
served by this attack.

Jeremiah Day, co-signed with Rezi van Lankveld, Bart de Kroon, 
Jelle Bouwhuis, Maxine Kopsa, Maaike Gouwenberg, Joris 
Lindhout, Frédérique Bergholtz, Fred Dewey, Alisa Margolis, Igor 
Sevcuk, Taf Hassam, Florian Goettke, Ansuya Blom, Rebecca 
Sakoun, Axel Wieder, Laura Schleussner, Hendrik Folkerts, Renzo 
Martens,Vasif Kortun, Marlene Dumas.

II - Thinking About The Day After
An email written the day after the parliament confirmed the 
budget plan amidst mass protests.

One of the critical political experiences I have from the US is 
wrestling with the feeling of being totally crushed.

The high of becoming activated, awakened – the day of the 
protest and seeing all your friends – the simple body chemistry 
of chanting and marching, or even a confrontation with the police 
and the adrenaline surge from a bit of violence – all this gives way 
to a crash, a hangover of considering the immediate results of all 
the work, which often seem to be nothing at all.

It leads many to want to focus even more than before on one’s 
private circumstances, the things that seem under one’s control, 
and walk away from shared struggle and organizing. 

This political dynamic is perhaps even more crucial than the work 
of the weeks of build up and contestation, because the response 
to this dynamic effectively determines the framework for the 
months, perhaps years, to come.  The day after the protest is 
as much a political moment as the day of and before.  If we feel 
responsible to help mobilize each other before, there should be 
some attending to the ‘after’ as well.

In the US, it’s clear that different administrations have in fact 
cultivated this attitude of being impervious to critique, to 
dialogue, to negotiation and have done so as part of a strategy 
of maintaining control, discouraging dissent and resistance by 
convincing people that their efforts were totally in vain and futile.  
In the former Warsaw bloc, regimes maintained this appearance 
of total deafness all the way to the end, the strategy of silencing 
dissent only vanishing when the regimes crumbled and fell apart.

Politics is like sawing a wooden log, I read somewhere, you 
work and work and then suddenly the piece is broken apart. For 
many people, unused to this process, or those who normally are 
disinclined to activism, the experience of political frustration 
works to silence them, and this silencing is perhaps more serious 
and effective than secret police or censorship. In other words, the 
sense of defeat and loss of morale can be so concrete that they 
damage the conditions for the next struggle, “as real as a broken 
leg” one could say. The political struggle that has been taking 
place in the Netherlands has now come to the cultural community.  
Unlike teenage girls who are insulted daily on TV for wearing 
headscarves, this community has some resources, some insight 
and some skills. The accomplishments of the last two weeks 
have been remarkable; that they did not achieve some instant 
effect does not diminish them, nor take away the satisfaction 

that the cultural community indeed did seize the public stage to 
make it’s argument, and looking over the press, the argument 
was made in a sympathetic and effective way. This is huge, and 
incredibly the protests also managed to avoid seeming like a 
self-centered defense of subsidies. A public case was made for 
the status of culture within the greater good, and in addition that 
the cuts are not budgetary but ideological acts, both arguments 
are constructive contributions to civil discourse, and establish 
solidarity with the citizens in general. Some journalists took up 
with the side of culture, and some real organizers and leading 
voices emerged from within our community. These are concrete 
accomplishments on which to build upon, even if we were out-
maneuvered in this round, and such accomplishments are even 
more precious now as we have to come to terms with our soon 
to be changed landscape. As we know from art making, how one 
responds to setbacks is often the most important part of the 
process. There are tough questions to face today about how we 
got here, but the tougher ones are about how to move forward.

Licking one’s wounds is in order – real damage has been done; 
but after finally having come out to fight, let’s not let ourselves 
be beaten back into the cage.

III - Solidarity
Magazine piece written for special issue on the cuts

Solidarity is a word in the air these days, while people struggle to 
intervene in the planned withdrawal of public support for culture 
in the Netherlands, and I’ve just been to Gdansk, Poland where I 
tried to make a short work about the political organization called 
‘Solidarity’, which of course was of such consequence in recent 
European and indeed world history.

As I understand it, the practice and organizational strategy of 
Solidarity in Gdansk, seeing as direct confrontation with the state 
would only lead to massive repression, was to build up a social 
space of mutual support, commitment and standing in the place 
of each other. To say ‘an injury to one is an injury to all,’ as the 
common protest anthem goes, is not the same as to join in a fight 
on behalf of another, or to take a blow for another.

The clearest example of solidarity that I know of was the refusal 
of French World War I veterans to accept special privileges 
from the Vichy government. Jewish veterans were offered 
special treatment on the basis of their service in the armed 
forces: they could go to a different kind of camp and possibly 
avoid deportation, while the rest of the Jews were to be sent 
away. Grandfathers could save themselves but watch their 
grandchildren perish. The veterans refused, going as far as to 
explicitly renounce any special status or privilege.

Going along with it could certainly have been justified, even 
perhaps in terms of being useful somehow, but they refused, 
and if I had to put it into words, I would say that they did so not 
just because of their private consciences, but as an act of non-
cooperation with a course of affairs.

Thus, solidarity exceeds even the broadest concept of 
enlightened self-interest. It is a commitment to a certain set of 
principles that transcends any utilitarian equation or calculation. 
This kind of solidarity also clarifies that there are some principles 
that need to remain non-reducible or exchangeable, some 
priorities which are not subject to any kind of means/ends 
instrumentalization.

In Poland, it took a twenty-year effort, from the strikes of 1970 
onward, to build up this principle into a practical political project, 
and it is still not yet clear how to reconcile Solidarity with the 
‘dog-eat-dog’ style of economics that seemed so appealing to the 
post-Cold-War Polish government.

In the case of the Netherlands, solidarity could mean for 
privileged immigrants to stand up for the right of all immigrants 
to be treated like equal human beings, not second class citizens. 
And given how many cultural institutions are former ‘squats’, it 
has been hard not to notice the relative silence of the cultural 
realm as squatters were outlawed. Did it occur to anyone that 
other cultural organizations would be next? This would be a 
negative solidarity – to at least recognize that ‘we’re all in the 
same boat’, so to speak.

Mutual agreement, sympathy, and consensus – that is not the 
same as jumping in and fighting for another or refusing special 
privileges. In organized struggles over working conditions, when 
one person loses their paycheck, the others come together to 
support them. I’ve read stories that during the Great Depression 
in the US (and recently in Spain), when a family in an apartment 
building was evicted because they could not pay the rent, the 
rest of the residents would fight, and sometimes even help move 
the family back in.

I heard that there was a call for a general strike by the cultural 
world last week, but that some of the more tourist-oriented 
museums refused to participate, so the plan was abandoned. ‘Easy,’ 
said a young art student, ‘then we’ll blockade those museums, 
force them into striking by closing them down. Demand solidarity.’

It sounded so clear when he was explaining it, but now that I think 
about it, all the words just break down into sounds.
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Saskia Janssen/George Korsmit & Adelheid Mers
Magnus Monfeldt & Harold Mendez

Mark Jeffery/Judd Morrisey &Rune Peitersen
Iris Kensmil & Carol Jackson

Carolien Stikker/Philippine Hoegen & Aron Gent
Selina Trepp & Jonas Ohlsson

Kevin Kaempf/Lora Lode & Marjolijn Dijkman
Trevor Gainer & Maurice Boogaert
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Saskia Janssen/George Korsmit & Adelheid Mers
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Magnus Monfeldt & Harold Mendez
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Rune Peitersen
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i have

artist — rune peitersen remembrances
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 Judd Morrisey/Mark Jeffrey

artist — judd morrissey

that i

#################################

cd “/Applications/mamp/htdocs/tesseract/mutualisms/”

 #En dat it means to “see”.
 for i in *.tif ; do
 tesseract $i $i
 done

#################################

This slow-ful-ness, is the 
house was-methodes
the perception of the mix-
ture of our blood (this year, 
just a awful lot of Rune) In 
saccadic sightings on a shelf, 

until something came to 
save the name, this noone. 
Persons. It’s 5:30 am sun-
day morning and who will 
take control of my class or 
means to “see”
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have

hi rune, No pressure to 
respond, especially in any 
haste—these are potential 
prompts for exchange 
that will continue to ar-
rive daily over the next 
week. They make no real 
sense—especially the dutch 
elements—but contain 
information, ideas, loca-

tions + poetic values that 
are coming from the 
archive of letters between 
Chicago and Amsterdam 
discovered in our house— 
transcribed, computation-
ally processed, then edited 
somewhat (but needing 
more intervention). 

Find the woman that  
I want and tell her that  
I am waiting for her.

longed
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artist — mark jeffery

long to

Mark Jeffery

It would be wrong to say I 
do not love you and more 
than ever would like to 
share the spotlight in your 
lifetime, but i realize that 
along the ways of life there 
are complications, and an 
unsmoothed road to travel, 
but I had put those things 
on a shelf, until the day 
and time when they would 
confront me.

Designed by Albert Porto
albertporto.com

re-deliver
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Iris Kensmil
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Carol Jackson
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Philippine Hoegen & Carolien Stikker
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based on works by Aron Gent and Albert van Westing
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Discarded Prints(Installation #3), 2012 (9’x12’)
Archival Pigment Prints, Latex Paint, Map Pins

(Detail #1) Discarded Prints(Installation #3), 2012 (9'x12')
Archival Pigment Prints, Latex Paint, Map Pins

Aron Gent

IOTO(colum.edu), 2012 (21"x28")
Archival Pigment Print, Latex Paint, Enamel Paint

IOTO(MCA Performance), 2012 (21"x28")
Archival Pigment Print, Latex Paint, Enamel Paint
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Selina Trepp
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Selina Trepp
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Jonas Ohlsson
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Last night our new found friends from Chicago came to visit us 
in our little house on Farnsworth street in Detroit. We talked a 
lot about art,and again (as it often does here in the midwest) 
the discussion turned to the virtues (or not) of community art 
and audience participation. Kevin was talking about an artist 
colleague of his who did a project where she would install plastic 
containers at the toilets of friends and collect their left overs 
to produce manure, which she would then later return in a cup, 
ready to be used in the nearest flower pot.

We talked about how LONG she would be able to sustain this 
practice and if that was important or not for the project.
Or if it was maybe enough that the art worked on a more 
metaphorical, symbolic level.

Apparently this woman was also a great communicator and had 
managed to get support from powerful people (Patricia Arquette) 
in high places (Hollywood). Surely this could be a very useful, 
green and worthy art project with many possible positive benefits 
for mankind and the planet as a whole?

And it is usually around this point in the discussions surrounding 
community art that I fall asleep spiritually and mentally. And it’s 
not ONLY because I am a mean spirited, jaded cynic, who can’t 
value utilitarianism. But because it is sOoOOoOoooOOooooo 
different and alien from my own experience of art and culture. 
If I look at my own experience of culture I think about what 
was important tome, what changed me as a human, and what 
helped me to develop.

I value and respect Greenpeace, the Red Cross (and the 
Crescent) or Médecins Sans Frontières just as much as the next 
guy. I just don’t think it’s art, and I don’t think that they see it as 

My (THE) problem with community art...and why William 
Burroughs EAT Superflex any day of the week!!!

art either. It would take some truly hardcore relational aesthetics 
guy or girl to claim that as an art piece.

There were very few utilitarian reasons for me to listen to Sex 
Pistols or Throbbing Gristle, or read books by William Burroughs, 
Charles Bukowski or Jack Kerouac, or laugh myself silly reading 
Robert Crumb....au contraire! There was NOTHING healthy about 
it. Which of course was partly the reason why I got into it in the 
first place. Does anyone SERIOUSLY believe that people listen to 
Death Metal or experimental Jazz for any hidden health reasons?

But it DID help me to become a more complex person, it did 
challenge my beliefs and it did force me to open up to new ways 
of looking at the world.

And it DID fuck up my mental hard disk and after that I can’t 
process information and ideas in the same way as I did before and 
I think that’s all you can ask of art.

Here in the midwest (as I have written about before) a lot of the 
little support there is for art, is tied to educational projects.
I have no problem with this, I TOO teach, but I don’t call it art!

In the 60’s and 70’s there were huge debates in Europe and USA.
Usually from a leftist perspective. Wasn’t it time for the artists 
to FINALLY get off the fence and make themselves useful for the 
workers and join the revolution? Every artist and writer joined 
either the Communist party or the RAF, except Salvador Dali who 
just wanted to make preeeeeecious GOooOoOOOLD!

“Make yourself useful, go into Bijlmer and help some poor 
Suriname kids”.
Was the mantra (until very recently) from Dutch politicians who 
felt that maybe they could finally get some economical and social 

Jonas Ohlsson

C / Artist Contribution

returns from the artist parasites that they had subsidized for 
much too long. I am already doing this by the way, but for other 
more “culturally perverted” (=sound) reasons.

Now the calls come from the cultural right (or maybe the cultural 
nihilists would be a more correct description). Go and entertain 
Henk and Ingrid in Apeldoorn (the Suriname kids are of course 
out of fashion).

I don’t mind being useful or utilitarian, but I rather call that 
teaching, lectures or workshops to be able to keep my art free, 
dirty and perverted.

And if you haven’t paid attention, most poor, uneducated people 
ALSO prefers their culture dirty and nasty. See Baile Funk in 
Brazil and Gangster Rap in the States, aso... And they find it 
condescending when we honkies come up with another well 
meaning Do Good-er project in the Bijlmer, Rio or Detroit.

So let’s keep REAL culture SICK n NASTY and leave the 
Do Good-erism to Greenpeace.
And if you absolutely can’t restrain yourself and just 
HAVE TO DO SOME GOOD...
just call it a workshop and you’re off the hook....

Peace Out!!!!

Jonas Ohlsson reporting from Detroit thanks to Expodium

Clarifications for Non Dutch/European people...and idiots!
Superflex=Danish art collective who builds water wells in Arica.
RAF= Rote Armee Fraktion (German leftist terrorist group from the 70’s)
Suriname= Dutch ex. slave colony country, north of Brazil, now independant and free.
Henk & Ingrid=an imaginable ideal couple of “normal Dutch people” in Holland, used 
by right wing manipulator Gert Wilders in his propaganda against multiculturalism.
Apeldoorn=small town in Holland, representing “white trash country” in this text...
as opposed to...
Bijlmer=”The Watts” of Holland, south east suburb ( ex. ? ghetto) of Amsterdam 
consisting of 100 000 people, 80% black, mostly from Suriname, Aruba, Curacao, 
Saba (all ex. slave colonies of Holland) and Nigeria and Ghana. Plus some honkies....
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Who defines this century of progress?  
Who defines the world in the world’s fair? 

“Very nice” they say, “we are going to get along just fine.”

Stormy Weather. After being paired for the Mutualisms project, 
the three of us had a stunted exchange via email, attempting 
to get the ball rolling on forming the direction for possible 
collaboration. The deadline seemed so far in the distance -  and 
what is more motivating than a deadline? There is an element of 
strangeness to an initial communication exchange via email. 

How formal should I be? 

If I am casual will I sound too flightly - or harsh? 

An Other (Another) Century of Progress
The idea of ‘progress’ continued to reappear in our discussions. 
Who decides what’s the way ‘forward’?  What interests are 
playing part in these decisions?  How are people convinced to 
participate in particular ideas about the future and how does the 
media model that future? 

(Texting on the 2002 model cell phone was daunting, and I was 
only able to send a cryptically mistyped message saying, G AM 
WAG__NOW.)

After several weeks, we secured a day and time to Skype. It 
was early May, warm and damp in Chicago. At last, a real time 
exchange with our distant collaborator. The collaboration began 
to feel real - we were on our way to locating a common area of 
interest. I remember being pleasantly surprised by Marjolijn. The 
sound of her voice matched the distinctiveness of her written 
words sent earlier by email. The time and distance separating 

us was being bridged with only a minor disruption. A morning 
storm was rolling into Chicago during our Skype session and 
lightning and thunder punctuated moments of our conversation; 
and disrupted our Skype connection.  We looked forward to an 
in-person meeting.

How many people does it take to make a world exhibit? 1? 10? 
100? 1000.000? 1.000.000.000.000?  

Victoria Station, London.  Unexpectedly, happily, Marjolijn and 
I would cross paths before September. I was staying in London 
and she was passing through. We would meet at Victoria Station 
before she headed to the airport. Plans for meeting seemed clear: 
in front of the ticket booth at 11:00.  Upon arrival I noticed two 
different ticket booths at opposite sides of the huge station. We 
had only “met” once - one month earlier via Skype. As I waited, 
I tried to project a “waiting for someone” attitude. I received a 
text from Marjolijn on my borrowed and antiquated cell phone. 
She was running late. I tried to respond letting her know where 
I was in the huge station. However, texting on the 2002 model 
cell phone was daunting, and I was only able to send a cryptically 
mistyped message saying:  “G AM WAG__NOW.”

Recall event – can be personal, local, or world event
Insert them into the timeline. 

CHICAGO SEPTEMBER.
How did we begin? 
What were the first conversations about? 
Something about privatization? 
Collective Bargaining? 
We exchanged articles, links to documentaries or archives – we 
mined Reaganomics, Thatcher, Ayn Rand, “All Watched Over by 
Machines of Loving Grace,” Alan Greenspan, the advent of the 

Kevin Kaempf/Lora Lode & Marjolijn Dijkman

A Century of Progress – A Few Months of Progress

C / Artist Contribution

internet, the 1970’s love for ecological systems, the Whole Earth 
catalog guy…

HOW DO WE PROGRESS?  ARE WE PROGRESSING? WHO 
MEASURES?  WHO HOLDS THE STOPWATCH?

World fairs are mostly staged by huge organizations, nations 
and industries, and highlight a specific notion and definition of 
progress.  Beginning with the first world fair (London, 1851) the 
relation between industry and progress is very strong. The fairs 
seem always to celebrate the globalised world. 

RULES FOR COLLABORATIVE TEXT: KEVIN, LORA,  MARJOLIJN

1. Read the preceding text only once
2. Once you receive the document, complete your contribution 
within 24 hours. Try to do it in one sitting.
3. Forward the text to the next on the list 
(K ,L, M – like the airline)

Western countries seem to have lost real interest in competing 
for the world fairs.  Belgium is one of the last western European 
countries still bidding for the fair in competition with world’s new 
economic centres (Abu Dhabi, Sao Paolo).

There’s not much time left here, we should hurry. 

CHICAGO SEPTEMBER.  A workshop.  A timeline.
We meet at Kevin’s house. 
We have a task before us: 
A blank timeline to fill in – past, present, future. 

1933 – 2033. One century.

Here are our instructions: Recall events, personal to world events, 
insert them into the timeline. 
Speculate on future possibilities. 

There are moments of discussion – what was the date that air 
travel became common? There are periods of slowness, then a 
rush or string of events that remind us of the next invention or 
presidential election. Collectively building this timeline is fun! 

Fun is good.

WANDERING THROUGH THE FUTURE MANIFESTOS  For me it 
is interesting to think of a new project that creates some new 
collaboration from where our individual projects started. I see a 
strong relation between your Manifesto project and my project 

“Wandering Through the Future.”   You gathered and presented 
manifestos that tried to stimulate and activate people to imagine 
a different world. These manifesto’s show how people reflected 
on their period (as history and future) and reflects on the 
possibilities of change. Similarly, my project ‘Wandering through 
the Future’. investigated how popular media, through science 
fiction movies in this instance, imagine and project their ideas 
onto the future.  

Bleary-Eyed.  Marjolijn has arrived and we are working on 
logistics for meeting after her arrival in Chicago.  Lora and Kevin 
pick up Marjolijn and Maurice who have both arrived from Europe. 
Although September, it is insanely hot in Chicago. It is late 
afternoon and we head for some drinks and food. They ask the 
right question - recommendations for a local beer. We order giant 
pretzels with cheese. 

Beer. Pretzels. Conversation.  Progress.  Very nice they say- 
we are going to get along just fine.

After some food we head out. The sun has sunk low, but it is still 
amazingly hot. Both Marjolijn and Maurice are surprised at the 
intensity of the humidity. To combat the jetlag setting in, 
I recommend another bar. 

Timeline:  We can use this idea in the future. It leads us to more 
discussion about how to frame it, parameters, etc. The Century of 
Progress is appropriate for many reasons, and seems so connected 
to our collective research; the ideas that we kept coming back to.

Very nice they say.  Over cocktails, we have a fantastic bleary-
eyed conversation.

“A great World’s fair, just like a good sci-fi movie, is a plausible 
fantasy based on the impact of science and technology on 
society. But while the world portrayed by the movies can be on 
the verge of a dark catastrophe- or just emerging from it- the 
dream invoked by a world’s fair is nearly always a gleaming utopia 
within arm’s reach.” - Paola Antonelli - Exits to Tomorrow
Could artists play a role in the development of such a thing?
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Going through different archives in Chicago. 
That’s was fun. We’re on to something. 
There’s not much time left here, we should hurry. 
The brochures...  these texts! nice design though, 
really nice actually.
The Enchanted Island, Sky Ride, wow a space full of Incubators,  A 
History of Man ... 
There’s not much time left here, we should hurry. 
We should hurry. 

Reaganomics, Thatcher, Ayn Rand

OVERVIEW: PAST AND PROJECTIONS An interesting element 
of the fairs is the presentation of an overview of the most 
current state of affairs and the recent past -  in combination with 
projections of what the world could look like in the near future.

Work, too
Mingled with more congenial evenings of drinks and food, we 
begin to start the unraveling of where we are– what did we 
discover during our time skyping, following interests, researching, 
etc.? There is much to discuss – this is not difficult at all -- 
whether specifically directed toward the idea of the exhibit or the 
many tangents so easily veered off onto. 

How many people does it take to make a world exhibit? 1? 10? 
100? 1000.000? 1.000.000.000.000?  Can everyone just make 
his or her own individual world exhibit and these together create 
something bigger? 

We follow a course that simultaneously looked at each of our 
previous works, how our individual works might begin to speak to 
each other, while starting new explorations on some of the more 
fruitful or provocative tangents.

A morning storm was rolling into Chicago …we looked forward to 
an in-person meeting.

VICTORIA STATION, LONDON:  Ultimately, my “waiting for 
someone” vibe is a success and Marjolijn picks me out of the 
curious looking people waiting in the station. We decide to go for 
a walk to pick up some lunch before she had to catch the train the 
airport.  Marjolijn has a huge suitcase on wheels that she pulls 
behind her as we search for a suitable place to grab some nosh. 

Like the world social forums, which are a counterbalance to the 
world economic forums, what could be a counterbalance to the 
world exhibitions? 

Could artists play a role in the development of such a thing?

What does progress mean to us? What kind of progress is 
important for us? Is the idea of progress the same everywhere, or 
does it change from place to place, from year to year, from person 
to person?  Is progress always change?  

These movements that are occupying the squares in front 
of banks and stock exchanges, maybe we could occupy an 
imaginary space. A world exhibit that is filled with ideas, gives 
insight into what people think moments of progress have been 
personally, locally, or globally. 

How big is this project going to be? 

Is it just realised by us or would other people like participate? 

How many people does it take?

How big is this project going to be?

How big? 

How many?

Progress.

Our conversation rapidly flipped back and forth between lunch 
cravings and the role of the artist in the current political climate. 
At last we located a pleasant enough café with a lunch special. 
Sweet pea risotto and a glass of white wine - very suitable indeed.

How big? 

How many?
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“An exhibition is a display which, whatever its title, has as its principal purpose the 
education of the public: it may exhibit the means at man’s disposal for meeting the needs 
of civilization, or demonstrate the progress achieved in one or more branches of human 
endeavour, or show prospects for the future.”  - Bureau International des Expositions 
(1928 Paris Convention, Article 1) 

The Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations, London, UK
Exhibition of the Industry of All Nations, New York, US   
Exposition Universelle des produits de l’Agriculture, de l’Industrie et des  
Beaux-Arts, Paris, FR  
International Exhibition on Industry and Art, London, UK  
The History of Labour, Paris, FR   
Culture and Education, Wenen, AT   
The Great Industrial Exhibition, Dublin, UK   
Centennial Exhibition. International Exhibition of Arts, Manufactures and Products  
of the Soil and Mine, Philadelphia, US
Exposition Universelle des produits de l’Agriculture, de l’Industrie et des  
Beaux-Arts, Paris, FR 
Sydney International Exhibition, Sydney, AU 
Melbourne International Exhibition, Melbourne, US   
International Colonial and Export Exhibition, Amsterdam, NL  
Calcutta British Exhibition, Calcutta, IN
World’s Industrial and Cotton Centennial Exposition, New Orleans, US  
Grand Concours International des Sciences et de l’Industrie, Antwerpen, BE 
Exposición Universal, Barcelona  
Révolution Française, Paris, FR  
Columbian Exposition, Chicago, US   
Belgium Exposition Internationale, Brussels, BE   
A Century in Retrospect, Paris, FR  
Pan-American Exposition, Buffalo, US   
The centenary of the purchase of the territory of Louisiana, Saint Louis, US
Exposition Universelle et Internationale de Liège, Luik, BE   
Nautical and Overland Trasportation, Milan, IT   
300th Anniversary of Jamestown’s settlement, Norfolk, US   
Alaska-Yukon-Pacific Exposition, Seattle, US   
Industries, Brussels, BE   
Industry and Labor, Turin, IT   
Wereldtentoonstelling, Gent, BE   
Panama–Pacific International Exposition, San Francisco, US  
Celebrating the Opening of the Panama Canal, San Diego, US  

1851
1853
1855 

1862
1867
1873
1874
1876 

1878    
 
1879
1880
1883
1884
1884
1885
1888
1889
1893
1897
1900
1901
1904
1905
1906
1907
1909
1910
1911
1913
1915
1916

1922
1924
1925
1926
1929
1930
1930
1931
1933
1935
1937
1939
1939
1958
1962
1964
1967
1968
1970
1974
1982
1985  
1986
1988
1992
1992
1993
1998
2000
2005
2008
2010
2012

Exposiçao International do Centenario do Brazil, Rio de Janeiro, BR
British Empire Exhibition, Wembley, UK  
Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes, Paris, FR     
Sesqui-Centennial International Exposition, Philadelphia, US     
Industry, art and sport, Barcelona, ES      
Arts and Industry, Sevilla, ES      
Exposition Internationale Coloniale, Maritime et d’art Flamand, Antwerpen, BE    
Art and technology as applied in modern life, Paris, FR
A Century of Progress, Chicago, US      
Colonisation, Brussels, BE    
Arts and Technics in Modern Life, Paris, FR      
Building the World of Tomorrow, New York, US  
Exposition internationale de l’eau, Luik, BE     
A More Human World, Brussels, BE    
Man in the Space Age, Seattle, US     
Man’s Achievement on a Shrinking Globe in an Expanding Universe, New York, US     
Man and His World, Montréal, CA     
Confluence of Civilizations in the Americas, San Antonio , US    
Progress and Harmony for Mankind, Osaka, JP     
Tomorrow’s Fresh New Environment, Spokane, US      
Energy Turns the World, Knoxville, US      
Science and Technology for Man at Home, Tsukuba, JP     
World in Motion, World in Touch, Vancouver, CA      
Leisure in the Age of Technology, Brisbane, AU   
The Age of Discoveries, Sevilla, ES     
Christopher Columbus, The Ship and the Sea, Genoa, IT     
A New Path Forward, Daejeon, South Korea     
Oceans, A Heritage for the Future, Lissabon, PT     
Humankind-Nature-Technology, A New World Arising, Hannover, DE     
Nature’s Wisdom, Nagoya (Seto), JP     
Water and Sustainable Development, Zaragoza, ES     
Better City, Better Life, Shanghai, CN
The Living Ocean and the Coast: Diversity of Resources and Sustainable 
Activities, Yeosu, KR
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EXCERPTS FROM WORLD’S FAIR BROCHURES:

Great Exhibition (London, United Kingdom,1851):
The activity of the present day chiefly developes itself in 
commercial industry, and it is in accordance with the spirit 
of the age that the nations of the world have now collected 
together their choicest productions. It may be said without 
presumption, that an event like this Exhibition could not have 
taken place at any earlier period, and perhaps not among any 
other people than ourselves. The friendly confidence reposed 
by other nations in our institutions; the perfect security  for 
property; the commercial freedom, and the facility of transport, 
which England pre-eminently possesses, may all be brought 
forward as causes which have operated in establishing the 
Exhibition in London. Great Britain offers a hospitable invitation 
to all the nations of the world, to collect and display the choicest 
frits of their industry in her Capital; and the invitation is freely 
accepted by every civilized people, because the interest both of 
the guest and host is felt to be reciprocal. 

Century of Progress (Chicago, United States, 1933-34)
Around the Globe: Science knows no ethnic boundaries, it has no 
limitation of creed or nation. It joins the antipodes, the continents 
are spanned, and the oceans are no longer barriers. Scientists 
of all nations have contributed their share to the century of 
progress. It is therefore, gratifying to know that the other 
nations are already planning to exhibit their scientific and artistic 
creations at this exposition.

A Century of Progress International Exposition was the world's 
fair held in Chicago during the summers of 1933 and 1934 to 
commemorate the incorporation of the city in 1833. Sponsors 
of the fair sought to broaden its appeal by adopting a theme of 
universal significance - the spectacular advances of science and 
technology during the period 1833-1933. Chicago, according to 
fair boosters, was "the only city of major importance whose entire 
life had been passed within this remarkable century, one in which 
the application of science to industry had brought profound 
changes in both the economic and cultural structure.” The 
Exposition was to serve as the "dramatization of the progress of 
civilization during the hundred years of Chicago's existence.”

Nature’s Wisdom (Aichi, Japan, 2005)
This is not a theme that we have chosen lightly. Lacking vast 
open spaces and abundant mineral resources, Japan has 
achieved its current economic development and prosperity 
through the diligence and ingenuity of its people. Yet in the 
process we have inadvertently sacrificed our human values on 
the altar of economic efficiency.

Only recently have we realized the enormity of our loss. Though 
pleased with our industrial growth and economic development, 
we realize that this was not the sum of our aspirations. We realize 
that we had hoped to fuse Asia's traditional wisdom with modern 
science and technology to create a better world where humankind 
and nature can co-exist in harmony.

Thus was this theme chosen-in regret at the mistakes of the past 
and in determination to make this dream come true. Nature is 
a vast font of wisdom, and nature's wisdom stretches from the 
simplest cell to the infinite reaches of space. This is the wisdom 
that has given rise to life and eventually ourselves on this planet. 
Indeed, the history of humankind has been one of learning 
from nature's wisdom. Humanity cannot live in isolation, and it 
is imperative that our lives be compatible with the rest of the 
global ecosystem.

The timeline on the page begins at 1933, the year of the Chicago 
Century of Progress Exposition, and ends 100 years later, in 
the future year of 2033. These parameters bracket a timeline 
intentionally left blank: an invitation for historical recollections 
and observations based memory, and future postulations based 
on current trends or dreams. For all entries we ask that you rely 
solely on your memory (imperfect as it may be) and imagination – 
no fact checking is necessary.
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Trevor Gainer & Maurice Boogaert
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Art & Reciprocity
–
Erik Hagoort & Caroline Picard

Mutualisms has triggered us to write about art and reciprocity. We started a blog, not so much to respond to each other’s writ-
ings but to create a space for our thoughts to weave in and out, and, in doing so, congeal. One post from Erik about exchange 
would lead to another, seemingly unrelated post from Caroline about museums. We informed one another obliquely, as strang-
ers from different satellites. Soon it became clear that our different approaches were somehow complementary. 

Part of the writings deal with reciprocity as an experience of resonance (1): there is a reciprocity between environments, com-
munities, times, locations (2), and spheres. These writings give the idea that art works as sound does. An artistic gesture is like 
a sound wave. Art may evoke an echo; it also may carry on and resonate in one’s head, in stories, in environments, in time, in 
the imagination. Art invites you to react in your own way: by improvising reciprocally to the contributions of those around you, 
as in a musical jamsession (3). Yet to witness resonance, one must first define a space of observation (4), a framework within 
which certain interactions can take place (5). It is not that these interactions would not take place otherwise, but that they 
must be parsed from a surrounding cacophony. Consider the use of a viewfinder for a landscape painter. Of course the forest 
will always exist within a greater ecological context, just as aesthetic experiences take place every day, everywhere in the 
brightest galleries, the most marginalized bus stops, or on the bark of growing trees. Nevertheless, the frame we use to house 
a resonant experience can make it accessible to others, not simply as individuals but as a collective audience (6). That tempo-
rary community (7) — present in a theater, a gallery, or a protest — can then build discourse around the resonant phenomena 
it bears witness to. Of course, resonance requires another component as well. Sound waves would go undetected except for 
the bodies they vibrate (8). Bodies must therefore occupy our frame (9): material things that contain resonant frequencies, or 
the potential for movement, interaction and exchange (10). We might also think of them as witnesses (11).

To that end, another part of these writings deal with reciprocity in encounter: there is an ambiguity at work in direct face-
to-face confrontation (12). These writings focus on two oppositional movements of encounter (13): merging and colliding. In 
encounter there seems to be proximity and distance at the same time: (14) in-contrare, se ren-contre, sich be-gegnen, en-
counter (15). The nearer one gets to another person, the more incomprehensible and infinite he or she becomes (16). It is like 
approaching a mountain: (17) if you come close to it, climbing its slopes, the survey is gone. Artistic collaborations, networks, 
and friendships (18) are caught up in this intriguing ambiguity of encounter (19). 
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1. Parachute Blanket
When I was a child we sometimes played a game in the school gymnasium. My kindergarten class would line up around the periph-
ery of a parachute-blanket. Everybody grabbed an edge and, following the count of a teacher, we all-together lifted the blanket up 
at the same time, over our heads. The blanket filled with air, ballooning above us like a mushroom cap as we scrambled underneath 
its canopy, still holding our respective corners. I remember the color of the light as it filtered through the red fabric—an orange 
world born between the shiny, squealing wood floors and the quilted sail: I experienced a temporal suspension, being always sur-
prised that the parachute stayed so long above us. The faces of my peers reflected that peculiar orange light. We were always 
silenced by the phenomena, waiting inside a temporary roof. Of course the sail dropped on top of us after a time, obliterating ev-
erything and moments later we’d squirm noisily, clambering out from under the material, laughing, independent and suddenly out 
of sync. I was thinking about this recently as I tried to conceive the meaning behind reciprocity. It’s true in our world most things 
come with a price tag. 

2. One Way Reciprocity
From 1973 to 1986 James Lee Byars sent numerous letters and postcards to Joseph Beuys. Scribbles on small pieces of paper; po-
ems knitted in golden thread on sheets of red satin; sentences inked on rice paper resembling the stones of the ten commandments. 
Byars’s correspondence forms an oeuvre in itself; it is recognized as one of mail art’s big treasures. There is something strange 
about Byars’s correspondence: we hardly may call it a correspondence. The reason: Beuys didn’t write back to Byars. He didn’t 
answer. Never. Not a single postcard, not a single line. It was Byars’s correspondence to Beuys, never with Beuys.
 In comments by curators and art critics, the fact that Byars’s post remained a one-way enterprise is rendered as obvious: Byars 
never would have expected any answer from Beuys. Byars would never have intended his post to function as correspondence, but 
rather as art works in their own right. This is certainly part of the truth, as seen from Beuys’s perspective. Beuys considered Byars’ 
letters as mail art works. He kept all letters and postcards, and we may be grateful to him for that, so we can still admire them.
 When reading what Byars actually wrote to Beuys, the idea of Byars never expecting any answer seems not that obvious at all. 
The longer the absence of any reply, the more elaborate, daring, provoking, teasing and outrageous Byars’s mail becomes. Ques-
tions turn into pleas. Byars craves a token of reciprocity.
 Beuys acted in line with the idea of Byars-the-artist. When Byars performed, with his high black hat on his head, he always 
provoked communication but not with him personally. He reached out for contact, he triggered reciprocity, while at the same time 
preventing himself in person from being the focus of a reply. Many times he performed blindfolded. Not so much to prevent himself 
from seeing the public, but to prevent the public from looking him in the face. But was this also the case in Byars’ correspondence 
to Beuys? What about Byars personally?
 At the opening of the Speck Collection in Haus Lange, Krefeld, March 1983, Byars invited Beuys for an encounter. He asked 
Beuys to lie down with him on an oval slab of black marble, a work from Byars, on which the golden inscription “Both” was engraved. 

“Beuys seemed somewhat overwhelmed by the situation,” Viola Michely writes in her essay in the catalogue on Byars’ oeuvre of mail 
art (Viola Michely 2000, p. 46). Byars was not only dressed in black, but his entire face was covered in black silk. Beuys talked and 
laughed and tried to get into contact. Now it was Byars’s turn not to reply.

Sources:
Viola Michely, ‘Letters as Works of Art’, in: cat. James Lee Byars, Letters to/ Briefe an Joseph Beuys, Bernd Finkeldey/ Viola Michely 
(Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz Publishers, 2000).

3. Identity in Action
When I think of reciprocity, I visualize a call-and-response scenario: a give and take, or the meeting of a positive action with a 
subsequent positive action. In order to understand reciprocity one must therefore define boundaries: to attribute one action (the 
first) with its source, thereby identifying the subsequent action with its own, secondary, origin. There is a cause/effect relationship 
embedded in this discourse and, at first, it seems like separate identities are necessarily contained, guiding the flow of encounter; 
one wants to hold a single body responsible for each particular action. Yet a shared action can generate a return that transcends 
the potential of each single self. Consequently the defining boundaries of traditional persons become murky. No one individual can 
take responsibility for the resonant effect of multiple bodies engaged in the creation of a singular purpose. What does it mean, for 
instance, when several people enact an airport? Who is the author of such a singular result? 
 In his book The Ecological Thought (Harvard UP, 2010), Timothy Morton reassesses the individual’s relationship to the natural 
world, encouraging us to recognize a fundamental and interstitiary “mesh” of which we are all a part. He is not examining art com-
munities. Instead he studies scientific allocations of species and how those distinctions frame humanity’s specific relationship to 

“nature.” Over the course of the book, Morton continues to break down the most basic categorical distinctions, pointing out the 
blurry line between plant and animal by examining the species that occupy abutting biological kingdoms. There is such a minimal 

difference between an anemone, say, and a fungus that assigning one the attributes of plant and the other those of an animal 
becomes arbitrary. Only via farther-out consequences — for instance when comparing a palm tree and a lion — do those differ-
ence seem inherent. Each member of the “mesh” is distinct, “The mesh is…the entanglement of strangers” (p. 47). We are not so 
categorically different, but rather necessarily contingent. Such an approach disrupts ideas of hierarchical thinking. “Thinking inter-
dependence involves dissolving the barrier between ‘over there’ and ‘over here,’ and more fundamentally, the metaphysical illusion 
of rigid narrow boundaries between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’”(p. 39). Morton focuses on the idea of cooperation, arguing that our mesh 
consists of countless and various bodies acting independently but in congress. Its members gain from being part of a group; there 
is a built-in reciprocity. “Cooperation” becomes a necessity, for although individual parts strive to serve their own interest working 
with the interests of others in mind can, in most cases, enhance rather than compromise one’s end; at the very least cooperation 
creates an efficient kind of work. Rather than focusing on a local effort, Morton suggests we inhabit an inclusive mind-space that 
accounts for the whole mesh. By expanding our awareness beyond an immediate vicinity, he argues, we expand our consciousness 
to reflect not only other humans in other parts of the world, but also animals and even — he would argue — stars. The specialness 
of community, therefore, lies not in a concentrate of local energy, but rather in an apprehension of the entire, massively intricate 
system of which we are a part. In tandem with this view is a kind of death of the self-as-center, or death of locale as special. Can our 
ideas of community survive being reconceptualized without a geographic nucleus? 

4. “If I take care of you, others will take care of me”
“If I take care of you, others will take care of me.” This saying by Joseph Beuys (without a question mark) still resonates in my mind 
since I attended the workshop La chaîne est belle at the Academy of Fine Arts in Antwerp in June 2011. The chain is beautiful or 
The necklace is beautiful: with this title the initiators, artists Nico Dockx and Louwrien Wijers, referred to Beuys’ statement written 
down by Wijers at the end of the 1970s during a discussion on economy.
  Beuys’ phrase speaks of reciprocity, albeit in an unusual way. In general reciprocity means mutual exchange, in the sense that 
between two people something is going back and forth, for the benefit of both of them. I give you something, you give something 
back to me. This is a limited meaning. We know about broader meanings; reciprocity isn’t confined to objects. We love each other, 
we care for each other, we can harm each other, we can be indifferent to one another. In many positive and negative ways, reciproc-
ity is expressed through the verbal extension  ‘each other’ and ‘one another’. In most cases we regard this exchange as something 
happening between individuals. 
 Beuys suggests something else: a necklace-reciprocity or chain-reciprocity. This is not a dualistic interplay between isolated 
subjects. He does not say: “If I take care of you, you will take care of me”, but: “others will take care of me”. The self is not isolated, 
it is a connected self. This self forms part of a chain. There is a transitive solidarity which goes over from one person to the other, as 
if from one bead in a chain or necklace to the other. So in the end you may trust that you, being part of this chain, will be cared for too. 
 It is a beautiful thought and yet, the saying of Beuys makes me feel uneasy. It revolves around the self. It starts with I and it 
ends with me: “If I take care of you, others will take care of me.” This care returns to the self. There is an expectation, there is a 
condition. One counts on others to be helpful, on the condition of me taking care of you. But is this care? To me care doesn’t ask 
anything in return. Care is generous. Generosity exceeds expectations and favors in return. This has puzzled me. What do these 
values — generosity and reciprocity — actually stand for? What do they stand for in the arts? They seem to be connected and at 
the same time to be in opposition with each other. Are generosity and reciprocity complementary or competing values? 

5. Talking to the Moon
On February 23rd of this year, Katie Paterson gave an artist talk at The Art Institute. Of the many works she discussed, she 
described Earth-Moon-Earth (Moonlight Sonata Reflected Off the Surface of the Moon), a work from 2007 in which she took 
Beethoven’s infamous sonata, translated it into Morse code and sent it to the moon via radio transmission. Then she waited for the 
transmission to bounce back. Apparently there is a whole network of people who do this: transmit and collect messages to and from 
the moon’s surface. These self-identified “moon bouncers” set up small transmitters in their backyards and spend their evenings 
snatching encoded sentences from the ether. They have to decipher meaning in what they find, for some of each message gets lost 
in its return: patches of code are swallowed and mislaid due in part to the moon’s irregular surface and to unpredictable weather 
patterns that bend or skew the sound waves on. Paterson’s lunar reply shows that distortion. She hangs the original Morse code 
transcript beside its lunar twin. Whole passages of text are removed or skewed on their return. She re-translated that Morse code 
back into musical notation and, when the piece is displayed, she sets up a self-playing piano in a corner of the gallery. We cannot 
see the bench and from its initial position one would assume a pianist, especially given its coherent beginnings. At first the sonata 
proceeds according to Beethoven’s intentions. After a few minutes it deteriorates. Seconds of silence endure where there should 
be sound. Yet the silence has kept its own time and when the music resumes, it does so in league with its origin. In walking towards 
the piano, turning the corner of its slick wooden lid, we see an empty bench. The spirit of the moon is conjured in the emptiness. 
 Like Lee Byars, Paterson is trying to engage a reciprocal action from an impossible surface. She is sending a message to the 
moon — a Romantic message of longing, perhaps like a Romantic poet entreating the natural world to respond. She wants to have 
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some influence in Outer Space, to communicate with the massive emptiness of sky. Paterson exercises a very literal projection, 
receiving in response the passive reflection of her effort. The  beauty of this piece stems from the failure of repetition, the moon’s 
absent voice, like a letter returned with mangled and water-stained edges.

6. Discourse of Reciprocity

The last two decades of collaborative art practices, in which people from the audience are invited to partake, have developed a 
discourse of reciprocity. Reciprocity appeals not only as a concept for analysis of these practices, but also as a leading principle for 
action, promising true equal exchange between audience, artists, and curators. Reciprocity is seen as an alternative to the hierarchies 
at work in the art world. 
 In this discourse of reciprocity the ideas of the French sociologist Marcel Mauss (1872-1950) have resonance. His famous Essay 
on the Gift, published in 1925, is mentioned in many publications and circulates widely. According to Mauss our society is structured 
by, and totally caught up in a dynamics of reciprocity. “What power resides in the object given, that causes its recipient to pay it 
back?” That is the central question Mauss poses (Mauss 2002, p. 4). Mauss was fascinated by the force of reciprocity, its obligatory 
nature. Giving and returning appear to happen voluntarily, he states, but often sanctions and requirements play an essential role. In 
theory gifts are voluntary, but in fact they are given and repaid under obligation, Mauss upholds. The full title Essai sur le don, forme 
et raison de l’échange dans les sociétés archaïques, already gives away the conclusion of his research: to give is to exchange.
 Mauss was a follower of his more well-known mentor and colleague sociologist Emile Durkheim. After Durkheims death in 1917 
Mauss succeeded him as director of the influential French journal Année Sociologique. The Essay on the Gift is a study of economic 
behavior in what he regarded as “archaic societies”. Since its publication in 1925, ethnographic, anthropological, and cultural stud-
ies have developed many new insights. But the basic idea, that reciprocity is the cement of society, appeals today to many people 
involved in participatory art practices.  
 Certainly reciprocity challenges the conventional division between the role of the artist and the role of the audience: the former 
producing, the latter consuming; the former bestowing, the latter receiving. This division of roles doesn’t necessarily mean a hierar-
chy, let alone a hierarchy to be done away with. However, as soon as artists invite people from the audience to participate in the work, 
the traditional roles of artist and audience indeed need to be reconsidered. The idea of reciprocity can be useful, in so far as it helps 
us to reflect upon and to deal with the participatory role of people from the audience. Nevertheless we shouldn’t regard reciprocity 
as a solution, nor a leading principle of participatory art practices. We shouldn’t attune to a discourse of reciprocity, which makes us 
look at art and at encounter through the lens of exchange. This discourse makes shallow what encounter in the context of art, or art 
in the context of encounter, can be. The discourse of reciprocity also distorts the reception of practices of art-to-encounter, in which 
reciprocity is not the main issue or no issue at all. We must look for other than reciprocal aspects of art-to-encounter, to see what is 
at stake in this kind of art practice.   

Sources:
* Marcel Mauss, The Gift. The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies (London/New York: Routledge, 2002).

7. Artists in the Forest of Arden

“O Rosalind, these trees shall be my books.
And in their barks my thought I’ll character, 
That every eye in which this forest looks
Shall see thy virtue witness’d everywhere. 
Run, run, Orlando! Carve on every tree
The fair, the chaste, and unexpressive she” 
(As You Like It, Act III, scene ii, l. 1-10).

In August, 2011 I visited ACRE, a cooperative artists’ residency in Wisconsin. The program is extensive and commendable by any 
standards, particularly given its entirely volunteer administrative staff. Everything takes place on 100 acres of wetland, hills and 
farmland. The property boasts several buildings with artist studio space, a screen printing studio, a recording studio and an outdoor 
wood shop. Boarding facilities were built using salvaged wood and during any given session houses 25-30 artists. There are three ses-
sions every summer. In keeping with the spirit of local interest, all meals are provided by farmers in the nearby area, and sometimes 
those farmers come to give talks about the process of food production. What first struck me upon arrival, was how far from the city 
I felt. Everything is green and insects buzz everywhere. Nighttime walks between buildings require an almost intuitive navigation of 
terrain; there are no street lights and as such inhabited buildings gleam in the night like ports at sea. The night is dark and the stars 
are bright and when morning comes everything is dewy and damp. While ACRE’s verdant landscape possesses an aura of 60s-like 
idealism, its inception is intrinsically connected to the present-day city, particularly (though not necessarily) Chicago. Chicago is 

an especially concrete place; it is flat and during the summer it can be unbearable. The propulsion to find cooler physical places, to 
escape the mechanism of commercial exchange is intuitive, but why flee to the country?
 The setting of action in As You Like It takes place in the Forest of Arden. While the characters are still subject to the laws and 
politics of their court (for instance, Rosalind has fled for political reasons), the forest enables a suspension of civilized reality. Once 
inside the forest, characters can reinvent themselves: women can be men and fools can be wise. Rosalind transforms herself into a 
man, creating an overarching and poetic tension  around gender relations. Hierarchical power is unsettled and reexamined, as is the 
characters’ relationship to their environment. Trees become books. The context of the forest highlights a separate kind of truth which 
is eventually brought back to the city and grafted onto urban society. It is as though the forest is a dream state, wherein characters 
engage and resolve their problems intuitively, in ways that were not possible in the rational, domesticated world.  
 The literal Forest of Arden, not far from Shakespeare’s birthplace, lies in the center of England. Curiously, no Roman road ever 
passed through its wood. Roads were built around its bounds. Even in geographic reality the forest seems to maintain a space beyond 
rational enterprise, an undomesticated plot of land that resists easy passage, while nevertheless  being contextualized (or flanked) 
by the very politics it suspends. There is a constant relationship between the conscious and the subconscious, the wild escape of the 
country and the rubric of an inherited society. 
ACRE is an off-site summer space where artists are removed from the particulars of their (generally) urban contexts. In Wisconsin, the 
(often banal) project of everyday life seems temporarily eschewed; residents are encouraged to come and indulge their artistic vision 

— a precarious, and potentially bi-polar space of ecstasies, triumphs, and failure. Practically, they have fewer clothes to choose from 
and a discrete number of people with which to contend. Meals take place at the same time, in the same dining room. The distraction 
of daily choice is reduced. There is no cell phone reception and in order to access the Internet one must sit in the main lodge; the 
front porch offers the strongest bandwidth. Otherwise one creates work and attends what group activities might be available, from 
lectures and artist talks, to dance parties, screenings and music performances. Cultural diversions are produced by members of the 
temporary community. And it’s utopic and lovely so, why not live this way forever? There is something ideal about the pared down, 
cooperative existence ACRE creates and I overheard more than a few conversations from residents who acknowledged the upcoming 

“reintegration period” (wherein they would have to return to the city) with certain malaise. 
 Nevertheless, ACRE is not a utopia exactly, because it is contingent on the very system it sets itself apart from. During the year it 
hosts weekly exhibits in the city, showing the work made in the woods over the summer. Even beyond this, though, ACRE is essentially 
connected to the city because it is impermanent and cyclical. Rather than resolving the issues of day-to-day life, it only suspends 
their demand. The significance of the experience stems from an interruption of the cement-laid streets to which we are so accus-
tomed. As the characters in Shakespeare must always return to the courts, so too we must always return to society, acknowledging 
the essential failure to ever fully escape systems of capital and cultural or familial obligations. Rather than balk against that failure, or 
try to evade it, the memory of a forest and its tender encounters can soften the stark vertical lines of buildings, facilitating a critical 
perspective on rhythms that are otherwise taken for granted. A city is, by its nature, full of conviction. Every citizen is a convert to 
its industrious path; we must be, lest we suffer our subjugation without cause. Existing  in a temporary community outside the city 
creates an opportunity to enact possibilities that might otherwise seem impossible in the rubrik of conventional society. However the 
impact of those experiments is not contained to the woods. They are subsequently re-integrated into the city, creating new possibili-
ties where perhaps none were expected.

8. Marcel Mauss: “to give is to exchange.”

In “archaic societies,” Marcel Mauss explains, the force of reciprocity comes from the idea of circulation, of being part of the world 
of ancestors, nature and the gods. The thing given is not inert but alive. It comes from somewhere and it wants to return to this 
somewhere. You are not the owner. You are only a temporary owner, under the obligation to return what you have to its origin. “Gifts 
circulate, (...), with the certainty that they will be reciprocated” (ibid., p. 45), Mauss concludes from his research material. This circula-
tion takes time: “Time is needed to perform any counter-service” (ibid., p. 46). Reciprocity and exchange evolve through time-chains 
of encounters, visits, contracts, events, combat, etc. These chains re-inforce the power of reciprocity.
 Reciprocity is not only at work in the exchange of objects, but also in the exchange of people’s efforts, their “prestations.” These 
include all kinds of skills, commitments and virtues, such as politeness, friendship, trust and care. According to Mauss, many of these 

“prestations” may seem to happen without any expectation of something in return, but in fact they are reciprocal in nature. 
 Mauss’s essay can be interpreted as an exercise in unmasking, giving evidence of self-interest as the leading moral principle: 
generosity as selfishness in disguise. But this wouldn’t be fair to Mauss, who shows a much more nuanced picture. For him, generos-
ity and reciprocity are mutually connected. One is entangled with the other one. Many examples from different cultures lead him to 
strong observations, which go beyond a simplistic equation of generosity with altruïsm and reciprocity with sly egoïsm. It’s much 
more interesting and complicated. As Mauss says, “by giving, one is giving oneself, and if one gives oneself, it is because one ‘owes’ 
oneself - one’s person and one’s goods - to others” (ibid., p. 59). 
Sources:

* Marcel Mauss, The Gift. The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies.
 (Routledge, London and New York, 2002).
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9. AS220

For the month of July, I was an artist-in-residence at AS220, a non-profit art space located in the heart of downtown Providence, 
RI. The space began illegally almost 25 years ago, when some artists started squatting in a building downtown. Now, the project 
employs approximately 40 people, posesses three buildings within a three block radius. Together those sites contain a performance 
space, two art galleries, a restaurant, a bar, a print shop (with offset, lithography, letterpress, etching and other printing technolo-
gies), a photo lab, an electronic lab (where one might build a robot, for instance), a Youth Program and artist live/work studios. 
People who live in the live/work studios pay a lower monthly rent in exchange for a certain number of weekly volunteer hours. 
They work the door during performances, or clean windows and floors. The result of this infrastructure is that the defining bounds 
between what is commercial and what is not are porous. Furthermore administrative employees receive the same salary, from the 
Founding Director, to Building Management to Assistant Directors, Grant Writers and Program Directors. Located on the second 
floor of Empire Street, the Youth Program is one of the organization’s gems. There, high school students come to develop portfolios. 
Under the guidance of teachers hired by AS220, these students learn to create their own video games, record their own music, take 
and develop photographs – developing a viable skill set while also learning in an environment of positive support. Because the mis-
sion of the organization is to create a platform for creative expression, it fiercely denounces any curatorial agenda. It is uncensored 
and unjuried. Anyone can have a show, you just have to sign up and (at the moment) signing up means waiting for four years.
 While I have only scratched the surface of this place, it’s interesting to consider in response to Beuys’ statement, “If I take 
care of you, others will take care of me // If I take less, others have more.” The organization is based around the first principle: if 
we build a community in which people are cared for, they will in turn take care of others, like us. This strategy implies that the ini-
tial “I” benefits from the happiness of others because there is something held in common. When AS220 first took up residence on 
Weybosset Street, drug pushers and prostitutes consumed downtown life. There were no cultural destinations to speak of. AS220 
began to change that. They garnered mayoral support to further establish themselves. In doing so, they began to clean up the 
neighborhood and, by supporting the art within its community and the shepherding development of at-risk youths, AS220 began 
to temper the unruly edges of its context. This process goes against the second hypothesis, “If I take less, others have more.” For 
here, building culture is based on the consumption of support. AS220 raised significant funds to accomplish its ends relying heavily  
on the backs of countless volunteers. Yet it also gives back to that community, providing a rather simple service: a platform for its 
constituents. As the AS220 community grew, people became more invested in the state of its neighborhood. They became invested 
in the surrounding area, and interest lead to care which lead to revitalization. Downtown Providence, an allegedly seedy dive of a 
post-industrial town, has improved drastically in the last ten years. There, AS220 provides a cultural beacon. 
 I’m reminded of an anecdote someone told me once about Canada. I’ve no idea if it’s true, but it has nevertheless stuck with 
me. In the early days of Canada’s western-immigration history, they had the barest infrastructure. It was basic and it might work in 
the long run, except they didn’t have enough people to ensure its ongoing stability. They needed to increase the population. The 
Canadian government printed pamphlets depicting the Okanogan in the summer time: beautiful rolling hills, ripe fruit trees, smiling 
apple pickers. They sent those flyers to London, where people embedded in a static class system might see them. Tempted by the 
fantasy of another future, Londoners abandoned their lives in the UK and ran into the arms of new promise. Many arrived in Canada 
just before winter. They had nothing. Against all expectation, the civilization they met was under-built and there was little to spare 
the newcomers. Without resources or know-how, many of them dug holes in the ground to wait out their first winters. When they 
emerged, (this moment always astonishes my imagination: the dirt-ridden face emerging from the ground, born again and looking 
like a zombie in the first light of spring) they started building proper homes. While they must have suffered terribly for their igno-
rance, they managed to survive and contribute in such a way as to help others survive.
 When I first arrived in Providence, they had a Print Shop Ice Cream Social. There, I was given the opportunity to take the letter-
press for a spin. The poster I printed (it was already set up and I’m not sure who designed it) read, “When given a chance humans 
will always build houses next to one another.” Which, I gather, is another way to think about what is gained from a group and how it 
relates to the currency of a single gesture, especially when that gesture is made in an infrastructural vacuum.

10. What about receiving?

With Mauss in mind we shouldn’t regard reciprocity as a shortcoming of generosity nor its opposite. We should see them tied 
together. Mauss speaks of “reciprocating generosity.” To my question whether generosity and reciprocity are complementary or 
competing values, Mauss would indeed have answered that they are complementary, that one adds to the other, that one exists 
because of the other. And this is to Mauss more than just the conclusion of academic research: it is a moral message. Reciprocating 
generosity is beneficial for any society, he upholds, even for modern society. 
 “This morality is eternal,” he suggests and it helps man balance extremes: “Over-generosity, or communism, would be as harm-
ful (...) as the egoism of our contemporaries and the individualism of our laws” ((Mauss 2002, pp. 88-89). We shouldn’t look for hap-
piness in “archaic cultures,” he concludes, but focus on the beneficial workings of reciprocating generosity now, in our own society. 

He ends his essay by saying that it is “useless to seek goodness and happiness in distant places. It is there already, (...) in mutual 
respect and reciprocating generosity (...)” (ibid., p. 106). 
 This all sounds so fair and balanced that we feel convinced. But something remains hidden: the undervaluation of receiving. Be-
ing able to return a gift is appreciated, Mauss says. Not being able to return a gift, not even thinking about returning a gift, is seen 
as a sign of inferiority. “The unreciprocated gift still makes the person who has accepted it inferior,” Mauss states in his conclusion, 

“particularly when it has been accepted with no thought of returning it”, and: “Charity is wounding for him who has accepted it, (...)” 
(ibid., p. 83). 
 This is not only a conclusion that Mauss draws from his research material, it is his own conviction. “Das Geben is offensichtlich 
wichtiger als das Nehmen,” philosopher Heinz Kimmerle also must conclude from Mauss’ essay (Kimmerle 2005, p. 108). I would say 
that from the start Mauss’s analysis is based on a negative assessment of receiving. In some way receiving seems to be difficult, 
morally inferior. Just accepting a gift seems to be out of the question, something unbearable. 
 Why would it be inferior to receive? Why would it be inferior to accept a gift? Why would it be particularly inferior to accept a 
gift with no thought of returning it? In Mauss’s story generosity and reciprocity are mutually entangled. But he does not the ap-
preciate them equally. There is no space in his analysis for the positive appreciation of the other side of generosity: being able to 
receive. Here I want to point out two possible ways to create space for a positive valuation of receiving. The first one refers to art 
practice. The second refers to philosophy. 

Sources:
* Heinz Kimmerle, Jacques Derrida interkulturell gelesen (Nordhausen: Traugott Bautz, 2005).
* Marcel Mauss, The Gift. The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies
 (London/New York: Routledge, 2002).

11. Dear American Folk Art Museum

The American Folk Art Museum in New York has been in the news a lot lately — and sadly too; it looks like they’re closing. Faced 
with the pressure of massive debt, the AFM sold its flagship building on West 53rd Street to MOMA and shrank to its smaller, aux-
iliary 5,000 sq ft location  in Lincoln Square — what they allegedly rent for $1/year. The building on 53rd was built from scratch 
by Tod Williams Billie Tsien Architects specifically for the collection and opened in December, 2001. At the time “it was widely 
hailed as a sign of hope, both for the museum and New York. Here was evidence the city could recover from the terrorist attack of 
a few months earlier: a shiny bronze structure smack in the heart of Midtown that would be the first major art museum to open in 
Manhattan since the Whitney Museum in 1966,” (New York Times, August 24, 2011). Since then the AFAM has been a lightening rod 
for trouble. “For example, its former chairman, Ralph O. Esmerian, promised to donate his collection of folk art, including a version 
of Edward Hicks’s ‘Peaceable Kingdom,’ but Mr. Esmerian also put the painting up as collateral against money he owed, and in 2008 
it was put up for auction. In July Mr. Esmerian, who is no longer on the board, was sentenced to six years in prison for fraud,” (NYT, 
August 19, 2011). Perhaps again, as an indicator of our socioeconomic environment, the AFAM was forced to default on its construc-
tion loans in 2009. Their projected income from ticket sales and donations alike exceeded the reality of their position. The museum 
defaulted on its debt and this past May, its board decided to sell the building to its neighboring institution, the MOMA. While the 
sale got the museum out of its immediate hole, they were unable to raise additional funds for operating costs. Now the question 
seems to be, how to dissolve the institution? Where will these objects go?
 What happens when a museum with such a carefully and specifically curated collection sells/donates its collection? The work 
itself seems as much defined by its relationship to the institution as the institution is defined by its work. If, for instance, Henry 
Darger is repositioned within the Brooklyn Art Musuem’s repertoire, and should they exhibit his work in conjunction with contem-
porary works, does that change the way we view Darger? Does he start to emerge from the margins of “Outsider Art” into a space 
with different categorical potential (and therefore influence)? Obviously and for various reasons, Darger would never (nor should 
he) hold the status of a Pollack, for instance, but would his position and relation in our history-of-art-timeline change depending on 
his status within a specific collection? Would the same apply for the AFAM’s vast collection of quilts? How would those objects be 
integrated in other exhibits? Were everything to end up in a National History Museum, would we forget to think of these objects as 
art objects, considering them first and foremost anthropological artifacts? The historical implications created by an institution’s 
curatorial hand suddenly becomes apparent. As AFAM collected and exhibited this particular body of work it sought to define the 
significance of its collection, simultaneously reinforcing the significance of its own institutional contribution. Suddenly the Wizard-
of-Oz curators become visible presences. (While an obvious point, well curated experiences are often so seamless, that I take their 
curatorial authority for granted. I hardly notice it, focusing instead on the narrative it propagates.)
 I don’t want the AFAM to close. Obviously I’m not in a position to fully comprehend the circumstances or needs of this institu-
tion as it goes through what must be a devastating time, but here are two postcards to metaspace:
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Dear American Folk Art Museum, While we never shared the same state, your presence has helped me develop over the years, 
pressed me to follow paths of my own work and insight that I might have otherwise diminished and dismissed. Thank you so much. 
Yours truly.

&

Dear MOMA,
Please don’t tear down the AFAM building. It would be such a waste! We must all protect one another, somehow. 

Yours truly.

12. “Can generosity itself be a reciprocal practice?”

Chicago based curator Mary Jane Jacob asks: “Can generosity itself be a reciprocal practice?” To ask this question, as Jacob does 
in What We Want Is Free: Generosity and Exchange in Recent Art (2005, p. 6), means that the equation of generosity with reciproc-
ity is not that self-evident. It is a question. From tradition the artist gives, the audience receives. In these projects situations were 
created in which both artists and audiences would give and receive. “While the artist,” she writes, “has been nearly always cast in 
the role of bestowing, perhaps it is in moments of exchange that the deepest sense of generosity exists” (ibid., p. 6). 
 Jacob mentions examples of generosity in art by which she is inspired, such as the candy and poster sheets of Felix Gonzalez-
Torres and the food-events of Rirkrit Tiravanija. She also points to the pioneering function of Gordon Matta-Clark, especially his 
collaborative Food project (1971), and his social Resource Center and Environmental Youth Program for Loisaida (1977). In these 
examples of “art-as-offering - from a meal to a skill” Jacob acknowledges a reciprocal element. Because it is not about just being 
generous, she explains. It is about involving the other one, and to be involved by the other one. She stresses, out of her own experi-
ence, that these projects are not about passive giving and receiving. Responsibilities exist for each party once involved. 
 Jacob for a long time has aimed at “dismantling the hierarchy,” striving towards horizontal relations between artists and par-
ticipants. A situation in which “(…) everyone is at once giver and receiver, producer and consumer, artist and audience,” as Michael 
Brenson summarized the aim of Jacob’s project Conversations at the Castle in 1996. Notwithstanding the role of these projects 
for the arts, Jacob clearly states that her interest and sympathy goes to those projects in which “the thing given away gains im-
portance by being of use to someone in need” (ibid., p. 4). This means an acknowledgement of inequality (something is offered to 
someone in need), as well as equality (involving the one in need into the process of art). Therefore she reformulates her question 
(“Can generosity itself be a reciprocal practice?”) by: “So is there another equation for art in which both artist and audience each 
give and receive, in equal - or unequal - parts?” (ibid., p. 6)
It is special that Jacob mentions the word unequal and that she does not dismiss it. For a long time the notion of inequality only 
has played a role in negative criticism of art projects involving ‘people in need’. Art historians Miwon Kwon and Grant Kester have 
criticized forms of community art for the possible manipulative use of ‘people in need.’ They warned that under the guise of col-
laboration and exchange, the role of the artist as a missionary, and the role of the participants as those in lack of what the artist 
possesses, are sustained. This critique has played a constructive role in making everyone involved in these art practices even more 
aware of its pitfalls. But like those in favor of art-as-exchange, the critics have enforced the norm of equality and horizontality. 
 In my opinion, it is important to think about inequality while reflecting upon generosity and reciprocity. As long as equality is 
the norm, receiving a gift remains troublesome. As long as one strives towards horizontality in encounter, it remains problematic 
to accept a gift without any urge of making a return. In my view ‘art-to-encounter’ is not only about offering and exchange but also, 
and fundamentally, about being able to receive. 
 Thus art-to-encounter is a form of art in which receiving, or being able to receive, is acknowledged as a crucial element. To 
receive means to acknowledge that an encounter is not fully symmetrical, in my opinion. An encounter means that there is an ability 
to accept something that is other than what you already had or knew, and to accept the otherness of something or somebody else. 
In these thoughts I am inspired by the thinking of Jewish philosopher Emmanuel Levinas (1906-1995), as well as by some collabora-
tive, curatorial and artistic practices, which aim to create space in art for being able to receive. 

Sources:
* Mary Jane Jacob, ‘Reciprocal Generosity’, in: Ted Purves et al., What We Want is Free : 
Generosity and Exchange in Recent Art (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2005), pp. 3-10.

13. The Existential Crisis of APT Galleries and Art

For most people, the apartment gallery is a peripheral engagement. Certainly it is peripheral to most of the contemporary art world 
because it so remote from commercial engagement. Sometimes it seems meaningless. But it’s an insightful meaninglessness – for 
on the one hand it is important to engage in meaningless projects. Such endeavors operate outside expectations of worth, and are 
therefore difficult to measure. They resist an easy participation in hierarchical systems. Yet, to pull back even farther, the apartment 
gallery reflects, on a larger meaninglessness, out of which meaning is born. 
 People have to organize themselves somehow. Most do so around status — whether is cultural, monetary, physical, intellectual, 
moral or ascetic — I have been thinking about non-physical architectures that channel the effort and purpose of individuals. Those 
architectures function as psychic maps — social topographies that locate, identify and thus orient the self in his or her surround-
ings. They resolve an existential crisis. By providing a structure of intent, there are ensuing challenges specific to that structure 
which give the individual incentives and focus. Within that structure there is also the possibility of failure, which embues the whole 
endeavor with risk and, therefore, value. We seek systems of distinction that exist outside of the self, in order to grasp a seemingly 
objective worth. 
 What is interesting to me about the “apartment gallery” is that it simultaneously succeeds and fails. It fails because the effort 
within an apartment gallery comes to nothing, in so far as those who participate within that structure anticipate some larger recog-
nition or success, a success which they would then use to legitimize and measure their peculiar practice as an artist and, perhaps, 
garner an ensuing sense of self-worth. Such recognition is highly unlikely, and if it comes it is rarely contingent on the apartment 
gallery site. This failure is appealing because it can function as a more general metaphor for those architectural sites. Religion, I 
think, is an interesting corrolary. Going to a gallery opening parallels the act of going to a church, though the parallel is admittedly 
agnostic. The audience at a gallery assumes the work on the wall affords some larger meaning, a meaning is not contained within 
one single work, but rather is a part of and upholds a larger abstract “belief” in Art. While Art is secular, while it is deeply related 
to the economic market, its inherent importance is just as impossible to establish as the existence of a God. As there are rituals in 
church, (or for less predominant cultural precedents, say the shamanic practices in Mexico or South America) so there are rituals in 
the art scene. I don’t mean to suggest that those artistic rituals boast the same aura of import. Instead the ritualized practice of art 
is like a weak relative of the religious spirit, it (the artistic spirit) can be taken apart and compared in order to shed light on its Titan 
cousin. You could also compare the feebler sibling to capitalism — yet another structure that supplies a relatively compelling set 
of objectives and demands. Demands which then, depending on the individual’s abilities/interest/ concentration on fulfilling them, 
reflect/measure that same individual’s contingent worth. We need a way to measure ourselves – inhabiting structures in congress 
with others provides a context within which meaning (and a sense of worth) are derived. 
 The issue is that when one is so insulated within one or another of these structures, it is impossible to recognize that worth as 
being “contingent.” In many cases, maybe most, it’s easier, somehow, to assume the context isn’t contingent, because in recognizing 
that contingency we must also admit the relativity of our merits. Or another way to think of it, we must acknowledge that there is a 
space beyond those psychic architectures in which we cannot measure, or know, ourselves. 
 It’s interesting to look at how the apartment gallery succeeds; despite its larger inconsequence, it nevertheless serves an im-
mediate function: supplying a space for a public with common interests to congregate. And thus, despite the ephemerality of the 
occasion to meet, the meeting/opening provides some interior/communal nourishment. One that, maybe, bolsters the individual, 
(whether through pleasure, frustration, drama etc) to forget him or herself and occupy a shared present moment; one in which Art 
is the pretense — the projected and somewhat incomprehensible ideal.

14. Creating space for receiving: the Buddhist turn

To start with the last: creating space in art for being able to receive. As only one example I focus shortly on a long term program 
co-organized by Mary Jane Jacob and Jacqueline Baas, from 2002 to 2004, titled Awake: Art, Buddhism, and the Dimensions of 
Consciousness. The aim of Awake was to “investigate the relationship between the meditative, creative, and perceiving mind; and 
the implications of Buddhist perspectives for artistic and museum practices in the United States” (Baas & Jacob 2004, p. 4). The 
program developed into, and has connected to other like-minded projects, such as the 31st Century Museum of Contemporary 
Spirit. A ‘branch’ of this museum currently has settled at the School of the Arts Institute of Chicago, guided by Thai artist Kamin 
Lertchaiprasert.
 A shared intention of all these activities is, according to me, to find an alternative for a fundamental incongruity, which artistic 
practices of ‘reciprocal generosity’ produce and which they must face. These practices strive for generosity, for giving, for art-as-
offering. If they want to do this in participation with the audience, which is indeed the goal of many of these practices, the urge to 
make a return is reinforced. And because of that the offer, the gift is compromised. That is in fact the underlying problem that Mary 
Jane Jacob addresses with her question mentioned above: “Can generosity itself be a reciprocal practice?” 
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The Awake project is a performative way to address this problem by developing an alternative to the ‘Maussian’ framework. It is 
a way to go beyond the incongruity of artistic practices of ‘reciprocal generosity’. Interconnectedness is the main concept that is 
explored. This is a key Buddhist concept which according to Jacob “provides space for situations that are not “either/or; it permits 
coexistence” (ibid., p. 168). Simultaneous, even conflicting or contradictory states are embraced instead of opposed, she explains. 
Jacob: “When we understand in a deep and pervasive way our interconnectedness, compassion flows” (ibid., p. 168).  
 Awake stimulates to think otherwise about generosity and reciprocity. Jacob quotes artist and Tibetan Buddhist teacher Cho-
gyam Trungpa (1939-1987): “The basic problem in artistic endeavor is the tendency to split the artist from the audience and then 
try to send a message from one to the other, .... In meditative art, the artist embodies the viewer as well as the creator of the works” 
(ibid., p. 168). Within this conceptual framework, reciprocity as a back and forth between people is cast off, as it were, as an illusion. 
This framework of thinking is explored when artists work collectively, which requires great effort, as Jacob writes; when they try to 
hold back individual authorship, and allowing ideas to co-arise that could not have ever come from one individual alone. According 
to Jacob this is about bringing others into the processes of “the mind of don’t know”. 
These are thoughts which may be meditated and practiced over a long period of time. If we read the interview of Jacob with Rirkrit 
Tiravanija in the publication of the Awake project, titled Buddha Mind in Contemporary Art (2004), we can follow what this ‘mind 
of don’t know’ might be. “Not having expectations,” he explains, “not wanting to predetermine, trying to be blank. You can receive 
more if you are empty” (ibid., p. 173). When talking about the museum world in particular, Tiravanija says he tries to make the 
museum itself able to receive. There are comparable statements by other artists interviewed in the book, amongst them Chinese 
performance artist Zhang Huan. It all comes to emptiness and receiving, and this isn’t confined to non-material art practices, as 
many examples show. 
  The contributors to the Awake project don’t regard ‘the mind of don’t know’ as a solution to the incongruities of generous-
reciprocal artistic practices, let alone a final solution. They continuously try to create more space in art to be able to receive. They 
try to realize this through exploring in artistic ways the concept of interconnectedness. The Dutch philosopher Ilse Bulhof told me, 
in an interview about art-to-encounter, “Let’s break loose from all those interpretations and judgments. A decreation, run-down, 
to become empty and open.” It requires a radical shift of mind for some. For others it is already in line with their current practice, 
whether Buddhist or not.

Sources: 
* Jacqueline Baas and Mary Jane Jacob (ed.), Buddha Mind in Contemporary Art 
(University of California Press, Berkeley/Los Angeles/London, 2004)

15. Reenacting a Many Possible Past: An Interview with Irina Botea
First published on the Art21 blog, January 7th, 2011

During my senior year in college, I worked at a horse barn. My boss kept a special reenactment pony. The horse was prized above 
all others and regularly traveled the Southeast to reenact Civil War battles. He was very proud of this practice and boasted that 
he and his horse had worked together on the set of Mel Gibson’s Patriot (this was his mark of success). He also complained that 
standard tents of 1860 were not big enough to accommodate his 2002 stature, though here, too, there was a blushing kind of pride: 
he considered himself greater, than the forefathers he so admired. Perhaps because he struck me as such a comical authority, I did 
not think very deeply about his appetite for reenactment. Like many things, it seemed so obscure as to be easily dismissed. I also 
took the lens of history for granted, preferring to rest in the canonized stability I had been taught. I’ve since discovered the beauty 
of an unsteady past; I’ve grown suspicious of historical interpretations that seem too sure of themselves. Via reenactment, Irina 
Botea delivers the past into the present. As one intent on facilitating freedom, Botea examines the preciousness of documentation 
while delving into personal, political histories. Her work examines the potential possibilities of choice embedded in every outcome 

— while exciting, it demands sometimes difficult, empathic responses. She is a photographer, a performer, a filmmaker, and a teacher. 
These various facets of her creative work weave in and out of one another, admitting at every turn the reciprocal relationship we 
have with what came before us.

Irina Botea: The Courage Of The People is a really amazing example of reenactment. Jorge Sanjinés went to a village where police 
murdered miners from a tin mine when they tried to unionize; the miners wanted to join Ché. Sanjinés came back three or four years 
later to reenact the event with the survivors. It’s striking because at the beginning they make a statement, “We have reenacted this 
because we want to make sure that the history is told the way we want it to be told.” I mean it’s a very conscious decision to medi-
ate their history. This is important in reenactment, this attempt at personal mediation. When you know the ending, you’re really fo-
cused on how something happened and what possibilities were not taken advantage of. I think that’s very important for the present.
Caroline Picard: Do you feel like there are opportunities to take new steps [within a reenactment]?
IB: Absolutely. And they really happen during reenactments. It’s not just a repetition of the past—because you can never really 
repeat it—it’s a remediation of the past for the present.

CP: That reminds me of the reenactment you did about the Romanian Revolution…
IB: Auditions for a Revolution: I asked friends and students and faculty members to audition for roles in the 1989 Romanian Revolu-
tion; I juxtaposed new footage with footage from Andrei Ujica’s and Harun Farocki’s Videograms of a Revolution—a film they made 
collecting footage from the Romanian TV or from private sources. They edited it together and added commentary on top of it. Their 
comment about how media affects an event is very important.
 This was actually central to the Romanian Revolution: it was the first televised revolution. In that revolution, you were like an 
actor; you were in between reality TV and the reality of your own life.
 I remember there was this crazy moment when a Romanian politician said, “Well, everybody’s watching us. We have to prove 
to the Western world that we are good revolutionaries.” But what does that actually mean, “We’re good revolutionaries?” You know 
some people are shooting; we don’t know who’s shooting; we don’t even have guns most of us, and we just have to come to the 
television to defend the television, so what does that mean, “You are a good revolutionary?” That you are a good sheep, or a good 
wolf, or bird?
 This is something that’s really interesting because [reenactment] is about sharing. The piece is also about sharing and ques-
tioning the possibility of rioting. And how do we create protests today? How do they become efficient? What is the life of a protest? 
What if you’re not part of that history, does that mean you’re not allowed to try to understand it? Do you just remain separate in 
terms of nations, “Oh, I can only make a work about this because I’m only part of this culture”—you know?  This separation of indi-
viduals according to different, conventional groups actually comes up as one of the questions.
 How do you transmit an event with a medium? Or how you create this mediation? [In AFR] I wanted to try different variations. 
I tried one sequence with video and one with16mm. Film generally creates a different type of document than digital media. There 
is an authority that film has over video which I wanted. Also the camera we brought from Romania belonged to this documentary 
firm, Sahia Film, who was one of the institutions that filmed the [original] revolution. I don’t know if my camera was necessarily one 
of them, but the idea of using a camera that had been a witness like I was a witness felt reassuring. It was a friendly camera for me. 
And there is this beauty of the heavy body of the camera. And the cost of the filmstrip—it creates such a tension, versus video 
which is accessible.
 Which is, of course, something to be discussed because you see a lot of artists now that go to 16mm film or actually to 35mm 
film and you see now, in exhibitions, the authority of 35mm films: it’s incredible. In order for an artist to be taken seriously, he has to 
shoot on 35. Honest HD is not enough. You need a Red Camera, so it’s a Red Camera, and 35—I mean there’s also this kind of an aspect.
 But I was given that film as a gift. So at that time I didn’t think about the cost of film, I just wanted film.
CP: It reminds me of you talking about how digital video has a real connection to revolution and artistic production, and you know, 
a counter-cultural voice—I mean I think that’s one of the things that’s really interesting about you using different mediums for AFR, 
because you’re juxtaposing this nostalgic relationship to history and its reenactment in the film, but then you’re also incorporating 
digital media which shows how asking people in Chicago of different ages and nationalities to recreate this historical act is a con-
struct. And then to have that also layered with the original footage—it feels like a representation of how we relate to history—you 
point to an unstable relationship to the past.
IB: Wow. (laughs) I mean, I like your interpretation. I think it’s true? On the one hand, reenactment is a construct. It’s always an event. 
It’s always a construct but there is also something truthful happening there. There is a reality in the construct of it that happened 
and they are layered on top of each other. Because those things actually happened. And we were there!
CP: Will you talk a little bit about the guide you had in Romania this summer?
IB:  (laughs) For many years I wanted to go and film the mushroom and fruit pickers from the mountains. I also wanted to film the 
deserted Villages of Apuseni. It was a challenging process for me, because how do you go and somehow interact with the void? 
Those villages were absolutely voided. It was not about interacting with people but the void they left behind.
I was with Nicu Ilfoveanu and Toni Cartu—two of my very good friends. And I had so many doubts, like how are we going to go there 
with a big camera—us from the city—and take meaningful or not-so-meaningful images.
 In the end, we interacted with a 75-year-old man, a tourist writer, who was our guide for the week. He writes for a tourist maga-
zine called Picturesque Romania. And he has an interesting discourse from the 80s that proposes certain views on what is beautiful 
in the country. And this idea of the picturesque came to the forefront—what does it actually mean picturesque? And how does it 
connect with patriotism? And what does it actually mean for us to go into the country to look at the landscape or to look at old 
deserted houses and to think, “Oh, this is so beautiful; this is picturesque.” The word means that something is so beautiful it needs 
to be painted; we need to encompass it—to possess it in a specific way. But at the same time, if you don’t say this is picturesque 
are you not patriotic enough? Even though you are just consuming the landscape and you’re consuming what you see in front of 
you as entertainment…
CP: It sounded like something about the old man made it work…
IB: It was a wonderful encounter. First we were scared of him because he was a strict guy—then we found out he had three wives 
and we just started to laugh.
 It was a meaningful experience, I think, for all four of us; with him as the mediator to this landscape which was foreign to us.
Like there is this very important historical figure for Transylvania—Avram Iancu.  We passed by in the car and [our guide] showed 
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us where Iancu died. And [our guide] was like, “Yeah, he died on a bench.” And we were like, “What? He died on a bench? I mean you 
know this like gigantic monumental historical figure, he just died on a bench?” He fell asleep because he was drunk. He fell asleep 
and he died. In the morning they found him…I finally become friends with Avram Iancu because I find out he died on a bench.
 It was emotional for [our guide]. He had friends living in those villages and he would tell us, “This is the house of my friend,” and 
what happened to him, also how children left. So he was really absolutely sad about it, for obvious reasons.
CP: That’s like what you were saying about having to look into a void—I’m sure he’s aware of it all the time.
IB: He goes to pick up fruits sometimes because—did you know how a tree actually dies if people don’t pick up the fruits? Like a 
tree becomes wild. It’s not just the house that is dying, but also the tree dies in terms of like, the fruits are not tasty anymore—he 
goes there and picks the pears he really likes. And it was amazing to go and witness this house, the human presence without any 
people—you’d still find dishes and carpets on the wall and it felt like suddenly they just decided: Now it’s time to leave and we’re 
not really taking much with us.
CP: It seems like you’re interested in capturing marginalized voices—I was thinking of [my video] Felicia, for instance…
IB: I’m interested in going from micro to macro. You encounter a person and talk with him or her and that’s how the story goes. Instead 
of going from a macro meta-narrative and then creating something with that. This maybe comes from a past experience of mine—I 
used to work with this NGO. It was very small. We would just go with two mini-vans and paint orphanages and organize workshops. I 
find this kind of process—when you’re trying to do something small that reverberates—more effective.
 With Felicia there was also another thing. I’m interested in how people actually put themselves in the place of others. How do 
they identify or not identify with them? We always subjectively identify with the people around us, but with Felicia it was a bit more 
complicated. She was a not so-much-seen-character in Paris: a Romanian immigrant that was sometimes a prostitute and sometimes 
a burglar and she did that because she had to survive. She was perhaps a little more complicated for people to identity with.
 How do you go out and make work when you are not part of a group? Or when you are in the position of sometimes being a 
colonizer? Later, with Felicia, we did this reenactment where we asked four men to reenact Felicia, four Romanian immigrants in 
Chicago who were also trained actors. For them it was kind of like going back to theater, through this process of trying to connect 
with Felicia.
 For me, it’s always the confrontation with how do you as a person, as a subject, deal with the idea of The Other. How do you 
make an object of The Other in the same way you make an object of yourself.
CP: That’s what’s interesting to me about using cameras: your medium is always about objectification…
IB: The camera is a strange tool. It’s not easy to explain. By now I identify with the camera quite a lot. When I was little, I had this 
desire for a camera. When my grandfather was very ill, I wanted to capture him before he died—at that time of course we didn’t 
have any cameras.
 I want to capture people. I want them to have some afterlife. It’s about the afterlife of an event; I want it to be there, recorded 
on the camera. Why does it need to be on the camera? Is the camera just creating another mediation? What is the presence of the 
camera doing for the participants? I think that the presence of the camera really confronts you with yourself. There is something 
about having a document after you’ve done something that seems important…

16. Embodying the Disembodied: Leif Elggeren at LAMPO
First published on the Art21 blog, August 28th, 2012

Presented by Lampo, a Chicago-based nonprofit presenter of experimental music and intermedia events, and the Graham Founda-
tion, an organization that makes project-based grants to individuals and organizations and also produces public programs, Leif 
Elggren performed last November as part of LAMPO’s performance series at The Graham Foundation. Elggren has a varied and in-
teresting past — along with Carl Michael von Hausswolff, Elggrene is, for instance, one of the kings of Elgaland-Vargaland: a digital 
territory that “consists of all Border Territories: Geographical, Mental & Digital.” It is one of the most visited territories in the world. 
He was born in Sweden in 1950, currently lives in Stockholm, and creates experimental music that integrates visual components. 
He has many albums to his name, has been working with Kent Tankred under the moniker Guds Soner (or The Sons of God) and 
represented Sweden at the Venice Biennale in 2001. I was thinking about his LAMPO performance because of the way it dissolved 
the space between myself (the listener) and the sound. 
 We gathered in the upstairs auditorium of the Graham Foundation to watch Leif Elggren perform. Elggren is known for the 
ways in which he engages a liminal space, whether by collaborating with ghosts, or annexing the borders. He tries to access 
and name the marginal space between things, between what is alive and what is dead, what is a this and a that. In this particular 
instance, he first screened a video of drawings with music. Then he described a process by which he collaborates with the long-
dead Emanuel Swedenborg, a scientist, philosopher and theologian from the 1700s. Towards the end of his life, Swedenborg began 
to have visions wherein he believed he was communicating directly with God. Elggren communicates with that spirit via invocation 
and an embodiment. 
During the second part of his performance Elggren explained that the house belonging to Swedenborg had been torn down, but 
that the summer vestibule/one-room cottage where the man occasionally worked in his garden still remained. Elggren and a collab-

orator worked on-site, in this small room, conducting a series of recordings as Elggren read some of Swedenborg’s original writing. 
This was then mixed in a sound studio and came together in an album. He played a recording from this record — it sounded like a 
fuzzed-out, layered and thick hunk of distortion; the human voice was hard to discern, its words all the more impossible to distin-
guish. In many ways, I feel like this “song” was sort of like an entry point into Elggren’s Swedenborg collaboration — what would 
consume the rest of the evening. For his next piece, he read (what I assume to have been) Swedenborg’s text — though perhaps 
the original author, whether Swedenborg or Elggren, is of no matter. Elggren stood behind a single microphone, his lean body flexed 
under the ecstacy of performance, each muscle rigid under the stress of delivery — even his voice seemed especially reedy, a pipe 
employed by a heteronym. What was disembodied now had a material passage with which to reach us. He raved like a madman: “It 
is said that a Queen has spies in her pockets. It is said that a Queen will be sad when the horses come to castle with bloody men 
on their backs….” Over and over again, the Queen took shape in different passages. I was reminded at this stage of Fernando Pes-
soa and Araki Yasusada: the way they each embodied an un“real” (in the conventional, material sense) spirit, that nevertheless had 

“true” things to say, and “true” discernible personalities. Elggren’s Queen apparently knew something about martians, and cakes and 
husbands and — Oh! It was an exquisite and ludicrous tapestry! I couldn’t remember its parts if I tried. I think I took it in too quickly, 
too deeply, astounded as I was by the commitment behind Elggren’s performance. 
 You see, this was another primer. We were heading into the deepest part of the “medicine space” if you will — our automatic de-
fenses were breaking down along the path he brought us through. Once Elggren again took his seat, he pulled out two electric hair 
clippers. Saw blades had been fitted between the clipper blade and the clipper, held fast by the clipper screw. The saw was intended 
to buzz up and down within its clasp. Elggren ran the clippers through pedals and created a steadily amplifying and increasingly 
intense, variant vibration. It filled the room completely. 
 The air buzzed, and sometimes he left the clippers on the table to buzz that surface. It began like the sound of a lawn mower 
in many places at once — one sound and many, captivating in its rebellion against logic. The razor-gnashing sound rose to our 
sonic surface, maintaining all the time a deep, rumbling underbelly — remember the middle sound is the lawn mower (in many ways, 
keeping track of that center, at first kept me centered in myself) — everything concocted via a precarious balance of fingers and 
shears, rasping up against one another and about to fall apart; it was as if Elggren was weaving vibrations into the air. Again he 
was visibly, physically stressed: a flex of muscles, like a concentrated dancer. At any moment the saw blades threatened to fall out 
of their rudimentary clasps, ceasing altogether. It was this threat that Elggren modulated so intuitively. And the sound grew ever 
louder — aggressive and relentless and piercing — the vibrations began to thrum through my body. I could no longer command a 
central calm, powerless to steel myself against the invasion. The bounds between my inside and my out dissolved in the intensity 
of buzzing. The sound was complex and layered with an infinite many notes contained therein and no fast foothold to grasp. It was/
is a little hard to breathe. Mesmerizing wringing with great satisfaction vibrated/vibrates your whole head dissolving of self into 
sound like that irony about suffering when you suffer even while asking life its purpose the purpose is clear only in happiness do we 
lapse into confusion malaise the doldrums of heaven the uselessness of breath because in this sound one is inextricably connected 
to identifying with and wrenching from the sound as a primary threat. We need want pain but pretend otherwise disguising desire 
with a pledge for happiness and fall back into sleep. 
 When it finally subsided, I was shocked to find the course of my thoughts — because pain created such a steady vehicle for 
concentration, I had in that moment imagined it desirable; pain is a focal point. It establishes a center for meaning and catharsis: 
this is what came from the buzzing hair clippers. In this particular instance, the sound had been so overwhelming as to possess my 
whole body (like a ghost, perhaps), to drown out my heartbeat and produce pain and pleasure simultaneously. 
 After this, we began to drift back into the present, but still slowly. Elggren replayed a recording of what we had just experi-
enced. The vibrations were less potent this time, like an echo from the past; the audience had more distance, more space to reflect. 
Our individuality and separateness began to return, like blood flooding back where it had been cut off. The relief of one’s own 
heartbeat. Six people in black, including Elggren, sat in chairs at the front of the room during this replay. They embodied the pro-
cess of the sound, reenacting hysteria (variously) — mirroring the interior experience I had just endured. Their positions reminded 
me of commuters on the train — as they sat side by side — and here again I realized we were moving back into the world, where I 
remembered suddenly the concept of work and wages and all the trips to and from work. Each body in his or her own way displayed 
a unique and slow-motion form of discomfort through twitches and grimaces and slumps until the noise died down again and the 
bodies resumed their original seats, much like we had, as though nothing had happened.

16. Creating space for receiving: Emmanuel Levinas

To me creating space in art for being able to receive, needs the critical company of the thinking of Emmanuel Levinas. His philosophy 
analyzes encounter as a non-reciprocal event. The concept of interconnectedness might have a smoothing, leveling, harmonizing effect; 
it presumes that on a deeper level differences don’t count, that the Other is like me. Levinas, however, helps us to stay alert, to be aware 
of the otherness of the Other. The Other is not like me, he contends. 
 One of the most inspiring thoughts of Levinas is that an encounter functions as an irreversible movement. A movement from me to 
the Other. It is a movement because the Other who I encounter, stays free from me. The Other is the Other. I can not exercise power over 
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the Other one, Levinas states, even not when I have him or her in my grip. The Other is not wholly present in my space. A distance remains. 
 To ‘travel’ this distance happens through language, in conversation. Conversation however does not diminish the distance between 
me and the Other. According to Levinas a conversation doesn’t bring people nearer, it does not result in bridging the distance between 
self and Other. Of course we can learn to understand the other one better and better. In the end we can know each other so well, that 
we only need half a word or half a regard to know what the other one means. Still the other one isn’t wholly present in my space, Levinas 
upholds. A conversation means that I must step out of my self. A conversation is an invitation to exteriority. In that case there is a true 
experience, an ex-perience of otherness, an encounter with the alterity of the Other.   
 Levinas says that this invitation to exteriority doesn’t come from myself, but comes from “the face of the Other.” My movement 
towards the other is not my own spontaneous initiative. It comes from “the command that regards me or speaks to me in the naked, 
vulnerable, powerless, but infinitely obligating face of the Other,” as Levinas expert Ad Peperzak explains (Peperzak 2006, p. 47). In an 
encounter “I am faced by you.” Your face commands me to welcome you, to be hospitable, to feed, help, console, to stand in for you, “just 
because of your being you: this concrete and unique Other whom I happen to encounter” (ibid., p. 49).
 The face according to Levinas is an irruption that cannot be placed, related, caught, understood, or treated as an element of the 
economic, reciprocal world of which we all form a part, Peperzak writes. “It is the great merit of Levinas to have fought the belief that all 
persons, things, and events are entirely caught up in the structures and rules of a universal ‘economy’ - the ‘world’ (...)”. The face is not 
a phenomenon; it does not fit into the system. Of course the face is surrounded by and linked to the world, but still it doesn’t fit in: the 
Other who speaks is exceptional and unique. The other is “a revelation.” Levinas calls the face infinite or absolute (coming from the Latin 
verb ab-solvere, which means: to make loose from, to separate). The face of the other, according to Levinas, comes toward me “from on 
high,” “from an elsewhere that is not worldly in the economic sense” (ibid., p. 49). 
 Your face commands-invites me to responsibility. It makes me responsible for you. That is my responsibility. This responsibility is 
only mine. It is not your responsibility, it is nobody else’s. My obligation to be “for you,” as Peperzak explains, does not at all depend 
upon your fulfilling the obligation my face imposes on you. So in each encounter potentially something extraordinary happens: 
within the ordinary, reciprocal economy of relations an ethical asymmetry occurs. My movement toward you, desiring to be respon-
sible for you, in answer to the command-invitation of your face, is unequal and irreversible. 
As soon as two people meet, both experience themselves as being faced by the other one. In contrast to Levinas’s conviction that 
mutuality is excluded from this experience, Ad Peperzak maintains that if we meet, we cannot avoid being aware of the fact that 
each of us experiences the face of the other just as irruptive, demanding, inviting, and absolute. Consequently from both sides an 
unequal, irreversible asymmetrical relation occurs. In that way there is an equality, but not in the sense of the equality in being hu-
man rational beings, but equality in a specific ethical sense: your face commands-invites me, while my face commands-invites you. 
Peperzak writes: “Our equality originates in the dissimilarity of contrary demands. (...) You and I are bound together by the chasm 
of two identical but opposite inequalities. This mutual or chiastic asymmetry is the source of respect, politeness, regard, service, 
dedication, devotion and compassion” (ibid., p. 50). 
 For Levinas, the Other who we encounter is not the one in whom we are already interested. The Other is the one in need, who 
crosses my path, who stands in the way of my spontaneïty. The face of the Other measures me, criticizes me, demands me to be 
responsible. This does not mean “interservility,” as Nicolas Bourriaud misinterpretes Levinas (Bourriaud 2002, p. 23). On the con-
trary: the face of the Other invests me with freedom to take on my own responsibility for the other.  
 There is also another other, the so-called “third.” In the eyes of the other there is always the “third” looking at me. That is the 
other who appears next to, or behind, the face of the other. And in fact behind the face of the third again a fourth other, a fifth 
other, a sixth other appear; ad infinitum. The face of the “third” is exactly as commanding-inviting as the face of the other I directly 
encounter face-to-face. So I must choose for whom I will take on my responsibility, I must weigh my responsibility. For this reason 
society has set up its laws and politics. But in the end for Levinas it all comes down to the asymmetrical, non-reciprocal encounter 
of me face-to-face with the other; that is the kernel of his philosophy. 
 Levinas also speaks about the “discrete other.” This is the other with whom we are at home, literally or figuratively speaking: 
partners, friends, companions, family, maybe also colleagues. The relation with this “discrete other” is just as demanding, asym-
metrical, and commanding-inviting as the encounter with the non-discrete other. The difference lies in confidence, intimacy, friend-
ship. The “discrete other” is the one who welcomes me, who consoles me, with whom I can be intimate, weak even, fallible. 
 This intimacy isn’t about melting. It is an intimacy that still acknowledges difference and otherness vis-a-vis one another. And 
this intimacy doesn’t make me less responsible — on the contrary. But in facing the “discrete other” responsibility may change 
into care, obligation into desire, demand into love. There is  tender exploration and experiment, as he writes beautifully about the 
caress of, or by, the “discrete other”. And there is also a slightly teasing element in Levinas’ way of portraying the “discrete other”. 
If somebody you love criticizes you, it cuts through your heart. Levinas calls it a “régime de faiblesse”.
Levinas’ philosophy can be an important ally for developing our thoughts about creating space in art for being able to receive. His 
thoughts urge us not to plunge too quickly into the comfort-zone of an encounter. Receiving the other can mean that my own plans 
are thwarted. I may not expect anything in return. I may not reckon on others to care for me in the end. No interconnectedness to 
fall back upon. Still I must take on my responsibility. That is the sharp side. 

At the same time Levinas’ philosophy is ambivalent. There is the philosophical figure of the “discrete other,” with whom I may 
share a “régime de faiblesse.” Could art be a space of encounter between “discrete others” exploring forms and ways of welcom-
ing responsibility? 

Sources:
* Nicolas Bourriaud, Esthétique relationnelle (Dijon: les Presses du réel, 1998). English
 translation by Simon Pleasance/Fronza Woods and Mathieu Copeland: Relational 
Aesthetics (Dijon: les presses du réel, 1998). 
* Emmanuel Levinas, Totalité et infini: essai sur l’extériorité 
(The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 1961). Dutch translation by Theo de Boer
 and Chris Bremmers: De totaliteit en het Oneindige: Essay over de exterioriteit (Baarn: Ambo, 1987).  

* Adriaan T. Peperzak, Thinking : From Solitude to Dialogue and Contemplation 
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2006). 

17. Face to Face or Shoulder to Shoulder

On a fine, windy Summer day in 2008 Swedish artist, Tobias Karlsson invited me to sit with him in one of the three cubicles for “Un-
titled,” which he presented as part of his graduation show at the Gerrit Rietveld Academie in Amsterdam. Karlsson had emptied a 
huge classroom at the top floor of the academy building. The cubicles were placed just in front of the windows, and they were made 
of white-washed wood. Each cubicle was so close to the window, one had to squeeze oneself between the wooden panel and the 
window frame in order to gain access. Each cubicle was empty, except for two chairs placed next to each other, facing the window.
 Karlsson sat down on one of the chairs and asked me to sit on the chair next to him. In the small space the chairs were so close 
that we were sitting shoulder-to-shoulder. We were cut off from the graduation buzz. There was a self-evident intimacy, which had 
an inviting impact, either to talk, or to be silent and just watch the sky above Amsterdam. We did talk a lot. About his work, about 
my work, about his life and plans, and about mine. Our positions and roles were different, remain different: he a graduating student, 
I an external examinator. Yet, then and there, we were on the same level, physically attached, shoulder-to-shoulder. What we were 
there for, the graduation, didn’t matter anymore.
 Once in a while we did look at each other. Our eyes met, but they didn’t have to meet. Most of the time we both looked towards 
the windows, watching the passing clouds against the blue sky. While exchanging our thoughts, we gazed outside too. Not for a mo-
ment did I have the feeling to ‘participate’ in an art work: rather the opposite. Far behind was the world of art, to which we literally 
had turned our backs. It was the outside world that was present in our gaze. As if to remind us not to close ourselves off, not to put 
down the shutters.
 After having stepped out of the cubicle, I noticed I had to make an effort to step back into the world of the art academy, to 
adjust to my role of external examinator again, this person expected to focus on the art works, judging them as proofs of the artists’ 
competencies. This world full of expectations and judgments suddenly seemed superfluous.
 My encounter with Tobias Karlsson popped back into my mind when I recently came across an article by art philosopher Arthur 
Danto in the New York Times, titled “Sitting with Marina.” Here, Danto describes his experience of a performance piece by artist 
Marina Abramović, which formed part of her retrospective “The Artist is Present” from March through May 2010 in the MoMa in 
New York. This piece was enacted daily by the artist herself and visitors of the museum.                                                                                 
 The work consisted of Abramović seated in a chair placed in the museum’s atrium, across from an empty chair, in which anyone 
could sit for any length of time. Each day Abramović took her place just before the museum would open, and she would only leave 
well after the museum closing time. During the day hundreds of people lined up to sit across from Abramović.                                                                           
 Some visitors chose to sit across from Marina for hours; others chose to return to sit multiple times. Visitors sat for an average 
of 20 minutes. Each sitting visitor was portrayed by a photographer. People who sat long enough, approximately 10 minutes or more, 
were interviewed after their session by a film crew. The work proved to be “a succès fou”, as Danto states. “The possibility of sitting 
with Marina ignited in the public imagination the idea that one can do more than passively experience works of art, that one can be 
part of a work of art for as long as one is willing or able”. 
Danto himself also took the opportunity and sat across from the artist for some ten minutes. Poetically he describes his experience 
of “becoming part of a work of art.” Abramović kept silent. It was “a dialogue de sourds — a dialogue of the deaf.” Danto writes how 
she had gone into her “performance mode,” entering “another state”, “a shamanic trance,” which he values as one of her gifts as a 
performer. Acknowledging the fact that each visitor who “sat with Marina” must have had a unique experience, Danto concludes 
that in the end it was magic for all, that Abramović and MoMA “have brought back into art.”
 In Abramović’s and Karlsson’s pieces, the participation of both the visitor and the artist is required. The piece can’t be ‘present’ 
without these two persons. Both pieces also are reciprocally structured. Both create an intimacy between visitor and artist. And 
in both cases this is happening within an art institution. However the intimacy between Abramović and her sitting visitor is being 
watched by hundreds of people, while the intimacy between Karlsson and his visitors is closed off from sight. And, indeed, big is the 
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difference between sitting across from the other one, or sitting shoulder-to-shouder!
 Most striking is the fundamental difference between the two pieces which can’t be made visible, but can be deduced from their 
‘appearance.’ Abramović entered her ‘performance mode.’ “Her face took on the translucence of fine porcelain,” Arthur Danto writes. 
She, the artist, is the one who plays her shamanic role, who raises expectations of magic in which the visitor sitting across from her 
might partake. 
 “Sitting with Marina” testifies to the urge of Danto and so many visitors of the MoMa to become part of art, to experience some-
thing ‘magical,’ whatever that may be. Karlsson’s piece also testifies to a longing, but of a different orientation. Karlsson’s “Untitled” 
testifies to a less magic desire for casting off of roles, a search for an intimacy which is there already but covered under the dust of 
expectations. This intimacy does not rise from an effort to become part of art. Karlsson created a niche within the art institution, an 
inside balcony, from which to orientate together towards the world outside.

Sources:
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/05/23/sitting-with-marina/ 
http://tobiaskarlsson-art.blogspot.com/
http://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/2010/marinaabramovic/index.html

18. Spatial Relations: An Interview with The Dirt Palace
The following abridged interview was first published in its entirety on the BadatSports blog.

While in Providence, I visited an all-women artist house called the Dirt Palace. Once a gallery, now a collective studio, the Dirt Palace 
is testament to the numerous interlocking factors that must come together in order to create a non-commercial art space. Over 
the course of the following interview, we discuss some of those factors: the exercise (and sometimes failure) of collaboration, the 
necessary friendship required to keep a project afloat, the endless need for outside guidance, and the reflexivity of the organization 
itself. The Dirt Palace represents a confluence of energy, something dynamic that must nevertheless intuitively adjust according 
to the (il)legal space it occupies. 
 Upon entering the space, I was reminded of a Wes Anderson set. Co-Founder Pippi Zornoza was creating a stone mosaic for the 
building’s exterior in their main ballroom on the first floor. A few others worked on projects: the ballroom I stood in was a communal 
studio. Adjacent was the band room, complete with a drum set, guitars and recording equipment. Nearby, a dark room for burning 
screens, a cartoon studio with hand-me-down equipment procured from RISD and a separate printing studio with a wash tub. Ev-
erywhere I looked I saw original screen printed posters. Co-Founder Xander Morro led me up  the widest flight of wooden stairs I 
think I’ve ever seen. The banister was thick and, like the stairs, stained dark. I remember the wallpaper was a deep rose, printed in 
a Victorian pattern. Did I mention the height of the ceilings? The ceilings were high, everywhere: 12 feet at least. The whole place 
felt like an old and giant East Coast house, a little rickety and creaky and very likely full of ghosts. The library was on the second 
floor, as were the bedrooms: seven separate rooms, all built out with lofts. There was a bathroom on one end of the hall and a lovely 
kitchen with a living room on the other. The kitchen was full of light. Plants and knick-knacks were everywhere. The wall behind the 
stove had images from vintage cookbooks wheat-pasted like a homemade wallpaper. There were two fridges to accommodate the 
various residents and tons of plants and a breeze blew through the house so that, despite the day’s heat, I felt pretty cool. 

Caroline Picard: I’m interested in how the Dirt Palace started.
Pippi Zornoza: When we first started the space, Xander and I had both at different times lived in this building that had gone through 
a series of evictions of artists who were illegally living there. They would sort of fill up the spaces and after a certain amount of time 
the fire department would pay attention and everyone would get evicted. It was also the same time that they were starting to look 
at the Eagle Square development, which is the building that Fort Thunder was in. 
Xander Marro: There were people in suits walking around [Eagle Square] taking measurements but it wasn’t like their development 
plans were public; no one knew what was going to happen.
PZ: We had this idea of starting a not-for-profit, which we did. The NFP would own the building and there would be artist living 
spaces up here, and shared facilities downstairs. Within the first year it became really clear that there were different goals and 
motivations from different people in the group.
CP: How many people were involved?
PZ: There were six of us originally. We spent a lot of time forming the NFP and creating a board of directors and applying for a grant, 
and we had 18 months of the rent-to-own agreement. The landlord pretty much knew we would do some improvements to the build-
ing, thought we wouldn’t be able to buy it, and imagined he would reap the rewards after he evicted us.
XM: We had the fear of him yanking it out from under us and I think that fear wasn’t irrational—I don’t think he was a nefarious 
person, but I do think he was in it for the money.
PZ: We were working on the space every moment that we weren’t working our day jobs. It was just what had to happen at the time; 
there wasn’t any plumbing upstairs. We couldn’t wash dishes. I don’t think we even had a stove right away — people camped out in 

different areas of the building and we just wanted to get it to a livable place.  
XM: In a lot of ways it had to do with mentorism. AS220 was the real first experiment that had existed for how artists could own real 
estate and how artists could collectivize and work together in all those things, so that was an instant model. When we decided to do 
this we talked to a lot of people. The wisdom of the day was to do the NFP model and it took a while for a few other people to really 
understand who we were as individuals and say, “Hey you know what, why don’t you try this other way?” Finally we started to listen 
and realized that [the other way] kind of made more sense.
PZ: So it became clear to us A) that we were spending our own money. We needed drywall, so we would just go buy it and split it 
amongst the six of us. And it just wasn’t the proper model for a NFP. There was no real business structure except for that we split 
expenses. We started realizing that the way we were running the project just wasn’t sustainable. Being a constant volunteer but also 
in the place where you lived. We were also running out of time;  if we  were going to fundraise $40,000, we weren’t going to make it.
XM: We had to come up with a down payment, and mortgage, and financing if we were going to buy the building.
CP:  Everything sounds so compressed. On top of the timeline you had to build the physical infrastructure, you were figuring out the 
infrastructure and trying to raise money.
PZ: There were so many conflicts of interest and there became a split in the group where some people really wanted the NFP to 
exist, and maybe change the thing so no one lived here. Then there were other people — who I think had been more present for a 
lot of the work — they thought it made more sense to privately buy the building. They still wanted to do what we had been planning, 
but didn’t want to run it like an NFP.
XM: At the time there was a political will to help artists, and that was a big help. Like Burt [Crenca] from AS220, he set us up with 
people who worked in the city. By that time all of the stuff had gone down at Fort Thunder where they had been evicted, so it was 
kind of this perfect storm of political timing.
PZ: There were huge city hall meetings where hundreds of people who were concerned for different reasons about the development 
on Eagle Square; there was a lot of public uproar.
CP: People were upset that Fort Thunder had been closed?
PZ: Yeah, it was hard because all these artists had stayed under the radar, because they were living in Eagle Square illegally. Of-
ficials thought those buildings were abandoned but as soon as squatters started losing their living and work spaces, they started 
coming out of the woodwork, saying, “We’re a vital part of this community!” Some officials would say, “Who are you? I’ve never seen 
you before.” It was sort of a wake up call for us: if you want to be a vital part of a community, you have to be visibly engaged.
XM: At the same time there were tons of people who felt Fort Thunder was the most important and powerful thing happening at 
the time. And the other thread in Providence’s historical trajectory involved the Safari Lounge, a dive bar downtown that used host 
a lot of shows. Even before things went down with Fort Thunder, the landlord tried to evict the Safari Lounge. Suddenly there was 
a ton of community support around that. And it was actually successful with the SafariLounge. We were really blessed by knowing 
someone who had a lot of money who decided that it was worthwhile to take out a full page ad in the Providence Journal. There’s 
nothing that freaks people out more than when people who they think have no power all of the sudden take out a full page ad. The 
ad was basically everyone who had signed a petition, which was probably a thousand people, so it was a thousand names in tiny 
print. Providence is only 150,000 people so we represented a voting block. That’s going to make politicians think twice. They’re 
gone now, but the proprietor got another two-year lease because it got all this media attention. That experience made us want to 
do something sustainable, in reaction to Eagle Square. We wanted ownership within our own project.
PZ: Eagle Square was going to happen no matter what — there was a big money developer who came in to rehab the warehouses 
into condos. But because of the uproar, the city wanted to demonstrate their support for the arts, and that was right when we 
needed a loan. It was perfect timing for us.
XM: We weren’t the only people who benefited either. There were a lot of projects that sprouted up around that time.
PZ: We ended up getting a really low interest rate commercial loan from the city for this building. It was also a commercial loan/
building so living here was illegal.
XM: The other piece of the story I like was the chaos of actually getting the loan. Which was, I don’t know…Our loan application 
coincided with the city’s Plunder Dome Scandal, when our mayor went to jail. The whole administration was in hot water, so one day 
someone in the city office would say, “Yeah no problem. We’ll approve that loan for you, just get us this, this and this. You’re good.” 
PZ: And then that person would resign because of the Plunder Dome.
XM: Right, and no one gave us any tangible documents, they’d just say, “You’re good darling, You’re cool, kid.” You know, like, “You 
got it. We’re going to make this happen.” No official anything and then one night half of City Hall moves to South Carolina — ev-
eryone was just cutting their losses and getting out. And then we’d have to deal with another Director of Planning. We had to deal 
with one and then another and then another until — luckily the people who we had to deal with, you know it seemed like the biggest 
thing in the world to us but we were small potatoes, like it’s $140,000 loan, not this epic giant project that people really have to think 
about. I kept thinking, “Are they going to leave note? Are people going to know that we’re supposed to get this loan?”
CP: Did someone call you eventually?
XM: We had a number of fairy godfathers or fairy godmothers, just people who had our backs. Our one friend worked there kept 
saying, “It’s OK,” but it was just terrifying to wake up and suddenly think, “Wait does anyone we talked to still work there?” We paid 
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off the loan now, so we finally have money that can actually go towards capital improvements.
CP: When do you feel like that turn around happened?
XM: Pretty much when we paid off the mortgage. Ten years after we started.
CP: That must have been awesome. Did you all have a party?
XM: I don’t know if we did.
PZ: I don’t remember.
XM: I think we high fived.
PZ: Yeah, parties are a lot work. You don’t want to have to clean up after all these slobs afterwards..(laughing)
CP: After ten years paying a mortgage, you must take that constant overhead for granted. When it’s paid off, it must feel incredible…
PZ: The biggest thing to me is the roof. We had a roof that leaked for years and we just couldn’t afford to get a new one. Any time 
it rained and I wasn’t home I had that like, “Oh no! Is anyone home? Are the buckets there?” Maybe there’s one person who had a 
leak in their room and I’d end up feeling responsible for their stuff. Constantly. And if the buckets overflowed, the water would go 
through the floor. Knowing it was destroying the building at the same time — that was a constant stress.
XM: I think of a mom with a newborn. I used to sleep right there (points to the room next to the kitchen) and one of the biggest leaks 
was here [in the kitchen]. I could hear the leak when I was asleep, but I had this switch in my head where as soon as the bucket was 
full and I heard a different kind of drip, my brain would just turn on and I’d think, “Alright, wake up. Go and empty the baby bucket 
into the sink or out the window and go back to bed.”
CP: How do you feel like the surrounding organizations have influenced your development? 
XM: The impact AS220 has always had is that it’s always been a real stable force and a stable entity and I think that’s allowed 
people to say, “Oh, let’s not do this community based art project because we don’t actually need that; there already is that. Let’s do 
something that is really specific.” And we were like, “Yes we want to. Our goal is to nurture young women artists, or have a home 
for people who are kind of in between this spot between when they’re trying to figure out if they want to do this professionally,” 
realizing that we can kind of do things that are more specific or weird or whatever because luckily Providence isn’t constantly 
reinventing the wheel of how to create an art space for  everybody. Where can we make this the place where there can be shows 
and there can be a gallery or whoever can gather. AS220 doing that already is kind of liberating for a lot of people. We don’t have 
to invent that anymore.
CP: I feel like it’s been changing in Chicago even since I’ve been there. When I first moved there everybody wanted non-profit status 
because it made you legitimiate as a non-commercial artspace. It was a way to be signify that you were serious. Now I feel like there 
are more and more projects that reject both for profit and non-profit models, which is really important. Because those are two poles 
that are not actually all-inclusive.
XM: They both prescribe a path to a certain extent. It’s kind of like, OK you go the not-for-profit route, you do blah-blah-blah, you 
ultimately try to get forward funded…this is how you achieve stability and this is how you take it that level of professionalism. And 
the levels of professionalism are ultimately dictated by corporate best practice, or something like that; no matter how radical you 
are trying to be. This is something I think is awesome about AS220, but I feel like it  can be exhausting too: AS220 can’t stay the 
same. It’s always changing. They can’t do the same thing for ten years and stay the same size. Which I think can be tricky.
CP: It seems like rejecting the non-profit model gave you a lot more flexibility so that the Dirt Palace could develop organically.
PM: The not-for-profits that I think are really successful are successful because there is a person who is really invested with vision. 
At AS220 it’s Bert. And I think without ownership, I think that’s where a lot of places struggle. You need one person who calls it 
their passion and pushes everything forward. Because a lot of it is volunteerism. And eventually you want to grow into the model 
where people get paid, but even when people get paid there’s that thing where it’s never enough. If you think of the manager of a 
restaurant, they get paid a salary because sometimes they’re there 70 hours a week. I think that’s hard in that model. People get 
burnt out a lot. For us, sure we’ve probably reached different points of time where one or the other of us was burnt out, but at the 
end of the day it’s like, “Oh, but I own this thing.” For me, at the end of the day, I’m not planning on selling the building and cashing 
in, but there’s all these different ways of what ownership could do for you. It’s psychological, because I could do any of those things, 
even if I don’t really want to.
 After we were inspected by the Fire Marshal in 2004, we just became way more low-key. And then every year things get a little 
more comfortable. Part of the way this space works is that we all pay rent, but we have one day a month where we work on the 
space together. That’s how we’ve chipped away at making the studios nicer and that’s just been cumulative. It’s hard to remember 
how hard things were at the beginning because the things we are doing — it’s not like we need a toilet upstairs. Instead you think, 

“Oh, maybe we should just tile that thing.”
XM: OK, let’s be real. The floor is going to rot if we don’t tile it.
PZ: It’s going to rot. Yeah. But at this point we’re just trying to make things better and more efficient. 
XM: Needs that were not getting met because things were in such an intense zone of struggle.

19. Great artistic friendship

From the start friendship has been one of the keywords of the Mutualisms project. It all started with the promise of friendship, as 
you can read from the introduction to this publication. “You should meet her,” was the advice of a mutual friend of Kirsten Leenaars 
and Lise Haller Baggesen. First they “friended” each other through facebook. After their acquaintance the idea came up to start a 
project that “explores the ways in which friendship and artistic collaboration can be used as a model for curating.”
 When reading the outline of the project for the first time, it struck me that friendship lacked the qualifier “artistic,” whereas 
collaboration was called “artistic collaboration”. The authors could have written “artistic friendship.” But they didn’t. The reason 
seems clear. Most readers probably feel that “artistic friendship” sounds strange, like a contradictio in terminis, whereas artistic 
collaboration sounds quite natural. That friendship can’t be artificial, can’t be used for artistic purposes, is the general feeling. 
 Yet, “artistic friendship” once was at the core of an artists’ project, titled Transnacionala, which landed in 1996 here in Chicago 
as part of a tour along other cities in the USA. An essay on that project by Russian curator Viktor Misiano was titled: The Institution-
alization of Friendship. That title sounds just as strange and contradictory as “artistic friendship,” but in an evocative way Misiano 
shows how Transnacionala indeed was about exploring friendship as an artistic strategy.     
 Transnacionala was set up by the Slovenian artists’ collective IRWIN, which was founded in 1983 by artists Dusan Mandic, Miran 
Mohar, Andrej Savksi, Roman Uranjek, and Borut Vogelnik. With others they started the movement of so-called Neue Slovenische 
Kunst. To connect to other artists and to the public, the IRWIN collective set up the nomadic Neue Slovenische Kunst Embassy, or 

“NSK-Embassy,” which still exists today. In 1992 this “embassy” of art was installed in an apartment in the heart of Moscow, where 
it functioned as a temporary venue for encounter. There the Slovenian artists became friends with Russian artists who visited.They 
stayed in contact and their friendships became stronger. From then on the artists of IRWIN started to think about how to integrate 
these ties of friendship into their art, how to really use friendship strategically for art’s sake. 
 That Eastern European and Russian artists started to value friendship’s potentiality for art wasn’t surprising. According to 
Misiano, after the collapse of Soviet rule, friendship became the one and only way for artists to be artists, to legitimize their be-
ing an artist. The existing Soviet infrastructure of the arts had disappeared. The institutions themselves escaped from the artists, 
Misiano writes. No art institutions, no art education, no artists’ initiatives, no galleries, no collectors. Just artists. But what did being 
an artist mean?  
 Friendship seemed the only form of social contact to which artists could fall back after the collapse of the Communistic order, 
Misiano explains. Friendship, he writes, is a stable social phenomenon in situations of chaos, when vertical, hierarchical and authoritarian 
structures fall down. Friendship remains because it is based on absolute equality and gives priority to the horizontal over the vertical. 
For the Transnacionala project, friendship was considered as the potential of art, as guide and principle of an artistic project. This 
meant that, for the initiators, friendship was the one and only criterion. In choosing the participants, neither the work nor the artists’ 
way of working played any essential role, not before and not during the project. It was not the intention to make work together as 
friends. Being together as friends: that was the work. Therefore the participants were selected on the basis of their friendship, not 
on the basis of matching their professional or artistic interests. Because friendship, writes Misiano, doesn’t need to justify itself by 
any motive at all. Friendship is: “the only case of unmotivated social choice” (Misiano 1998, p. 184). 
 There were many more conditions of friendship guiding the project. Like the confidential character of the project. This con-
fidentiality wasn’t a deliberate attempt to close the project from the eyes of the public, but a natural consequence of friendship. 

“Friendship does not require promotion”, says Misiano. Friendship is mutually private, friendship isn’t “für die Bühne.” So, for the 
artists of Transnacionala friendship and art were synonymous. Both were guarenteed by “the freedom from any preliminary judg-
ments, and by an openness to the Other, which is characteristic of any friendly feeling. There is nothing preliminary in friendship 
except the friendship itself” (p. 186). 
 Unlike Transnacionala. Mutualisms was, as far as the September 2011 phase is concerned, about making work. The criterion for 
Leenaars and Haller Baggesen seems to be the promise of friendship for art’s sake, not giving proof of it. Because already existing 
friendship was the focal point of Transnacionala, that project turned into a test of friendship. Transnacionala in the end was about 
delivering proof of friendship’s potential as a strategy for art’s sake. Its success or failure could be measured according to whether 
the participants deepened their friendship, or became disappointed. 
 For Mutualisms no one needs to feel obliged to deliver any proof of friendship. Still, it isn’t about production of work only. There 
is a promise of potentially artistic friendship in the air, whatever that kind of friendship may be. Could it be this special kind of 
friendship which is mentioned by Dutch novelist and songwriter Annie M.G. Schmidt? She recalls her friendships with other writers, 
poets, and singers as small wonders of collective commitment, as a creative intimacy, as mutual dedication to the production and 
the performance of a song or a musical. Outside, they didn’t need to be friends and they weren’t friends necessarily. But when at 
work, they indeed were friends. Friends-in-art? 
 Isn’t this all too sweet and too smooth? Wouldn’t there be something imbalanced in friendship? Something positively unequal 
like admiration. To admire a friend, to esteem him or her, is part of friendship. In his collection of essays “The Politics of Friendship,” 
Jacques Derrida discusses what he calls “disproportion” in friendship. Whether writing on Aristotle, Montaigne, or Nietzsche, time 



Art & Reciprocity 

and again Derrida brings to the fore an acknowledgement in friendship of “a certain rupture in reciprocity or equality”, “as well as 
the interruption of all fusion or confusion between you and me” (Derrida 2005, p. 62). 
 Referring to Michel de Montaigne’s essay “On Friendship” Derrida writes about the distinction Montaigne makes between 
common friendship and great friendship. The distinction lies in the fact that in great friendship there is an acknowledgement of dis-
symmetry. The bond between friends, Derrida extracts from Montaigne, is not only “the knot of an attachment between two” - two 
equals, subjects, or symmetrical wills - but places me “under the law of the other.” The bond of friendship “disjoins and dispropor-
tions me, inspiring a confidence, a faith” (Derrida 2005, p. 195). 
 Great friendship in Montaigne’s thinking, Derrida concludes, is this faith “greater in the other than in myself.” You trust your friend 
more than yourself. Friendship depends more on the other than on yourself. Derrida attends to this strange, yet so naturally heteronom-
ic character of friendship, quoting the famous phrases of Montaigne: “Our souls were yoked together in such unity, and contemplated 
each other with so ardent an affection, (...) that I would have entrusted myself to him with greater assurance than to myself” (Derrida 
2005, p. 195). This trust or confidence of great friendship is a sign of a positively valued imbalance, and this is in contrast with the sym-
metrical working of common friendship, in which both friends “keep the reins in their hands” (Derrida 2005, p. 195).
 This acknowledgement brings Derrida to a basic problem for his reflection on the politics of friendship. He asks us whether the 
disproportion of great friendship would not “endanger the principle of equality, mutuality and autarky”, which lives in the political 
realm. Derrida tries in his essays to create a way out of this “problem of inegalitarian heteronomy of friendship,” by searching for 
an equality that recognizes and respects “dissymmetrical singularities.”
 
Derrida points out the value of inequality and imbalance in friendship, against the presumption that friendship, and also artistic 
friendship, is absolutely equal and horizontal. This serves to nuance the idea of reciprocity in friendship and maybe also in artistic 
friendship. In many social art practices in which friendship plays a role, curators, artists and participants try to do away with hi-
erarchies and inequalities. There is a sincere, and understandable desire for creating true equality, by staging situations in which 
different positions become interchangeable, so that “(…) everyone is, at once, giver and receiver, producer and consumer, artist 
and audience”, as Michael Brenson writes in the catalogue of the Conversations at the Castle project — curated by Mary Jane Ja-
cob in Atlanta — which took place at the same time as Transnacionala in 1996. “Categories such as producer, consumer, and critic 
or curator are erased,” Brenson says. But if that really would become true, we would be stuck in ‘common friendship’ in which the 
participants keep the reins in their hands, as Montaigne said. For great friendship and, who knows, for ‘great friendship in art’, we 
need to let go the idea of balanced horizontality. Imbalance and inequality are not to be missed. Let’s savor admiration, trust, and 
great artistic friendship! 

Sources:
* Jacques Derrida, Politiques de l’amitié (Paris: Editions Galilée, 1994). Translated by George Collins The Politics of Friendship (Lon-
don/New York: Verso, 2005).

* Michael Brenson, ‘Introduction to “Conversations on Culture”’, in: Mary Jane Jacob & Michael Brenson, Conversations at the Castle. 
Changing Audiences and Contemporary Art (Cambridge Massachusetts, USA/London, UK: The MIT Press, 1998), pp. 31-37.

* Viktor Misiano, ‘The Institutionalization of Friendship’, in: Eda Cufer et al.,  Transnacionala. Highway collisions between East and 
West at the Crossroads of Art (Ljubljana: Koda, 1999). pp. 182-192.
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