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AN INTRODUCTION

Only a bunch of artists would start a new art 
magazine in the throes of a recession. But some-
one has to do it. Because, sure—the economy  
is receding and politics are rent, but cultural 
production in Chicago is surging yet again. 
Shifts in management and curatorial duties  
at some of our major art centers and museums are bringing 
in more challenging and fresh work. The schools are filled 
to the brim, and expanding their enrollment. And even 
though many beloved art spaces have retired, there seems 
to be double the amount of new galleries and spaces 
replacing them. Perhaps most significantly, our spring art 
season, with its attendant fairs and festivals, will prove 
once again that Chicago is one happening place. 

But who would know? Most of this mysterious art activity 
goes unrecorded. Maybe an art enthusiast has posted a 
few comments on a blog, or we read about a controversy 
in one of our weeklies.

That’s where we come in.

The philosophy of Proximity magazine is to bring 
ourselves closer to each other. By getting closer to each 
other, and maybe even joining together between these  
two covers, we can critique the work we do individually, 
collectively and/or competitively, and publicize it at the 
same time. By working in proximity, we might also start to 
sort out our messy, dysfunctional family. Maybe we can 
have one big group hug before slugging it out all over again.

Proximity will mostly report on art and artists primarily 
in Chicago and the Midwest. We are committed to  

expose our readers to a wide variety of viewpoints  
and commentary, from art’s ivory towers to its dirty 
swamps. Alongside thematic essays and articles, we’ll 
feature artist, space and collector profiles, exhibition 
reviews, essays on contemporary art practices, high 
quality art reproductions, columns and commentary on 
Chicago and regional art scenes, and an extensive arts 
directory. In addition, Proximity’s online component 
will house features and interviews, a database of gallery, 
space, and event listings, up-to-date exhibition  
and artist reviews, discussions, and commentary too.  
Please visit us at www.proximitymagazine.com.

As outsiders, we have no allegiances, and we will 
maintain this independence. On top of that, we extend  
an open invitation to anyone to contribute thoughtful  
and critical analysis and essays as well as passionate 
prose about subjects you adore. If you’re interested, 
please email us: editor@proximitymagazine.com. 

Thanks for picking up our first issue. We are really 
excited to serve our communities and bring some love  
to this city we call home.

Ed & Rachael Marszewski

may / june 2008
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A. B. 

(1)  Chicago can become a place 

WHERE PEOPLE CAN COME gET THAT IMPORTANT  

DISCOURSE gOINg AgAIN. We can curate it,  
we can make it important & manage it affordably for everyone involved.

SEE
qUOTE

cover image by: Joe Wigdahl
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Contributors
Brett Bloom and Salem Collo-Julin are 

artists, writers and organizers whose work is often 

done in collaboration with Marc Fischer under  

the auspices of the Illinois-based group Temporary 

Services. As members of Temporary Services, 

Bloom and Collo-Julin have published over 75 

booklets and books, and were also co-founders  

of the Chicago experimental space Mess Hall. 

Temporary Services’ latest book, entitled Group 

Work (Printed Matter, 2007) provides an in-depth 

look at why people choose to work creatively in 

groups. Bloom is currently researching housing for 

a forthcoming book, UNHOUSED, that takes a  

look at creative responses to global housing crises. 

Collo-Julin is also a performer, and her current 

project Cats & Ghosts will force her to perform acts 

of economic ritual, disgust, and ecstasy in a variety 

of places throughout 2013. For more information, 

find them at www.temporaryservices.org.

Mairead Case is Assistant Director at the 

Neighborhood Writing Alliance, publishers of  

the Journal of Ordinary Thought (www.jot.org). She’s 

also worked at Northwestern University Press, 

TriQuarterly, the Chicago Public Library, the South 

Bend Juvenile Justice Center, Seattle’s Richard  

Hugo House, and a couple radio stations. Mairead’s 

published in AREA, BUST, The Chicago Reader, 

Literago, Lumpen, The New York Ghost, Pitchfork, Punk 

Planet, The Skeleton News, The Stranger, Venus Zine, 

Village Voice Media, and others. Her zines are in the 

permanent archive at ZAPP. Mairead lives in Pilsen, 

and blogs at www.fabulouscolor.blogspot.com.

Jessica Cochran is Director of Exhibitions at 

Dominican University’s O’Connor Art Gallery, and 

also works for The Artist Project.  Her work has 

appeared in Curating Now, and she currently covers 

visual art for CS magazine.  She graduated in  

2007 with an M.A. in Art History from the School  

of the Art Institute.

Greg Gillam is a Chicago writer, critic and 

webmaster of the Kultureschmetterlin Kalendar,  

an online arts calendar serving the city for the  

last decade at http://www.fengi.com/calendar.htm. 

He published work includes Yespants, a poetry 

collection. 

Samantha Jackson is a renegade writer and 

artist. She lives in London and New York, works in 

mixed media and theoretical art, and has been 

published by The Village Voice, TimeOut and others.

Corinna Kirsch is a dual-degree Master’s 

candidate in Art History and Arts Administration 

at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago.  

Her writing interests include curatorial practice, 

reception history, and video art.

Andrew Lochhead is an artist and writer 

originally from Windsor, Ontario, and now living in 

Chicago. His projects, which often deal with issues 

of identity in the era of global capitalism, span a 

wide variety of media practices from performance 

to sculpture; installation and video. His collab-

orations with Andrea Slavik, under the name 

AndrewandAndrea, have been exhibited inter-

nationally and to critical acclaim. 

Rachael Marszewski is an artist, as well as  

Co-Director and Events Curator at the Co-Prosperity 

Sphere, an experimental cultural center located  

in the Bridgeport neighborhood of Chicago. She hails 

from the University of Washington, Seattle, where 

the study of East Asian cultures and art history 

consumed most of her mindspace. She is Comics 

Editor and In-House Chef at Lumpen magazine. 

 

Ed Marszewski is the founder of Lumpen 

magazine. He co-organizes Version Festival and 

Select Media Festival. He also manages the Reuben 

Kincaid Project Room, as well as the Co-Prosperity 

Sphere. He lives and works in the community of the 

future, Bridgeport.

Judy Natal is an artist and professor of 

photography at Columbia College, and author of 

EarthWords and Neon Boneyard Las Vegas A-Z. Her 

work is exhibited, published and collected inter-

nationally and she has received numerous grants, 

residencies and fellowships. For the past 25 years, 

she’s written reviews regularly for Choice magazine. 

Currently, Natal is working on American Alphabet,  

a collection of photographs, writings and maps 

based upon her travels throughout the United States 

during the Kerry/Bush presidential campaign. 

Caroline Picard is the Founding Director of the 

Green Lantern Gallery & Press, and Director of 

Publications for ThreeWalls. Her writing has been 

published in a handful of publications, including  

The Philadelphia Independent, NewCity, AREA Chicago 

and a forthcoming essay in Chicago Art Journal. 

Gregory Sholette is a New York-based artist, 

writer, and a founding member of two artists’ 

collectives: Political Art Documentation/

Distribution (1980-1988) and REPOhistory (1989-

2000). He co-edited Collectivism After Modernism:  

The Art of Social Imagination after 1945 (University  

of Minnesota, 2007) with Blake Stimson, and The 

Interventionists: A Users Manual for the Creative 

Disruption of Everyday Life (MassMoCA/MIT Press, 

2004, 2006) with Nato Thompson. Sholette is an 

Assistant Professor of Sculpture in the Department 

of Art and Art History at Queens College, and  

is currently working on a book about the political 

economy of the art world and his concept  

of creative “dark matter” for Pluto Press, UK. 

 

Bert Stabler teaches art at Bowen High School; 

organizes art shows, including “Vulva O’Keefe  

Vs. Angry Goldsworthy,” this May at Deadtech in 

Chicago; is on the new Better Bizness Bureau 

record with Bryce Panic; draws and embroiders 

pictures; and has written articles about art  

for TimeOut Chicago, The Chicago Reader, NY Arts 

Magazine, and Bridge. 

Daniel Tucker works as an organizer in 

Chicago, focusing primarily on public space,  

cities, social movement history and geography.  

He is currently the editor of the biannual journal 

and public program series AREA Chicago (Art/

Research/Education/Activism) (areachicago.org). 

Also see miscprojects.com.

Renay Kerkman is proprietor of an imaginary 

gallery called The Teeny Weeny Gallereenie. She 

performs with the Young American Patriots For 

Freedom, an industrial band, and makes art, films 

and a vast number of other strange objects. Her 

writings about politics and art have appeared in 

the 2004 stamp art book, Axis of Evil: Perforated 

Praeter Naturum, and Lumpen magazine.

Mike Pocious (Art Fag) once headed Disturbing 

Records, an early punk rock label in the 70s.  

Known as the pecker of Bridgeport, Mike has been 

a member of the The C*nts for over 30 years.  

They only play out once every decade.

Jay Wolke is a professor of art and design at 

Columbia College Chicago, and the author of Along 

The Divide, All Around the House: Photographs of

American-Jewish Communal Life.

Michael Freimuth works as a branding  

and communications designer in Chicago. When 

not designing groundbreaking art-journals, he 

freelances for a number of clients and agencies 

around the country. You can view more of his work 

at this address: www.michaelfreimuth.com and 

may contact him directly at mfreimuth@gmail.com

Joe Wigdahl is a Chicago photographer  

who takes pictures of people and things for things 

and people.

Steven Reinmuth created the iconic 

illustrations you’ll see throughout this issue.  

He works as a designer in Chicago and can be 

contacted at: info@stevenreinmuth.com

Billy Carlson created the extensive cityscapes 

for our ‘Mapping’ section. www.billycarlson.com

9

160
Page

p r o x i m i t y  m a g a z i n e

may / juneissue 001: chicago 2008

Proximity Magazine 

3219-21 SOUTH MORgAN STREET
Chicago, IL 60608 U$A

/

TELEPHONE NUMBER : 1.773.837.0145
www.proximitymagazine.com | editor@proximitymagazine.com

Proximity is a magazine 
dedicated to contemporary 

art and culture. 
Our mission is to amplify  

discourse on local  
and global art ecologies.  

We hope to serve as a 
map—of artists, collectives 

and alternative spaces  
to commercial galleries, 
museums and univer-

sities—as means of  
connecting and  

cultivating sustainable 
creative communities. 

/

Proximity Magazine is published  

by Public Media Institute a non-profit 

501(c)(3). Our survival depends  

on your support. All donations are tax 

deductible. 

Support arts coverage in  

Chicago by becoming a member of 

Proximity Magazine.

Or do it for the incentives!

free subscription / limited edition  

art work / exclusive events

Questions:  

donate@proximitymagazine.com

Support Circles:

Guardian: $10000 and up

Lover: $2500 to $9999

Friend: $500 to $2499

Buddy: $100 to $499

Cholo: up to $99*

*does not include free subscription / edition art work
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As luck would have it, Breton’s 
snub of Chicago, represented by a 
nameless single speck on a nameless 
dotted line, was revised during the 
infamous 1968 Democratic Conven-
tion in Chicago by the creation of 
Gallery Bugs Bunny. The surreal 
trickster Bugs teaches us strategies on 
how to poke holes in the spectacle  
of the entertainment-arts industries—
bunny holes for undermining 
corporate lies of the same-old, same-
old chunks of cultural clay and canvas. 
Fortunately, for those of us who 
missed Gallery Bugs Bunny in 1968,  
a fortieth anniversary of Gallery  
Bugs Bunny is being planned by The 
Chicago Surrealist Group for this 

spring—the exact dates and location 
have not as yet been determined.

In the meantime, cultural map- 
reading strategies might evoke a more 
rebellious spirit of adventure by 
placing over the culture map a clear 
plastic overlay, printed with the art 
explorer’s favorite constellation. Say, 
Corona Borealis—The Crown of 
Ariadne,  connected by strings to the 
rebellious weaver Arachne—whose 
threads can be used to find your way 
through the cultural labyrinths and, 
hopefully, safely back home. 

From a common starting point of a 
gallery or designated “cultural” site, 

the overlay would identify a trail of 
points-of-interest for subsequent 
queries: What surprising pieces of art 
(or contemporary cultural artifacts) 
may appear at these star-directed yet 
unadvertised locations? Look closer. 
Connect your own dots! Who decides 
which art pieces or cultural artifacts 
are really worthwhile, anyway? Take 
notes, take pictures and compare  
your data with fellow art travelers. 
Warning: Such Surrealist Games  
are not recommended for the dreary 
status-climber, the lazy hipster-conf-
ormist, the headless, the thumbless  
or the faint of heart.

Why We Feel
Slighted As A 
Mere Dotted Line

Renay Kerkman

According to Andre Breton’s 1929 “Surrealist Map 
of the World,” the USA is missing. Alaska is really 
big; however, fortunate for them, not an official 
US state yet. Breton’s calculated slight, originating 
from a desire to skew cultural superiority in the 
midst of budding US imperialism, might parallel 
omissions mapped out by other surrealists of 
the time—namely the mapping of female bodies 
minus the normally attached heads, arms, legs 
and other practical appendages. Coincidentally, 
these practical appendages are very useful in 
making art—especially the head, the fingers and 
the oppositional thumbs.

column why we feel slighted as a mere dotted line renay kerman
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The city stretches for miles, a Cartesian 
fabric of right angles only occasionally 
interrupted by an errant diagonal. 
The grid is bound by Lake Michigan to the east, and  
glacial till to the north. The flat, the prairie to the west 
and south is endless. The warp and woof of concrete and 
asphalt is lined by miles of buildings infilling the space 
between them. The buildings stare at each other across 
the traveled voids of the roads. We pass through the 
history of modern architectural history. Late nineteenth 
century buildings huddle next buildings from the 
twentieth century, and now the twenty-first.
 The story of North America’s modern architec-
ture’s birth springs from the ashes of 1871’s great fire.  
The juxtaposition of readily available raw materials, the 
emergence of heavy industry, the railroad, and a city  
on the make made Chicago the right place to produce 
building types and technologies not seen before. The 
balloon frame for residences, as well as heavy metal 
framing for commercial buildings, spread from Chicago. 
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competing with the design talents of other Midwest 
schools. World War II had destroyed Europe, and a 
generation had learned about the misappropriation  
of historical and cultural precedent.
 Bartolomeo prides himself on having run an 
innovative, research-oriented practice for forty years in 
Chicago. The office looked to Wright for residential, and 
the Europeans, Mies, Le Corbusier, and Breuer on larger 
scale projects, for direction when beginning a design.  
They were one of the firms that created the southwest 
side, extending the city’s grid by planning subdivisions, 
schools, churches, banks, shopping centers and high-
rises. They drew inspiration from Bartolomeo’s quick trips 
around the country. At the time, planes and pilots were 
reasonable enough to rent at nearby Midway airport. He 
could jump a plane with clients, to educate both himself 
and them on what was going on around the country. He 
would photograph the work he visited, and present it to 
his staff. These flights were not only design-oriented, but 
also they were arranged to witness the latest in post-war 
building techniques and mechanical system innovations.
 Is this how the client/architect relationship was 
born for the camera shop on 63rd?
 The small shop, twenty-five feet wide and one 
story tall, reads as more of a loose, abstract composition 
than as a static building façade. It is a series of collaged 
shards that tenuously rest between its neighboring 
facades. The laminar stone volume and horizontally 
banded brick volumes begin to ground the façade, but 
the thrusting and swaying wood panels bring it back in 
motion. These elements and materials owe a debt to 
Wright’s Usonian houses and his work at Taliesin West 
in Arizona, or “those canvas things out in the desert,”  
as Bartolomeo referred to them. Wright’s triangulated 
dynamics are internalized and reconstituted by Bartolo-
meo and his staff to create a collage of subjective  
non-platonic geometries for the building’s facade.  
The building’s good repair is a testament not only to the 
owner’s care, but the careful detailing of the architects.
 There is a striking collision at the site, between 
the façade and the enormous Kodak sign above. The sign 
and its structure are an engineering expose by themselves. 
The sign is also an icon from another time, and a referent 
to the store’s purpose of providing the new families of the 
time with the materials to document their personal 
histories on a wide scale. Thousands of Kodachrome-hued 
children in bright swimsuits jump up and down on the 
building’s roof. Today, the sheer size and added nostalgic 
weight seem almost to crush the building below, further 
emphasizing its ambiguous relationship with stability.

John Bartolomeo, 82, is now making jewelry and forging metals 
in Arizona, after working as a sculptor and painter for the last 
20 years. Joseph Herbert, 84, is still selling cameras in the shop. 
Their meeting provides us with just one story hidden in the 
thousands of buildings in the city. 

Their chance meeting produced an optimistic act of architecture. 
For the last fifteen years, the city of Chicago has undergone its 
largest building boom in history, primarily through the rebuilding 
of residential neighborhoods and their commercial districts. 
Unfortunately, the vast majority of the work’s historicist 
formalism reads our history superficially. These bad copies of  
a past that never existed, this dictatorship of the red brick, 
cynically deprive us all of what we deserve: an architecture that 
responds to the subtext of our architectural history, the subtext 
of innovation and daring. A story of what could and can be.

The proud list of architects who influenced the western 
world, from Sullivan to Wright to Mies, produced not one, 
but two Chicago schools of architecture that fascinated 
and fascinate the world. But along the course of these 
streets, many buildings with stories to tell remain outside 
of the canonical texts, and thus anonymous.
 Marquette Photo Supply on the Southwest side 
is one of these buildings. Joseph Herbert built it in 1956. 
The area was called Chicago Lawn at the time, and was 
considered one of the neighborhoods to move up to if one 
had been living to the northeast, in the Back of the Yards. 
Families fled the stench and filth of the stockyards made 
infamous in Upton Sinclair’s’ novel The Jungle. The 
neighborhood boasted two theatres and had numerous 
shops. Among the shops was Herbert’s father’s barber-
shop, which, now idle, lies dormant and looks as though 
someone stepped out during the Great Depression and 
forgot to come back. Across the street was Marzano’s 
Palace of Pleasure, a two-story bowling alley with pool 
hall and a dancehall. “They used to throw people off the 
mezzanine, down to the pool hall,” Herbert reminisced.  
A streetcar ran down 63rd from Kedzie, bringing people  
to Midway Airport so they could watch planes take off  
and land. It was lively neighborhood with full sidewalks, 
streets, and even airspace.
 When it came time for Herbert to build his store 
in the empty lot next to the barbershop, he contacted  
John Bartolomeo. John Bartolomeo was a young architect 
who had started his firm in 1949, after graduating from  
Notre Dame. His education was classically Beaux Arts,  
an apprentice-and-master-system imported from France 
that gave students a firm basis in art, and taught them  
to draw, paint and sculpt. Students were well versed in 
the classical roots and proportions of western culture.  
But in the design studio, their work was contemporary, 

< Interior views of the Marquette Photo Supply, photos by Aron Gent

Randy Kober

Don’t You Forget About Me:  
Chicago’s Anonymous Buildings

(1) 
The area was called Chicago Lawn, and 

considered one of the neighborhoods to move up to.

(2) 
Thousands of Kodachrome-hued children  

in bright swimsuits jump up  
and down on the building’s roof.

< Exterior view of the Marquette Photo Supply, photos by Aron Gent
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hope that this column can repair  
some of the past damages and prevent 
others from doing similar things. 
 We think it’s important to start 
with introducing ourselves so you 
know why we think that collaboration 
is important enough of a topic to cover 
in an art journal. We are currently 
collaborators. Our shared work in the 
group Temporary Services (accom- 
plished along with our long-time 
collaborator Marc Fischer) is probably 
how most people know our output.  
 Last year, the three of us wrote 
and edited a book, group Work 
(Printed Matter, 2007). It is an invest-
igation into the reasons why people 
work in groups. We inter-viewed 
several people who have collaborated 
with artists, writers, activists, music-
ians, and others, and asked them to 
reflect on the good and bad aspects of 
working in a group. The book listed  
the names of nearly 400 historic and 
currently active artist groups.  
 We have also created several 
projects together and with others. At 
one point, we were a couple that lived 
together while working on projects. 
Living with other people is always a 
challenge, whether they are family, 
roommates, or a lover or spouse. This 
is not to say that our situation was 
always hard. There were many great 
things about living with a work 
partner, as there are many benefits  
to living with a love partner. We could 
keep track of shared projects easily 
within our shared space. We had a 
shared language and experience that 
came from our relationship, which can 
often come in handy when creating 
ideas or helping others to understand 
your shared work.  
 There were some not-so-great 
things as well. It was hard to let our-
selves take a break from shared 
projects. There was enormous pressure 
on both of us to work at a fast pace, 
mostly because each other’s presence 

reminded us that work that needed to 
be done. When things weren’t going 
particularly well in our relationship, 
we fell prey to the habit of letting that 
tension, anger, or sadness leak into  
our other projects. This worked in the 
reverse many times as well. If a project 
wasn’t going well, it was hard to let it 
go in our home life.  
 Sometimes it was great to have  
a roommate and lover with so much  
in common: goals, ideas, friends and 
work. However, that can become 
problematic. A loss of personal identity 
can happen. Many couples laughingly 
complain about this after a few 
months. For example, you might find 
the inability to go anywhere by 
yourself without people asking you 
where your counterpart is. 
 For people who work together and 
live together, the possibility of being 
forever publicly linked to another’s  
work and personality can be not only 
frustrating, but consequential in a very 
good or very bad way to your own 
future work. It’s hard to initiate projects 
on your own when your public face is 
better known as one of a group or pair.  
 For many reasons, mostly because 
Brett was an asshole and because 
Salem is a total bitch, our relationship 
broke up. We’re now attached to other 
people romantically, but continue to 
work together.  
 During our break up, we were 
both part of two groups, one that had a 
large number of members. One of us 
started dating someone else, who later 
became a member of one of the groups 
we were both in. Beyond being a 
complicated situation for ourselves,  
it initially made the other group 
members obviously uncomfortable.  
It was tough for both of us, and  
sometimes perhaps even worse for 
those that we worked with. We strived 
to work as well as we had in the past, 
but we still argued a lot in front of 
other people.  

We made a conscious decision, as  
hard as it was, to keep working in 
those groups even though sometimes 
our presence in the room at meetings 
caused unspoken grief and tension,  
for each other and for others. We tried  
to be fair to our other collaborators—
to take arguments outside when they 
were unavoidable, excuse ourselves 
from decisions in which our opinions 
might be affected by the break-up, and 
take long breaks from the shared work 
one at a time.  
 It’s been a long time since we 
were a pair “that way.” We’ve been 
lucky that our friendship and working 
relationship have turned out to be  
the kinds that last, even though our 
romantic partnership fizzled. But 
we’ve had the best shared luck in 
finding the people that we work 
with—collaborators who were willing 
to ride the uncertain moments along 
with us and continue working for  
the long haul. 
 We had talked for several years 
about taking on a project like Together, 
and could have really benefited from 
others’ experiences when we were 
splitting up and trying to continue 
working. We hope to compile various 
installments of Together into a book 
that can function, in some respects,  
as a guide for working in groups and 
dealing with being in (or undoing) 
romantic coupling while continuing  
a work relationship. 

We’re not interested in gossiping about 
ourselves or others, and will not do 
that here. However, we know our story 
the best, and we hope that telling it 
will create dialogue and maybe inspire 
others to think about their own 
collaborations and relationships.  
We welcome your stories as well. 
Please contact us at: 
salem@temporaryservices.org

Welcome to Together. This is 
a regular column and irregular 
series of longer features we  
will write for Proximity. Together 
is devoted to the subject of 
collaboration, and will feature 
writing and interviews with 
pairs and groups who create and 
maintain creative projects. 

A special focus of Together will be 
groups of two, duos and couples, and 
especially ones that have multiple 
kinds of simultaneous relationships. 
For example, we might write about 
people who are currently both lovers 
and working together on a project. 
There is a dearth of information, both 
critical writing and published personal 
reflection, on making collaborative 
work in groups of two, often because  
of the intense emotions and intimacy 

Brett Bloom &  
Salem Collo-Julin

that are a part of being a couple.  
A couple is a unique micro-power 
structure that can be inaccessible to 
others or a source of great tension  
in a larger group process.  
 Couples, and coupling, have 
brought about the dissolution of many 
highly creative, prolific, art groups. 
There were important art groups  
that fell apart because couples within 
them were abusive to the larger 
group, or because secret relationships 
destroyed trust.  
 We know groups that posited 
themselves as an alternative, or 
organized themselves in such a way as 
to not repeat the dominant culture. 
Relationships within a group can bring 
additional challenges, especially when 
they disintegrate. When it comes to 
the raw betrayal, lies, personal pain, 
and many other things related  
to romantic breakups, theoretical 

analysis stops and typical human 
behavior takes over.  
 We don’t think that this means 
that these people, or their groups, were 
inherently “bad.” Things just weren’t 
discussed, and solutions weren’t found 
to keep the groups together and 
mediate the pain. We think that these 
difficult situations should be talked 
about openly, so those who want to 
can learn to make better collaborative 
groups and partnerships.  
 Our own collaborative work began 
in earnest, but also obfuscation and 
romantic notions of utopian collectiv-
ism. These ideas of how to treat each 
other made it hard for us to pay 
attention to our needs as individuals. 
We had to overcome them to build 
healthy working relationships with 
ourselves and other collaborators. 
Some people got chewed up along the 
way for really petty reasons. It is our 

Together:  
Writing About People  
Who Work in Groups

“For many reasons, mostly because Brett  
was an asshole and because Salem is  

a total bitch, our relationship broke up.  
We’re now attached to other people roman- 

tically, but continue to work together.”

column together brett bloom & salem collo-julin

> Project: “Boys Love Balls”. June 2006 by the group
Biggest Fags Ever. Shot outside Lil’ Manitoba in the  
New City neighborhood of Chicago, photos by Rob Kelly
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archetypes: 
ARTOPHILIA

Samantha Jackson

It’s a crowded new, hip gallery. Onlookers 
shuffle about, glancing around as they sip their free Dixie 
cup of wine. They eagerly discuss the social relevance of 
the work with fellow patrons. In the midst of the crowd,  
a young, up and coming artist is found getting talked up 
by possible collectors and competing curators. His 
charismatic charm and long-winded stories entrap his 
company. The collectors seem more interested in the 
artist than his new body of work, and are attracted to  
him like moths to a flame. 
 “I’d like to believe they like my work as much as they 
liked me,” admits the artist. “But it’s as if they are trying 
to buy a little piece of me that can take with them. And 
since I can’t go home with them, they take a painting 
instead. Almost like a tourist buying a mini replica of the 
Eiffel Tower.” This isn’t uncommon in the gallery 
circuit: hip collectors buying artwork to become closer  
to new emerging artists. The collectors tell their friends 
and business associates about their recent acquisitions, 
and the crazy young artist who made them.  
 Soon the collectors invite the artists to dinners to 
meet their friends, or to do work in their summer home. 
The collectors will want to meet other artists through 
their newfound friendships. Sometimes, it’s just to tell 
their stockbroker friends about all the amazing and 
interesting artists they are meeting, and all the amazing 
new work they are seeing from the underbelly of the art 
world. These individuals pervade and fuel the creative 
energy in the art world simultaneously. 
 When asked why they are attracted to emerging 
artists and their works, a hip collector retorts, “Because  
I like to see how they create, and I’m always surprised 
when it’s the opposite of what I think. I’ve always become 

friends with the artists I buy art from. And I keep buying 
their work. I want to follow along with them as they 
become artists. I look at it like a sport. It’s like watching a 
race, and you pay an entrance fee to that world. Watching 
and collecting.” When asked if she views herself as  
a collector to the artist she has befriended, she says,  
“I laugh when people call me a collector. That term to  
me is so grandiose ... collector ... a collector is someone 
with a huge bank account and a private driver.”  
 A relationship starts to grow between Artophile  
and artist, somewhat symbiotically. The artist allows the 
Artophile to accompany the artist, so the Artophile can 
continue to buy artwork from the artist. This makes the 
artist into escort service of sorts; money can’t buy you 
love, but it does pay the rent. Famous Artophiles like  
Peggy Guggenheim would only spend $125 a year on 
clothing, then spend all the rest of her money on art and 
artists alike. In many cases, she wanted the art and the 
artist too, which allowed the artist to clime the social 
ladder Guggenheim was. Even I’ve had sex with a 
collector or two ... art, sex and money seams like pure 
attraction, no? A collector or artist don’t have to be 
famous for these types of relationship to happen. People 
are attracted to artists for what we do. We create from 
nothing it as if it’s magic. I had a boy friend once tell me 
he dated me cause of my art, it made me ask what of me?
 It can be seen that these collectors have a massive 
influence on both artists and other collectors. Some  
of these artophiles may end up being notable for large 
bodies of artwork or become an active part of the art 
world as gallery owners, curators or critics. Overall, 
artophilia can be seen as a positive yet curious part  
of the art world. It’s no different than any attraction.

Within the art-world there are many individuals, groups and classifications 
of people, from the artists to the fanatics, the collectors to the bloggers—even 
the drink moochers take part in this microcosmic world we exist within.  
I’m writing this column as part of this miniature world, as an outspoken 
voice on the scenes and archetypes that exist inside it and orbit the art,  
be it positive or otherwise. I’ll be writing this column every issue, exposing 
new subculture groups and individuals to critique and analyze. Hopefully 
you’ll be able to find out something about yourself and the world around 
you. I must also say that these are the views of my self and the people I ques-
tion, and are in no way to be held as factual. They are opinions, options and 
observations, nothing less nothing more. Thank you for reading and enjoy.

art·o·phil·i·a (n.): A perverse attraction to creative individuals (i.e. artists) for the purpose 
of engaging in social relations or relationships. These relations occur after the Artophile has 
collected some of the artist or artists works.

samantha jacksonarchetypescolumn

>>
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Dialogic Maps:  
Diagramming Social
Dynamics and Pitching 
Public Art in Chicago
Author: The Institute of Sociometry

Driving through the 5500-5700 blocks of Chicago Avenue on the  

far west side’s Austin neighborhood, motorists’ free associations  

are framed by a series of declarations. “Coleman’s Hickory House;”  

“Old Style;” and in large, unevenly set type on a blazing orange  

background: “I was a burden on my kids.” Then two similar signs  

in succession: “They’re gonna have the same problems,” and  

“What society thinks means nothing to me.” 

Previously abandoned signs were 
reclaimed to communicate Austin 
women’s concerns about “how the 
concept of the nuclear family the 
centerpiece of American ideology  
affects a community in which these 
expectations are not fulfilled.”  
The resulting statements were the 
product of an collaborative process 
organized by Krivanek through 
Community Architexts, his non-
profit environmental design group 
that creates “site activations” based 
on community outreach. During 
extensive sessions with neighbor- 
hood women and girls at the Austin 
YMCA, Robert Emmet Academy, 
Recovery Plus Two, and Westside 
Health Authority, conversations 
were recorded, transcribed, and 
edited into sign-bites. Community 
Architexts installed the signs and 

thus completed its mission,  
which is “to create public works  
that privilege the individual and  
collective stories of a community.” 

For much of his work, including 
Family Voices, Krivanek uses a  
site-specific research method called 

“dialogic mapping.” These arch-
itectural diagrams isolate geographic 
features, directions of access,  
functional use, and historic consid- 
erations, in addition to the more 
esoteric psychological and socio/
economic space occupied by people  
at the site. The maps serve as tools  
for isolating points of physical and 
communicative intersection. Dialogic 
maps define the existing relationship 
between a space and those who access 
it, then isolate a location and find a 
message that best effects its dynamic.  

The maps themselves are attractive  
if beguiling documents, combining 
the kind of speculative renderings 
architects and branding strategists 
use with Situationist psycho- 
geography, in which subjective 
personal meaning is mapped onto 
the urban landscape. 

BJ’s dialogic maps are also deployed 
as research and presentation tools 
for Krivanek-Breaux, his Chicago 
based commercial partnership with 
architect Joel Breaux.  

Krivanek-Breaux participates in 
public-art competitions and has  
had success with numerous 
commissions in Southern California, 
including Recovering Equilibrium, 
the 9/11 memorial at Los Angeles 
International Airport. Three of the 
four flights hijacked on 9/11 were en 
route to LAX. Affected communities, 
ranging from f light attendants  
to victims’ relatives, were asked to 
describe the 9/11 victims. Text 

“taxonomies” (groupings of phrases 
containing thematic linkages but  
no linear narrative) were edited from 
the responses and etched onto 

>>

Unlike the surrounding “BUSCH” and “Dollar Store” signs, 
these statements weren’t advertisements capitalizing on  
the neighborhood’s urban blight. And despite their juxta-
posed typographic style and ambiguous political message, 
the signs were not the guerilla instillations of  a billboard 
liberator, either. The piece, titled Family Voices, was  
the above-board, NEA-sponsored work of Chicago public 
designer BJ Krivanek.  

> all photos courtesy of the Institute
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mirrored panels in multiple 
languages. Adjectives describing 
personal traits of the victims are 
framed by concentric rings listing 
American ideals, such as “due 
process,” and then by general 
phrases such as “never forget” and 

“sea to shining sea.” Marble lines 
emanate out from the disk, charting 
the incoming flight paths of the 
downed airliners.  

Chicago has a robust “percent-for-art” 
program. Since 1978, all buildings 
receiving municipal funding must 
spend 1.33% of their total budget on 
public art. Chicago prides itself on 
its A-list collection from the 1967 
Picasso commission in Daily Plaza, 
on through the fairly recent comple-
tion of Anish Kapoor’s Cloud Gate  
in Millenium Park. Coupled with its 
rich history of social activism, 
Chicago seems like an environment 
well suited to Krivanek’s work. He 
has a rising profile in the Chicago art 
and design community, both as a 
professor of Visual Communication 
at The School of the Art Institute 
and as a recipient of prestigious 
prizes, including a Federal Design 

Achievement Award by the NEA.  
But until recently, and despite a 
successful track record with public 
commissions and an environment 
tailor-made for his socially conscious 
environmental design, Krivanek’s 
public work in Chicago has been 
characterized by its near misses.  

For example, Krivanek-Breaux was 
an unsuccessful finalist for the 
Soldier Field Veterans Memorial 
percent-for-art competition and the 
McCormick Tribune Freedom 
Museum public art component.  

The Soldier Field Veterans Mem-
orial was tied into its controversial 
2003 renovations that resulted in 
the stadium being de-listed from the 
national registry of historic places. 
For Krivanek’s proposal, titled 
Upholding Ideals, strategies of the 
f lag and lists of the fallen were 
eschewed in favor of an in-depth 
text and icon rendering in the 
underground tunnel connecting the 
cultural bookends of Soldier Field 
(referencing battle and spectacle) 
and The Field Museum (referencing 
artifact and culture).  

People accessing either site through 
the underground tunnel were to 
become integral participants in a 
dialogue juxtaposing “the vicarious 
experience of a Citizen with the 
direct experience of a Soldier.”  
In a strategy reminiscent of the  
LAX memorial, text exploring the 
visceral bonds between families, 
friends, and neighbors were set 
against text referring to political 
legacies secured through conf lict 
such as “one-person-one-vote,”  
and “emancipation.” The texts,  
connected by a perpetual waterfall, 
would provide a rich, interpretive 
environment in which viewers could 
draw their own interpretations. 

But then the plug was pulled on the 
entire proposal process. Sculptor 
Kathryn Kohvarissa was comm-
issioned directly to create the piece, 
called “Memorial Waterfall.” 
Krivanek says he hasn’t had the 
stomach to go see what Kohavarissa 
came up with. The water element 
that was in his proposal remains.  
In lieu of a dense text taxonomy 
exploring broad concepts, the water 
now cascades over seven traditional 

medallions commemorating each 
branch of the armed services.  

In many cases, Krivanek-Breaux’s 
mapping of specific physical and 
psychological site features is 
hampered by tight turnaround 
times, a lack of specif icity in the 
request for proposals, and a lack  
of access to the architects and 
selection committee members. “In 
this kind of a competition, you’re 
working in a void,” he says. “It’s just 
a stab in the dark. You take the risk 
of proposing something you think 

would be appropriate and inter-
esting. You need to conceptualize  
it and put it out there, but you don’t 
have the luxury of a lot of deliber-
ation. In a sense research is wasted  
in that kind of competition.

“The reality is that the more specific 
something you propose is, the more 
it’s possible for it to run afoul. It’s  
a risk to be specific, but we do try to 
be . . . You know you’re not going  
to win a majority of the time. So  
you might as well take some risks.” 
When asked if the environmental 

“The reality is that the more 
specific something you propose  
is, the more it’s possible for it to 
run afoul. It’s a risk to be specific,  
but we do try to be . . . You know 
you’re not going to win a majority 
of the time. So you might as 
well take some risks.” 

— Krivanek-Breaux

the institute of sociometryshort feature diaologic maps
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design aspect of the maps at least 
appealed to the rationalist bent of 
the bureaucracies awarding public 
commissions, Krivanek says he 
likes to think the dialogic maps 
give him an edge. He mentions that 
they are useful in pitching work, 
thanks to their presentation and 
spectacle, and then deadpans, 

“That’s what I got from Holly-
wood.” But despite any possible 
advantages the map might lend  
to his presentation, Krivanek 
continually reiterates that the 
maps in-depth analysis is more 
likely to be a liability. 

“The review panels appreciate that 
there was some kind of thought 
given to how the proposal relates to 
the site, or has some resonance with 
how people inhabit the site, or is a 
metaphor for something related to 
the sight. On the other hand, that’s 
a disadvantage because it seems like 
we’re being over-analytical. To some 
people, that means ‘not artistic’ ... 
Sometimes people are more comfort-
able with something that is open 
ended and not specific at all.” 
Although he refuses to critique the 

methods deployed by other public 
artists or the selection committees, BJ 
acknowledges that proposal processes 
like this one can result in public  
art that looks stapled onto the sight.

A lack of time for and access to 
research, combined with the pitfalls 
of proposing work with a specific 
message, eliminates site specificity 
from public art. In his book From 
Bauhaus To Our House, Tom Wolfe 
coined the phrase “turd on the plaza” 
to refer to public art that is plopped 
in front of municipal buildings with 
no consideration of the space (or the 
public footing the bill). 

Recently, Krivanek has found 
success back on Chicago Avenue.  
In 2006, Krivanek-Breaux was 
awarded the public art commission 
for the renovation of the Brown Line 
Chicago stop, due to be completed 
this April. In an effort to maintain  
a level of engagement with the 
surrounding community and create 
site-specific work without the time 
for research, Krivanek chose to 
engage the mood of the surrounding 
commercial art district, River North. 

“Family Voices and the 911 memorial 
at LAX had some degree of commu-
nity outreach. Soldier Field was our 
conjecture about (military) sacrifice 
and its relationship to society.  
The Chicago Stop project is about 
artistic creation.” Reflecting on the 
process of creative production and 
its relationship to adjacent commer-
cial galleries freed Krivanek to 
create a site-specif ic work  less 
encumbered by a social agenda. In 
order to relate to the surrounding 
community, on the simplest level, 
the piece merely had to look great. 

Krivanek’s gloss over the conceptual 
intentions behind the project is, 
however, laid open when examining 
the proposal materials. The initial 
concept narrative isolates train 
generated wind as a metaphor for 
social change, the platform as human 
self-expression, and the interaction of 
the two as a means of highlighting the 
area’s dramatic transformation from a 
public housing dominated ghetto tiny 
commercial art playground. The 
words “disruption,” “interference,” 

“subversion,” and “incitement” are 
mapped onto wind blasting against 
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the station platform which is mapped with the words  
“critic,” “collector,” “consumer,” and “academic.”  

But the considerably toned-down CTA presentation 
eschews specif icity of concept and the implied social 
stance in favor of talking about disruption and 
expression in easily digestible generalities about  
the “process of creativity.”  

BJ remains pragmatic. Whether he’s doing research-
driven community outreach programs through 
Community Architexts, or pitching generalized 
concepts to percent-for-art committees with Krivanek-
Breaux, he sees it all as a collaborative process. 
Though he may be disappointed with what he calls  
the distancing of public-art committees he considers  
the limitation to be audience concerns integral to  
the design process. He further points out that large  
self-directed projects are incumbent on funding 
institutions that have their own set of concerns.  

The Family Voices signs on West Chicago Avenue  
are long gone. After the project ran its course,  
the refurbished armatures were donated to Austin 
neighborhood businesses in an effort to rejuvenate 
the area. On the other side of town, permanent 
anodized signs, etched with symbols and a multiplic-
ity of languages, are going up at Chicago and Frank-
lin. The panels will rattle with the approach of each 
train. Subtle symbols of human expression will be 
continually disrupted by winds of change. 

In his book From Bauhaus To Our House, Tom Wolfe 
coined the phrase “turd on the plaza” to refer to public art 
that is plopped in front of municipal buildings with no 
consideration of the space (or the public footing the bill). 

the institute of sociometrydiaologic mapsshort feature
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An unedited audio version of  

this conversation can be found  

at badatsports.com

>

Interview:  
Stephanie Smith
  By Duncan MacKenzie & Jeff M.Ward

As the Director of Collections 

and Exhibitions and Curator of 

Contemporary Art at the University 

of Chicago’s Smart Museum, 

Stephanie Smith has organized 

articulate exhibitions marked by 

expansive investigations of focused 

themes. In conversation with 

Duncan MacKenzie and Jeff M. Ward 

from the podcast Bad at Sports, 

Smith discusses her most recently 

realized exhibition, Adaptation.  

The group exhibition–which 

includes works by guy Ben-Ner, 

Arturo Herrera, Catherine Sullivan, 

Eve Sussman and The Rufus 

Corporation, as well as special 

guests ARTV24103–is on view at the 

Smart Museum of Art until May 4th, 

2008. Smith begins by describing  

the ideas behind the exhibition.

Stephanie Smith: The exhibition’s 
premise is the notion that adaptation 
is a strategy worth paying attention 
to in contemporary art. Movies or 
theater are arenas where you think 
about adaptation as a strong practice, 
but it’s often a relatively constricting 
conversation amongst film theorists. 
Discussions of adaptation tend to 
focuses on questions of fidelity, 
rather than creative expansion upon 
or invention through original source 
material. This seemed interesting  
to think about in relation to several 
time-based works in which artists 
adapted source material through a  
set of extended processes, adding 
many ideas, sources, quotations and 
references to make something new.
In a panel discussion with three of 

the artists in the exhibition–Arturo 
Herrera, Guy Ben-Ner and Cathe-
rine Sullivan–the importance for the 
source material to be a starting point 
was expressed by all. They don’t 
want knowledge of the original 
material to be required to have a 
meaningful encounter with the work. 
Sources can provide a spark; artists 
then go off into other territory. 
Sources can, though, provide  
a hook. You’ve probably heard of 
Moby Dick, so that provides you 
with an initial beginning point  
when you see Guy Ben-Ner’s twelve-
minute, partial re-staging. 

Ben-Ner has done a series of projects 
where he uses a poverty of means.  
He made Moby Dick when he was 

>

beginning his art career. With two 
young kids, he needed to spend time 
at home, so he turned his apartment 
into a combination fantastical play-
room and studio. His works are 
simultaneously a dad playing with his 
kids and an artist making serious 
investigations. In Moby Dick he puts 
a pole in the garbage disposal that 
becomes a mast. Putting his daughter 
in a stripped shirt, he’s suddenly  
got a sailor on the deck of a ship. It 
suggests the power of subtle shifts in 
one’s space when an artist brings his 
or her creativity to bear on the world.

Duncan MacKenzie: How 
quickly that kitchen can morph 
touches upon the idea of essentializ-
ing narrative into something totally 
new. That is always an interest with 
Catherine Sullivan’s work.

SS: Signifigantly, Catherine’s piece 
in this exhibition, Triangle of Need, 
has been presented in a couple of 
different forms already. Here in 

Chicago, the work is presented on 
luscious plasma screens so you  
can sit back and watch the deeply 
layered action play out across 
several screens. You are seeing 
images that were filmed in a small, 
working-class Chicago apartment, 
and also Vizcaya, an opulent home 
that was built by agricultural manu-
facturer James Deering. There  
is this nice oscillation between the 
space in which factory workers 
might have lived and the pleasures 
of capital engagement Deering 
enjoyed. You could also treat the 
beautiful movements of the char-
acters like a dance. The strange 
language you hear in the video is an 
invented version of Neanderthal. 
One of Catherine’s key sources was 
a Nigerian scam e-mail.

Jeff M. Ward: How did this 
installation compare to Ben-Ner’s 
Wild Child, which is projected in 
front of an artificial hill with a tree?

SS: Part of what I was interested in 
was thinking about a group of artists 
who had distinct approaches to  
art making and could provide very 
distinct practices, different kinds of 
source materials and very different 
spaces. Catherine’s work is pres-
ented on multiple screens and you 
listen to it through headphones. 
This was a solution we come up 
with to adapt her piece to this 
particular space.

With Ben-Ner, it is a space to rest. 
You can lie down on the hill and see 
this 17 minute long piece. Guy is very 
interested in the oddity of seeing 
time-based work in a museum. But 
the project works on other levels, too: 
it’s a hill; it’s a viewing platform; it is 
also re-creating part of the set. I think 
it creates empathy between you as an 
audience member and the characters. 

Wild Boy is an adaptation of a 
François Truffaut film dramatizing  
a true story from 19th century France 

>>

“With two young kids, 

HE NEEDED TO SPEND TIME AT HOME,  
SO HE TURNED HIS APARTMENT  

into a combination fantastical playroom  
and studio.”

p r o x i m i t y  m a g a z i n e p r o x i m i t y  m a g a z i n e
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about a feral boy, taken in by a doctor 
who observes the child by playing 
games with him; in Wild Child, Guy 
works with his son. As in Moby Dick, 
there is a creation of a meaningful 
fiction, but again there are also other 
layers of reference. Guy is quoting  
70s performance art and silent 
movies. He gives you these moments 
of slapstick as a way to provide a little 
gift to somebody who doesn’t want to 
stay for the whole seventeen minutes; 
at the same time, these moments  
are really pleasurable. Maybe they  
will entice you to stay also.

DM: Doesn’t Ben-Ner’s piece  
also directly reference civilizing  
his own child?

SM: Oh yeah, that is the whole crux 
of it. Last night at the panel discus-
sion he said a very beautiful and 
kind of painful thing. He was 
talking about a couple of moments 
in the film that are hard for him  
to watch as a father. There is one 
scene were a candy apple hangs  
from the tree in “the wild.” It is an 
intelligence test; there is also a pair 
of scissors nearby. The boy picks 
the scissors up and cuts the apple  
off the string, which trips a trap!  
A box comes down and captures 

him. Guy’s son didn’t know that that 
was going to happen. It is a combi-
nation of fantasy and real; it’s a  
real interaction between parent and 
child. So there’s a lot going on 
beyond the initial source, and you 
don’t have to know about it to get 
into the work.

JMW: How about the Eve Sussman/
Rufus Corporation piece, which  
is presented in a cinema-like setting 
with a large projection?

SS: It’s a big, operatic piece in many 
ways. Eve has many technical 
requirements that she and the Rufus 
Corporation developed for The Rape 
of the Sabine Women. Early on,  
the Smart Museum entered into a 
conversation about the space and tech 
requirements before we could commit 
to co-producing the work. We brought 
in a terrific production consultant, 
Larry Smallwood, and I worked really 
hard with Larry and the artists on the 
specifics of how to bring the really 
rough idea that I and the artists had 
into a full-fledged form.

The piece is eighty minutes, like a 
feature film. It was initially inspired 
by John Louis David’s painting 
from 1799, The Intervention  

of Sabine Women. They dug more 
deeply into the ancient Roman 
mytho-historic story that inspired 
David, and updated it to the 1960s. 
In the story, Rome, a brand-new 
city-state, doesn’t have enough 
women to continue its growth via 
childbirth, so they have a big 
festival for the neighboring Sabines 
and abduct the women. Here, rape 
means abduction. The Sabine 
women marry the Romans, give 
birth to good, Roman citizens and 
become embedded in this new 
community. When their brothers 
and fathers come back to try and 
free them is the moment of the 
intervention: the women, wanting 
neither their Sabine fathers nor 
Roman children to perish, step into 
the fray and stop the battle. David 
paints an amazing, roiling image of 
battle and tumult. In the center,  
one Roman solider and one Sabine 
solider stand with a women, her 
arms thrust out on either side 
between them. Eve initially thought 
about the choreography it would 
take to do an updated version of that 
battle scene, but then she moved  
to thinking about the love triangle 
that is at the heart of the story.  
That becomes the focus of the piece,  
but there is still a battle scene.  

It’s the image that we used for  
the poster. You can see the layer- 
ing bodies; it has the feel of  
a neo-classical battle painting.

DM: Adaptation also features 
former Chicagoan Arturo Herrera’s 
f irst video installation. I didn’t  
quite know what to expect, and I 
was quite surprised by what I got.

SS: One thing I should say is that it 
is not a video installation. We used 
video installation in the title of the 
show as a way of giving people 
something to hold onto, but Arturo’s 
piece is a digital projection of eighty 
photographs that he had made of 
prior works. He dipped some of the 
film in water so that these accidental 
effects appear on the photographs. 
For this installation, Arturo worked 
with a computer programmer who 
created software that randomly pulls 
from the images in tandem with 
changes in the pitch of the Igor 
Stravinsky music that you hear. 
Arturo sequenced them himself in 
an earlier installation.

This is the first time he has worked 
with moving images, and he chose as 
his spark a ballet that was performed 
by the Ballets Russes in 1923 called 

Les Noces. The score incorporates 
bits of Russian verse, so there is a 
collaged quality to the music. That 
process of re-working and abstract-
ing popular culture in the process  
of making music is something that 
Arturo has been interested in for  
a while, as an analogue to his own 
process. But he also just loves this 
music, loves the ballet. He wanted to 
take a piece that dealt with all of the 
elements of the original ballet: very 
stark sets, mechanical choreogra-
phy, and the f latness of the music. 
The frontality of the dance inter-
ested Arturo as someone who has 
worked primarily in flat, two-dimen-
sional media. Also, the software 
pulls randomly from the images. 
That chance-based element is 
analogous to dance. In performance, 
though there is a certain rhythm  
to the steps. It is never going to be 
quite the same twice.

JMW: It seems key to these works 
that the source material is altered a 
great deal while becoming art. What 
freedoms do visual artists have that 
filmmakers may not that allows their 
adaptations to move far afield from 
the original source?
 

SS: There are a lot of different 
answers to that. One: artists don’t 
have an obligation to the source. 
Guy said, “I don’t have an obligation 
to Moby Dick; I have an obligation 
to Guy Ben-Ner.” The source 
material is a material like any other 
materials that he can use, or not, in 
his work. And: there are different 
commercial structures. Nobody has 
hired Catherine Sullivan to make  
a movie with the backstory of some 
Nigerian scam email. She put 
together the funding, support and 
logistics that were necessary.

DM: Finally, explain the interface 
between Catherine Sullivan and her 
students in the show.

SS: Catherine is a faculty member 
here at the University, and she 
taught a practicum on adaptation 
last fall. Grads and undergrads 
worked with her to think through 
ideas of adaptation. They ended up 
forming a collective that is included 
in the Chicago presentation of the 
show, with a single channel video 
work. It’s a really great piece, and an 
extension of the kind of work we  
do at the Smart as the University of 
Chicago’s art museum.

< Left: Guy Ben-Ner, Video still from Wild Boy, 
2004. Courtesy of Postmasters Gallery, New York

> Right: Catherine Sullivan, video still from 
Triangle of Need, 2007. Courtesy the artist,  

galerie catherine bastide, brussels, and metro 

pictures, new york

< Left: Photographic still from The Rape of the 
Sabine Women (Disintegration at Hydra), 2005. 
Photo by x gerbl, courtesy Roebling Hall,  

new york

> Right: Arturo Herrera, source drawing from  
Les Noces, 2007. Courtesy the artist and sikkema 

jenkins & co., new york
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Student Spotlight Chicago has a wealth of institutions offering higher education  
in the arts. Every semester, graduates leave their halls and enter into the  
great unknown, aka Life After School. Proximity knows that lots of of these 
graduates will go on to do great things, and so we want to find out what some  
of them are up to. Philip Matesic is an MFA candidate at the University of Illinois,
Chicago, specializing in Studio Arts.

>

Interview:  
Philip Matesic
  By Jay Wolke

People would 
think they 
were CTA things 
until they got 
closer and they 
saw the comic-
like lightning 
bolts on the red 
covers.

Jay Wolke: Is this whole thing  
your studio?

Philip Matesic: This is my 
studio. This semester I’ve converted 
it into a cafe for four hours a day, 
serving art students coffee and 
hopefully engaging them in this 
social exchange with me or with  
other coffee drinkers. 

JW: Well, do you have anything like 
milk or creamer? As long as you’re 
in the business, I might as well 
really push you. Oh, the real thing! 
This is great, thank you.

PM: No problem. 

JW: I guess I’m here to give you the 
once over, beat you around the 
midsection a little bit. So what’s with 
this café? Are you going to become  
a restaurateur? I guess I’ll start with  
a silly question, why a café?

PM: I have started these projects 
within other communities since  
I’ve been in grad school. I did this 
project last semester with a street 
vender in Pilsen, where I had sewn 
this winter shelter for him. He sells 
tamales on 18th Street, so I impro-
vised this shelter for him as he 
waited for people to come by. For 
my second project, I placed electric 
outlet covers I made over free outlets 

> in the city that I would find. I would 
go around testing random outlets 
around the city and leave these 
covers for people to f ind. 

JW: So, you would tag these outlets 
with your outlet cozies.

PM: Exactly. People would think 
they were CTA things until they got 
closer and they saw the comic-like 
lightning bolts on the red covers.

JW: I was going to say, it looks  
a little like Batman, or a Marvel 
Comics kind of thing.
 

PM: So I found a courtyard on 
Roosevelt and State Street right  
by the Red Line, and there were six 
working outlets and I was wond- 
ering what I would do. Then, I saw 
some people walking through and  
I asked them what they would want 
in the station, provided they could 
use the outlets. Over the next two 
weekends, I asked everyone who 
walked through the courtyard and 
tallied the responses up. Then, for 
an afternoon I set up a cell phone 
charging station, the Internet, music 
and food. I was taking this free 
electricity from the city and giving  
it to the people that lived there.

JW: It’s interesting, how you 
describe it as free electricity. Which 
actually brings up an interesting 
question, because it in fact brings  
up this idea about the grid and its 
alternative uses. So how do you feel 
that your work brings up utility? 
What does that mean to you? Are 
you just this cultural squatter  
no matter where you are? Is there  
a kind of unbounded nomadic 
utility in your work?

PM: I think that’s a really good read 
on the work, because a big compo-
nent to all the work is mobility and 
being nomadic. I think that squat-
ting is a good term because squatting 

>>

I dressed up as Seth Paine,  
told the kids about his  

life story, and had each  
kid draw their own  

utopia and explain the  
pictures.
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is a short-term, ephemeral action,  
and my projects are very much  
like that. It’s all about me in these 
different locations I find myself, 
deploying something to engage 
people in conversation or to utilize 
some language or resource. 

JW: So then have you ever stuck 
yourself as an open user into a system 
when it was a closed? Has that ever 
happened to you?

JW: It hasn’t happened to me yet.  
I feel that I’m trying to take these 
open systems and make them more 
open. I’m not this artist who says  
I want to have a giant inflatable stage 
in this courtyard and play my kazoo 
as a performance for the public to 
watch. I feel that would be a breach 

for security, and to the people who 
use the courtyard. I felt that my 
project had to be more democratic. 

JW: So then what is your definition of 
transgression, and how does it play into 
your work? And why is it so important 
to be transgressive as an artist? 

PM: I’ve thought a lot about that 
during the trajectory in making these 
urban interventions. One of my first 
projects I made were tents that fit under 
these modernist sculptures that would 
blend in with the pieces. I would find  
a piece I liked, take its measurements, 
build the piece in studio and then set  
it up under these sculptures. For a few 
hours, as people would walk by, they 
would not even notice the tents. I feel 
that my work is slowly transitioning 

away from being transgressive and 
moving more towards opening a 
dialogue between people.

JW: So then what exactly do you 
want your viewer to experience?  
It’s one thing to express a personal 
need as an artist to truly create 
something, but it’s another thing to 
create something that has an impact 
on a community or a viewer. Trans-
gression, in a way, is designed to 
provoke and in a particular way to 
shock and take risks and it places 
unexpected artifacts into convention-
al environments. So ultimately 
moving away from transgression, 
what are you trying to communicate 
with all this communication?
 

PM: My work still has an element  
of transgression, it’s just not as 
aggressive as some artists currently 
making work. I’m trying to make 
projects in a nicer way, to hopefully 
engage the viewer and allow them  
to feel comfortable while interacting  
with the piece. This can operate in 
two ways, first there needs to be an 
element to provoke curiosity, which 
hopefully allows a person to come up 
to me during a performance and 
engage in some form of a social 
exchange. Or it makes the viewer feel 
so uncomfortable that they walk away, 
not thinking too much of the work.

JW: So any way you look at it, it’s a 
provocation, and in that sense your 
work is as much about creating a social 
exchange as it is about creating a 
particular artifact.

PM: Sure, that’s largely a part of the 
projects. As I make them I look forward 
to that social exchange, from its idea  
to its design, deployment, and the 
potential that the social exchange that 
could happen. Then, finally, how to 
bring it back to an art audience, because 
I feel a lot of the social exchanges that 
occur are really magical moments that 
happen with the people I am working 
within the different communities. This 
is a way of translating a project so that  
it can have the same effect on a person 
in a gallery environment.

JW: So this suggests the idea of how 
things and places are more a catalyst for 
other things and less of an end in and  
of itself. So I see all of these maps in 
your studio, and looking at these 

abstractions somehow lend themselves 
to the meaning of these places. It 
reminds me of the term “psychogeog-
raphy,” and how you are emotionally 
moving about these places.

PM: I do have these emotional 
connections to the locations where I do 
my performances. I bought this t-shirt  
a while ago that said Lake Zurich 
[Illinois], and my girlfriend is from 
Zurich, Switzerland. I ended up 
wearing it for a few weeks, and people 
kept asking me if that’s where I went  
to school. I then realized it was only 45 
minutes north of Chicago. So then I 
started doing research, and found out 
that this utopian thinker named Seth 
Paine founded Lake Zurich in 1836. 
Upon visiting the town, it turned out to 
be this rich suburb with BMWs and 
huge McMansions. I tried to think how 
the town was still connected to this 
utopian thinker. I later found out that 
the grade school was called the Seth 
Paine Elementary. I thought that it was 
very radical that they kept the name of 
the utopian founder. So I ended up 
doing this utopian workshop in one  
of the classes where I dressed up as 
Seth Paine, told the kids about his life 
story, and had each kid draw their  
own utopia and explain the pictures. 
During the entire workshop, I was 
dressed as Seth Paine. In doing that 
project I was trying to bring the comm-
unity closer to its location through 
teaching and enacting a part of their 
radical history.

JW: Your work has this wonderful 
stream of idealism running through it. 
You advocate a kind of utopian 

thinking on the part of everyone you 
engage with, from plugging into public 
utility outlets to the idea that we should 
all benefit from the fortunes around us. 
How is all that idealism working out for 
you? Do you have faith in your work to 
change the world, or is it a comment on 
the lack of communication or the loss of 
idealism in the world? 

PM: I think that art is a radical gesture, 
but small. I became interested in art 
because I like how certain projects can 
have an impact on me, change my 
perspective for a moment in time, and 
maybe have an impact on a few other 
people. I’m not trying to be overly 
critical about things, but to have an 
optimism about these alternate types  
of thinking. 

JW: So now where do you go from 
here, after graduate school? I’m sure 
Chicago played a certain role in your 
life, but where do you go from here?

PM: My girlfriend lives in Zurich, 
Switzerland and I really don’t know if 
I’m going to stay in Chicago and keep 
working within this art community, or 
move and continue my nomadic art 
practice in Europe. Did you know what 
you were going to do after grad school?

JW: No, I still don’t know what I’m 
going to do!  When you leave school 
you lose that safety net, you may have 
to shout louder when you get out. Your 
work deals very much with risk and  
as your life becomes more risky, it will 
be interesting to see if you’re willing  
to incorporate as much risk in your art 
as in your life. I hope you will.

So how do you feel that your work brings 
up utility? What does that mean to you?



p r o x i m i t y  m a g a z i n e

32
Page

160

features subject author

33
Page

160

p r o x i m i t y  m a g a z i n e

issue 001: chicago may / june 2008

swa mp wa ll s  
dark matter 

& 
the  lumpen army of art

By Gregory Sholette

For more than thirty years,  
a close relation of mine has worked in the shipping and receiving  
department of a non-unionized factory in Pennsylvania. Early on in his 
employment, this relative and several of his co-workers spent their work breaks  

attaching newspaper clippings, snapshots, spent soda cans, industrial debris, trashed  

food containers and similar bits and pieces to one wall of the plant. After a few years,  

the accumulated clutter expanded to include the entire wall. They christened this impromptu collage  

“Swampwall.” The owner of the factory, an aging sole-proprietor in a world of mergers and multinationals, tolerated  

this workplace diversion until a global corporation bought up the company. Swampwall was swiftly expunged.
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This family relation and 
his fellow workers are 
high school graduates. 
They did not attend college; they had never 

visited an art museum. Notwithstanding 

the recent popularity of de-skilled slack  

art and “cluttefuck”—randomly distributed 

cartoons, sketches, and doodles pinned  

to white walls; idly piled clumps of ephem-

era; or manufactured goods spread over 

gallery floors—their messy, collaborative 

frieze was not meant to be “art.” It was 

instead a silent expression of non-produc-

tivity that was visible only to those with 

business in that particular wing of the 

factory: an uninviting, sweat-soaked ware-

house ruled by packing crates, forklifts,  

and tiers of loading pallets, set far from  

the tidy cubicles or product showrooms  

of plant managers. 

 
Swampwall was a fantasy of autonomy. It made manifest 
a desire to direct some small portion of one’s energy  
as one pleases, without workplace discipline. As Oskar 
Negt and Alexander Kluge insist, “living labour has, 
along with the surplus value extracted from it, carried 
on its own production—within fantasy.” Swampwall 
might be thought of as a concrete representation of such 
fantasy, but also it demonstrated the possibility that  
one could punch in and be “on company time,” while 
being elsewhere at the same time.

How differently we take stock of this rubbish wall, 
knowing it was not the offspring of arte povera, nor 
intended for display in a museum or art gallery. This 
contrast sharpens further if we compare my description 
of Swampwall to the accolades that celebrated artist 
Tony Feher receives when he transforms “humble, 
forgettable materials that he finds – bottles, jars, plastic 
soda crates ... into work that is rich with human 
emotion and fragile beauty.” Similar descriptions could 
be cited regarding the work of other artists who reject 
technical craft to highlight the unpretentious aesthetic 
of everyday objects, low-brow styling and pop culture; 
or who celebrate the ingenuity of Do-It-Yourself (DIY) 
non-artists and amateurs. Art historian Brandon Taylor 
uses the term “Slack Art” to describe the way such 
artists use ephemeral materials and a marked disinterest 
in skilled craftsmanship to produce extemporaneous 
installations. For historian John Roberts and  
artist David Beech, this tendency reveals a “philistine 
aesthetic” of poorly crafted and often vulgar art, 
reflecting the distractedness of the audience at a football 
game or television show. Many professional artists wish 
to appear ill-trained, and so de-skill themselves in order 
to emulate what they think of as informal production. 
But simultaneously, the great mass of non-professionals 
is f inding it easy to “raise” its standards of craft,  
thanks to inexpensive digital technology that makes the 
production of near-professional quality graphics, 
movies, and music available to anyone with access to a 
computer. Which leads to an unexpected convergence. 
As Roberts asserts, “the amateur on the ‘way up’ and 
the professional artist on the ‘way down’ meet under the 
auspices of deskilling.” 

This juncture of formal and informal artistic skills  
is not surprising to anyone familiar with the way 
hobbyists and amateurs often approach technique as  
a time-consuming activity, requiring a great deal of 
practice and patience to “get right.” But this is exactly 
opposite to the way art school graduates are taught  
to downplay, discard, or outsource manual technique, 
and focus on developing intellectual, organizational, 

or even curatorial skills instead. Charlie Leadbeater 
and Paul Miller label this meeting point “the pro-am 
revolution.” On their website proamrevolution.com, 
they insist that “we’re witnessing the f lowering  
of bottom-up self-organization, and the crude, all  
or nothing, categories of professional or amateur  

will need to be rethought.” However, a different  
way to think about this emerging sphere of social 
productivity is not as something entirely new, but  
as a missing mass or dark matter that has always 
operated within the shadows of the formal economy. 
Dark matter invisibly anchors productivity, but  
also occasionally disrupts it, a point I will return  
to shortly. 

Consider the work done by housewives who, in most 
nations, still feed, clean, and literally reproduce  
the work force. This seemingly natural type of work 
appears to fall outside the formal economy. Nevertheless, 
a recent poll (October 2007) by the Office of National 

This tank cozy was produced by artist Marianne  

Joergensen from Copenhagen, Denmark in cooperation 

with some one thousand volunteer knitters from  

around the world.

Swampwall was a 
fantasy of autonomy.

feature swampwalls, dark matter, lumpen army of art gregory sholette

> Above: Pink m.24 chaffe image Courtesy of Marianne Jorgensen
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Statistics in England indicates that women’s “unwaged” 
housework indirectly contributes as much as seven 
hundred and thirty nine billion pounds to the British 
economy annually. Nevertheless, efforts by feminists  
to obtain wages for housework are seen as a threat to 
economic stability, which in a way they are. First, to pay 
for this work would require some sort of redistribution  
of corporate profits, an unwelcome socialist proposition  
in a world dominated by neoliberal economic policies, 
(not to mention neoconservative and patriarchal politics, 
especially in the United States and most Muslim coun-
tries). More significantly, to recognize unwaged women’s 
work as a contribution to the mainstream economy opens 
up a Pandora’s box. Why only pay for housework? Why 
not also remunerate sexual reproduction? What about 
the contribution children and students make as future 
laborers? How about supporting the non-work of the 
unemployed, who serve as a reserve army of labor for the 
employed? Isn’t each necessary for the other? In fact,  
the entire range of superfluous people generated by the 
market would need to be accounted for if informal social 
production and non-production were understood as 
structurally necessary for a system that benefits only  
a small portion of the global population. 

Unlike the formal economy, this missing mass or  
dark matter consists of informal systems of exchange; 
cooperative networks; communal leisure practices; 
conduits for sharing gossip, fantasy, anger, and resent-
ments; and even the occasional self-organized collective 
that may or may not be politically motivated. Within 
this dark universe, services, goods, information, and in 
some cases outright contraband are duplicated and 
distributed, sometimes in the form of bartered exchange 
and occasionally as gifts that circulate freely, thus 
always moving and benefiting a particular network or 
informally defined community. All of this is disconnect-
ed, or only partially connected, from the mainstream 
market. For capitalism to acknowledge this missing 
mass would require a radical re-def inition of the 
concept of productivity. And that is exactly what  
some enterprising capitalists are seeking to do.

For neoliberal theorists such as Leadbeater, the 
materialization of a broadly distributed, creative force  
is the creative engine driving the new, networked, 
creative economy. Leadbeater has even urged British 
universities to become “open-cast mines of the knowl-
edge economy.” Meanwhile, business pundit John 
Howkins insists “managing creative people will be 
fundamental to business success in the next century,” 
and legal scholar Yochai Benkler actually refers to the 
rising visibility of intangible social production as 
“the dark matter of our economic production universe.” 
Despite these upbeat assessments about what I am 
calling dark matter, this missing mass is not just a world 
of cooperation and friendly networking, it is also filled 
with populist contempt for authority, resistance to 
selling one’s labor as a commodity, and even instances 
of nationalism, racism, and class resentment.  

As philosopher C. George Caffentzis put it, there has  
been recently a “growing realization that non-market 
exchanges can challenge and disrupt the formal 
economy, and yet are essential to its existence.”  
That challenge will not be settled cheaply. 

Controlling the intrinsic unruliness posed by informal 
systems of social production was far easier when econo-
mists, politicians, business people, arts administrators  
all agreed that dark matter either did not exist or  
was inherently valueless. As this missing mass becomes 
increasingly illuminated, the danger it poses  
to entrenched interests within mainstream business, 
political, and art worlds has generated a brewing crisis of 
legitimacy. The arbitrary lines normally demarcating 
productive from non-productive work, or people who 
participate professionally in making culture from people 
who do not, are getting wavier, and in some cases erased 
altogether. Curiously, it is those who lay claim to the 
management and interpretation of culture— the critics, 
art historians, collectors, dealers, museums, curators and 
arts administrators—who have been the most reluctant  
to address this phenomenon. Such denial is not baseless. 
Recognizing the rising wave of social production as bona 
fide culture requires that the art establishment either 
adopt an entirely new aesthetic platform, or admit that 
the normal processes of artistic valorization are arbitrary. 
Perhaps this explains the popularity of a certain Europe-
an curator who claims to have discovered that artists  
are becoming social producers, and has branded his 
“f ind” as a radical new art movement? 

Needless to say, artists have always engaged in social 
production, just like other workers do. These new 
understandings come from people perceiving the 
process of making or remaking art as a collective 
process, rather than the isolated work of an individual 
genius or auteur. As art historian Alan Moore explains, 
when it comes to making art,

Mutual aid is as important as competition. The process of 
production is continuously or intermittently collective as 

artists come together in teaching situations and work-
shops, sharing ideas, techniques and processes. 

Therefore, within the folds of dark matter social 
production, one finds not only informal producers and 
amateurs, but also a legion of professionally-trained 
artists occupying a limbo-like space that is simultane-
ously necessary and superf luous to both the f iscal  
and symbolic economy of high culture. 

In economic terms, most professionally trained artists 
make up what Marx described as a reserve army of 
unemployed. The majority of artists enter the ranks of 
this cultural infantry the moment they graduate from art 
schools or universities. Most will never leave its service. 
These lost souls are what Carol Duncan has called  
the “glut of art and artists that make up the ‘normal 
condition of the art market.” These hungry lumpen not 
only compete for the minute rewards doled out by the 
art world, but they inadvertently prop-up the symbolic 
and fiscal economy of art too. Superfluous artists form 
an indistinct backdrop against which the small percent-
ages of artists who succeed appear sharply focused.  
A recent study of visual artists in the United States  
by the Rand Corporation underscores Duncan’s 
observation. The report’s key f inding states that 
although the number of artists has greatly increased  
in recent years,” the hierarchy among artists, always 
evident, appears to have become increasingly stratified, 
as have their earnings prospects.” While a few “super-
stars” at the top of this hierarchy “sell their work for 
hundreds of thousands and occasionally millions of 
dollars, the vast majority of visual artists often struggle 
to make a living from the sale of their work, and 
typically earn a substantial portion of their income  
from non-arts employment.” 

Some of these surplus laborers find work in the mega-
studios of ultra-successful artists, where they might 
sand and polish resin-cast sculpture, often for little 
more than minimum wage. Because of the loss of 
affordable studio space, many artists are also moving 

Unlike the formal 
economy, this missing 
mass or dark matter 
consists of informal 
systems of exchange; 
cooperative networks; 
communal leisure pract-
ices; conduits for sharing 
gossip, fantasy, anger, 
and resentments; and 
even the occasional self-
organized collective 
that may or may not be 
politically motivated.
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further from the urban centers that remain home to 
gatekeeper museums, galleries, critics, and curators. 
Dark matter is like an unrepresentable shantytown 
surrounding the municipality of art, or even more 
disturbingly, an artificial Bantustan system like that 
constructed by South Africa under Apartheid. Because 
what the Rand Corporation report does not say is that, 
unlike other professional disciplines where individuals 
spend years (and in the United States, large sums of 
money) training to be a professional, the high art 
industry as it is now organized must segregate the 
majority of its qualified participants by isolating them 
from any share in the overall industry revenue. This  
is what Duncan means when she ironically describes 
the surfeit of artists as “a natural condition.” Its only 
natural if one believes that talent, like gender, or noble 
birth, determined one’s destiny. Nevertheless, such 
thinking is how the culture factory represents itself as a 
top-down process when it is operationally functional 
only from the bottom-up. 

Needless to say, artists are far from passive victims in 
this process of delimitation and segregation. By actively 
replicating and circulating the critical “buzz” directed 
towards successful artists and their work, and by 
subscribing to trade magazines, attending exhibitions 
and lectures, purchasing art supplies, and informally 
sharing personal stories and gossip about art stars, 
dealers, curators and the like, they provide the symbol-
ic and material revenue for maintaining the art market 
and its hierarchies. Add to this the thousands of trained 
artists who literally reproduce the dark matter work 
force by teaching future generations of artists in 
universities, colleges, and other educational programs. 

Nevertheless, in the recent past, the yield from art world 
production has been shared more equitably. The period 
leading out of the last great depression in the United 
States was one of the few moments when government-
funded programs put artists to work producing murals 
and other public art projects. Something similar took 
place starting in the mid-1960s through the early 1980s. 

As artist Martha Rosler has written, ample government 
funding helped spread cultural equality to many 
smaller American cities, which then had “highly active 
art scenes that were not oriented toward making (a lot 
of ) money from art.” This more inclusive “alternative” 
cultural sphere was made up of artist-run cooperative 
galleries, small not-for-profit spaces, and even some 
informally organized artists’ collectives, many with 
radical social or political agendas. Indeed, this was  
a moment when experimentation and interdisciplinary 
collaborations were common between artists and 
scientists. In the 1960s and 1970s numerous artists  
in the United States found at least some level of 
employment in public projects, some of which were 
aimed at developing ties to local communities in  
urban and rural settings. 

Increased independence from the established cultural 
world also coincided with an unprecedented pluralism 
of artistic styles. As Rosler points out, this was a 
moment when a less-hierarchical, more intellectually 

Dark matter is like  
an unrepresentable 
shantytown surround-
ing the municipality  
of art, or even more 
disturbingly, an artifi-
cial Bantustan system 
like that constructed 
by South Africa under 
Apartheid.
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< This Page: Street-demonstration 
props created by the Brooklyn-based 
group The Change You Want To See, 
together with Reverend Billy and the 
Church of Stop Shopping, for a public 
demonstration opposing a proposed 
city ordinance criminalizing the 
photographic documentation of New 
York City, Union Square, New York 
City,  2007.
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porous idea of art emerged, thanks to a combination of 
significant public funding (compared with today), and 
the influence of liberation struggles by feminists, people 
of color, and gays, as well as militant factory workers, 
dissident soldiers, striking students, and the profusion 
of splintery political parties generated by Students for a 
Democratic Society (SDS), and the American New Left. 
Some artists formed their own radically oriented 
collectives, such as Art Workers Coalition (AWC), 
Artists Meeting for Cultural Change (AMCC), or Angry 
Arts. Militant editorial collectives emerged that took ad-
vantage of inexpensive offset printing to focus on issues 
of culture and politics. Publications included Red 
Herring, The Fox, Heresies, AntiCatalog, Left Curve, 
and Black Phoenix. Even during the first few years of 
massive wealth re-concentration under Ronald Reagan 
and Margaret Thatcher, it was still common to find 
artists working in groups with strong political or social 
programs. Political Art Documentation/Distribution 
(PAD/D), Group Material, Carnival Knowledge, Artists 
for Nuclear Disarmament (AND), and, later, Gran Fury 
and the Guerrilla Girls all emerged in the first half  
of the 1980s, a time when neoliberal privatization was 
aggressively dismantling the social welfare state. 

This process has transformed the art world, including 
its academic divisions, into a super-competitive, 
entrepreneurial matrix that produces a few winners and 
many more losers, and where much contemporary art is 
indistinguishable from other luxury commodities. (The 
interest hedge-fund operators and other financiers now 
take in buying and selling contemporary art is proof 
enough of this fact.) Such harsh circumstances have 
convinced younger artists, and quite a few mature ones, 
that talent and hard work are not enough to carry one 
up the sloping sides of the art world pyramid. As a 
result, painters, sculptors, installation artists and media 
makers show a growing interest in self-marketing and 
other entrepreneurial techniques. The new enterprise-
artist has apparently abandoned any lingering, wistful 
romanticism to embrace the icy relations of capital. But 
what became of the power art allegedly held to critically 

reveal the distance between actual social conditions  
and an ideal autonomy? Is it possible that aesthetic 
detachment has itself been appropriated as an instru-
ment of unfreedom? 

In 2000, a well-known contemporary artist paid four 
Brazilian prostitutes in narcotics in order to permanent-
ly tattoo a 160-centimeter-thick line across their backs. 
The process of producing the tattoo was photographed, 
and the photograph later displayed in an art gallery in 
Spain. The artist has defended the critical significance 
of this act as an illustration of brutal social conditions, 
adding that art is incapable of effectively intervening in 
the real world to alter such conditions, no matter what 
the political intentions of the artist may be. Others see 
the unequal relations of power, the physiognomic 
alteration of superfluous bodies, and the institutional 
support that such work receives as a disturbing reduc-
tion of art to a mirror or extension of the broader socio-
economic system. But this work, and similar projects 
that embrace commodity status as intentional critique, 
merely restage the historical avant-garde as farce. Art 
meets, and once more collides with life, only this time 
life irredeemably sucks (although not for the artist or for 
his admirers). There appears to be no “outside,” no 
other system or way of being that, if not already marked, 
is imminently brandable. 

In fact, the shock produced by this enterprising art is 
nothing other than the real world, which, almost without 
assistance, makes the spectator squirm. It touches on some 
vestige of disgust for a system that treats large portions of 
the world’s population as little more than excess, especially 
ones in the global South. It feels good to feel something, 
even something unpleasant. However, by no longer 
operating from a superior position of ideological critique 
like so many artists of my generation, as well as the 1960s 
and 1970s, contemporary art becomes the conduit of a 
reified banality. It enters the gallery Zombie-like, stiff with 
rigor mortis, yet clamoring to speak for itself. The art 
world is only too happy to listen.  

This is not a moral denunciation of those who trade in 
the desolation of the present moment. Much of what  
I am calling dark matter or informal social production is 
also disturbing, reified, and soulless, even though it  
lacks the ironic affectlessness of contemporary art. Like 
Swampwall, takes no pleasure in delayed gratification  
or aesthetic detachment. This is not a moral criticism 
because reification also has its positive side, a point that 
some critics who defend politically and socially engaged 
art tend to forget. Nevertheless, by seeking to merge art 
and commerce, cruelty and objectification, and then 
merely to engage in acts of humiliation that are identical 
with, or even more compassionate than, those generated 
by the real global market, what the enterprise artist 
reveals is a profound lack of the imagination. Artists, 
critics and curators who glibly cite Duchamp as an 
authority when they defend high priced slack art, 
commodified art, or objects not meant to be art, have  
in their hearts and minds a strict prohibition against 
democratizing aesthetic valorisation to include the ranks 
of informal producers, no matter how interchangeable 
and indistinguishable with contemporary art this missing 
mass may be. Behind this aesthetic policing is a simple 
fact: that which is excluded from valorisation is too 
diverse, too large, and too redundant to be ever be fully 
absorbed by a art market whose prime mandate is to  
be the ultimate arbitrator of “real and lasting,” as well  
as cultural values (the type worth investing in). 

Today, one can hardly escape an encounter with dark matter 
productivity. It radiates from homes and offices; schools and 
streets; community centers, prisons, and cyber-space; most 
especially cyberspace. It reveals itself in knitting circles, 
amateur garage-kit sculptors, tattoo artists, crop circle 
designers, fantasy role-play gamers (LARP), zinesters, and 
the hardcore disciples of hip-hop, goth, punk, and Do- 
It-Yourself (DIY) subcultures, all of which actively spurn 
commercialization. It is produced by swarms of cyber-
geeks generating open-source computer programs, fan 
videos, music mashups, and other forms of collectively 
networked freeware. In a word, these makeshift, amateur, 
and informal social practices are superabundant. 

In addition, this dark matter production is by turns 
whimsical, banal, nostalgic, sentimental, angry, 
obscene, and grotesque, all modes of expression 
traditionally anathema to the f ine arts and orthodox 
notions of aesthetic detachment. In so far as a great 
portion of it refuses to be productive for the market,  
it testifies to other moments of resistance, to what Negt 
and Kluge have described as “imaginative strategies 
grounded in the experience of production”—protest 
energies, psychic balancing acts, a penchant for 
personalization, individual and collective fantasy, and 
creative re-appropriations.” This includes not produc-
ing, or not producing for the market, but for oneself, 
friends, community, much in the way Swampwall was  
a small act of collaborative refusal as self-directed 
production. For if being usefully productive confers 
membership in normal society and its market, then 

< Above: Currency showing St. Precarious, Patron Saint of Chain Store 
Workers and the artists who inhabit dark matter.
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purposefully refusing to produce signifies a rejection  
of those norms. This is so regard-less of how fleeting the 
circumstances of this refusal is, and no matter how 
constrained its circumstances are. As philosopher Bruno 
Gulli states, “the potential not to, the ability to say no,  
to withdraw, is freedom itself.” It is also true regardless  
of whether or not one is or is informed by the classic 
philosophical arguments linking freedom with aesthetics. 

When it comes to acts of resistance, the artist holds no 
special monopoly. From ingenious contraband inventions 
made by prisoners out of paper clips, ball point pens, and 
toilet paper; to quilts cooperatively stitched in support of 
voting rights or in defense of a woman accused of murder-
ing her husband; to the precarious margins of labor where 
teaching assistants, janitors, chainworkers, and Starbucks 

baristas furtively organize themselves, sometimes under 
the black-cat logo of the International Workers of the 
World (IWW); and most of all during the supposedly 
restful hours when working bodies are meant to reproduce 
their labor power through idle pastimes, yet remain awake 
to fantasize, organize, play and invent—in all these inst-
ances a hidden social production has always found its own 
time and space apart from hegemonies of power and  
the objectifying routines of work. These borderlands of 
resistance extend well beyond conventional conflicts 
between labor and capital, to form a murky excrescence of 
affects, ideas, histories, sentiments, technologies that shift 
in and out of visibility like some half-submerged reef. 
However, what is most alarming about the materialization 
of this informal, social production is found in neither 
appearance nor content per se. Dark matter presents a 
problem to mainstream market valorization because it 
embodies the overlooked, the discarded, and the superflu-
ous as an actual excess of labor that, even under ideal 

economic conditions, would be impossible to openly and 
productively integrate under global capitalism. 
 
The same holds true of the mini-market economy of the 
art world. It cannot absorb what is essentially a mass 
greater than itself (this would be analogous to reaching 
full employment and unrestricted democracy under 
capitalism, a goal impossible under Keynesian liberal-
ism and completely shunned by neoliberals). 
 
The need to accumulate capital requires the majority 
of the population to be superfluous, as well as cowed  
by the authority of market productivity. The same  
holds true for high culture. If dark matter is like an 
unrepresentable shantytown surrounding the munici-
pality of art, then when compared to high culture,  

its shadow productivity appears not only useless, but 
abject, and even a drain on resources. However, unlike 
the fictional scarcity demanded by the art market, nothing 
impedes most dark matter productivity from producing 
freely. It seems to partake in a gift economy, what Georges 
Bataille described as a “principle of loss,” or a pathological 
economy of expenditure without precise utility. Which  
is to say that the desire for social participation outweighs 
accumulation. Moving information, ideas, music, tactics, 
food, services, and goods around rather than piling them 
up also serves to adjust differences of power amongst 
individuals within in the same social group. Some of this  
is what attracts theorists of the new, networked economy, 
as well as those who want to believe the art world can have 
its social-relational cake and eat it too. 

At the same time, nothing assures us that this increasingly 
visible social productivity will be the force of liberty  
and democracy as many neoliberal evangelists of the 

For if being usefully productive confers membership in normal society and its 
market, then purposefully refusing to produce signifies a rejection of those 
norms. This is so regardless of how fleeting the circumstances of this refusal 
is, and no matter how constrained its circumstances are.

“new economy” proclaim it to will be. This missing 
cultural mass is not intrinsically progressive in the 
traditional liberal or radical sense of that term. It possesses 
only a potential for progressive resistance, as well as a 
potential for reactionary resistance. Such political and 
ethical ambiguities are an inevitable part of past struggles 
against repression, and it is time, as cultural historian 
Michael Denning insists, to begin to “make connections 
between the occasional eruptions—machine breakings, 
store lootings, window smashings” and that longue durée 
of resistance that may not even be aware it itself as a history 
from below. But Denning cautions that when interpreting 
the fragmented narrative of past resistance, one must  
read “not only between the lines of the letters sent in, but 
also the letters which were never sent.” The revolutions 
that don’t take place are as disturbing as those that do. 
Recognizing the radically militant potential of dark matter 
productivity is but one step towards that recognition. 

Extending an essentially false gift of aesthetic recognition 
to informal production—as the so-called pro-am 
revolution proposes, or the way some professionally 
trained artists coopt the work of community-based 

amateurs—is merely a false radicalism at best. Instead, 
organizing around one’s market redundancy is how 
politically savvy artists deal their dark matter status. 
Collectives and groups give this structural superfluous-
ness a name, visibly embodying the abjectness of dark 
matter while demanding to be seen and heard. Strangely, 
this recognition of redundancy provides a release.  
The “collectivized” artist not only can ignore modernist 
or “high art world” demands to prove her artistic genius, 
but she can focus pleasure, anger, and resentment 
towards the possibility of imagining a radically different 
social and cultural terrain. This materialization of dark 
matter may only exist for a day, a year, or a few years at 
best, and there is no guarantee of success: no teleology at 
work, no way back. But what the militant collective 
grasps is something Walter Benjamin described as that 
“secret agreement between past generations and the 
present one.” It is a deliberate, even willful linkage that 
opens up a potential redemption for redeeming the super-
numeraries of the past by fixing what has gone terribly 
wrong in the present. It also represents a claim by these 
past generations over the present. As Benjamin reminds 
us, that claim “cannot be settled cheaply.” 

For if being usefully productive confers membership in normal society and its For if being usefully productive confers membership in normal society and its 
market, then purposefully refusing to produce signifies a rejection of those market, then purposefully refusing to produce signifies a rejection of those 
norms. This is so regardless of how fleeting the circumstances of this refusal norms. This is so regardless of how fleeting the circumstances of this refusal 
is, and no matter how constrained its circumstances are.is, and no matter how constrained its circumstances are.

feature swampwalls, dark matter, lumpen army of art gregory sholette
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  / /  i  s a w  m a n y  w h o  t r i e d  w i t h

   great effort and the best of intentions 
  to do everything possible to appease their conscience... 
    And yet they labored, the greater T H E I R  T E R R O R S  B E C A M E .  / / /  

   — Martin Luther

Death to Law:
Progressive Public
Art in Chicago
By Bert Stabler

I am a chronically sleep-deprived art 
teacher in a Chicago public school,  
and it’s been a tense two weeks, with  
the students being shut in classrooms 
between periods to keep them out of 
the post-fight arrests, and cleanup in 
the hallways afterwards. Finally there 
was a brutal stabbing in the school, 
which, understandably, freaked every-
one out. This was the day I officially 
got miserably sick: sore throat, 
congested cough, dizziness, chills.  
I toughed it out at work for another 
day, and then went to a screening  
of violent animation at Green Lantern 
Gallery on February 7th. 

I usually like stuff like that, and it 
was an amazing program. The piece 

was UV (2003), by former Forcefield 
member Ara Peterson. It featured a 
montage of gore and splatter scenes, 
followed by kaleidoscopic animated 
day-glo abstractions morphing at 
strobe speed and officially burning 
away the protective coating around 
my fragile inner fetal-self. I left shud-
dering with hypothermic tremors 
that didn’t subside until after a hot 
shower and a night under many blan-
kets. As personal and “embodied”  
as my response was, it could be des-
cribed as a political art experience.

Commenting on the short lifespan  
of small art spaces in Chicago, artist 
Salem Collo-Julin, keyholder of the 
experimental public space Mess Hall 

and member of the Temporary 
Services collective, unintentionally 
spoke directly to my experience. Her 
inspired declaration: “You can’t just 
open your door and hang something 
on the wall and serve beer on Friday 
nights and make a postcard and 
believe that all of that is going to be 
enough. There has to be a why, bec-
ause that’s the reason people come  
to art. It’s not just the thing you do 
when nothing else works, it’s a sick-
ness that makes a fever that pushes 
us to dream up delirious visions, from 
which solutions can be formed.”  

So what is the proper way to make 
affecting art if you care about 
politics? Apparently political 

Guilt is one name for the nauseating burden we alternately carry and try to throw off, 

the price for having emerged from chaos, our isolation and protection from the abyss of everything. 
I’ve been inhaling lots of spray poison and caustic cleaning fumes, trying to slaughter cockroaches 
in my apartment (insert your own Naked Lunch reference). Along with going to a recent show that 
featured an unhealthy amount of incense (thanks to artist Justin Schaefer), this has kind of killed 
off my senses of taste and smell. 

< This Page: Pedagogical Factory: Exploring Strategies for an Educated City 
by the Stockyard Institute with AREA Chicago, July 22 – Sept. 23, 2007 at the 
Hyde Park Art Center, Chicago. Photo courtesy of Michelle Litvin
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cartoons are only noteworthy when 
they offend Muslims. Propaganda 
posters are still exciting, partially 
owing to and partially in spite of  
the efforts of Shepard Fairey (the 
“OBEY” guy). But other possibilities, 
more somatic and particulate, are 
pumping through the artsy body 
politic. The Chicago group Feel Tank 
collectively stated, “Feelings are 
produced and productive. They move 
around, circulate, get communicated. 
They can be contagious; they can  
be vehicles for a connection; they 
can be obstacles to a connection.”  
While these concerns are social,  
the language of affective psychology 
places them rhetorically in the 
reflective habitus of fine art.

Like their American counterparts the 
Center for Tactical Magic, subRosa, 
the Center for Land Use Interpreta-
tion, Futurefarmers, Group Material, 
Learning Group, JAM, and Basekamp.; 
as well as the Danish groups rum46, 
Parfyme, and YNKB; local groups 
Temporary Services, Feel Tank, 
InCUBATE and Material Exchange 
tend to only exhibit objects as 
evidence of a temporary or ongoing 
project. Rooted in an anarchist 
scavenger ethos, they share an 
empathy for incarcerated and 
homeless populations, and an 
interest in “interventionist” public 
performance, free publications, 
“generosity” giveaway events, micro-
fundraising, hands-on skillsharing, 
subaltern urban planning, and  
low-tech sustainability – not to 
mention lots of indexing, mapping, 
cataloguing, and diagramming. 

Feel Tank put together a group  
show titled “Patheogeographies”  
at Chicago’s Gallery 400 last summer, 
for which “political catharsis”  

could be seen as the unifying thread.  
The primary Feel Tank action was 
the Second Annual March of the 
Politically Depressed, which involved 
a large number of bathrobe-clad 
mopers converging on downtown 
Chicago with blank (and otherwise 
memorable) picket signs. Material 
Exchange provided a room full  
of used luggage for a group project 
called “Other People’s Baggage,”  
in which artists did suitcase-scaled 
installations (reminiscent of classic 
Fluxus works) evoking ineffable 
feelings and material circumstances 
of transience. Salem Collo-Julin 
organized S*M*A*S*H, an event in 
which participants got to take out 
their political frustrations by beating 
on a car with a sledgehammer. Laurie 
Jo Reynolds superimposed readings 
from prisoners’ journals over images 
of astronauts in space. And artist  
and musician Dewayne Slightweight 
performed the gleeful “queer opera” 
“I Want to Know The Habits Of  
Other Girls,” in which he conversed 
with his own prerecorded voice, 
flung plush figures about, and had 
audience members sing along with 
affirmational koans. 

In the flight from orthodoxy, it seems 
that progressive artists are aban-
doning institutional critique (the 
attempt was initiated in the 1970s, by 
artists such as Hans Haacke and Dan 
Graham) to politically redirect art 
institutions from within. A political, 
public, autonomous approach to art 
making is now central to the mission 
of some of the largest European art 
mega-fairs, Mainfesta and Documen-
ta, and the performance-only 
American festival Performa.  
Artists and groups from Chicago  
are represented in this larger 
community, but in town, tactical  

art making becomes indistinguish-
able from progressive education, 
activism, publishing, and funding, 
not to mention curating. 

Kristen Cox works on the magazine 
AREA Chicago, does activist and 
artistic work through halo projects, 
and administers grassroots funding 
initiatives through the Crossroads 
Fund. Michael Bancroft oversees 
Cooperative Image Group, where he 
works with young people to create 
community gardens, do a cooking 
show on public-access cable, produce 
video and music, silkscreen T-shirts, 
and make fused-glass artwork to  
sell (in addition to other ingenious 
fundraisers). He recently held  
a major exhibit of student work at 
Open End Gallery in Chicago. 
Relevantly to the localist research 
concerns of tactical artists, the group 
Chicagoland/Calumet Underground 
Railroad Efforts does tours and holds 
events reflecting unrecognized 
regional history, and the Southeast 
Environmental Task Force leads 
public tours of dumping and waste-
processing sites on the south side of 
Chicago. God’s Gang, a group of 
former public housing residents led 
by Carolyn Thomas, works with the 
Heifer Project on urban agriculture 
projects. Beauty Turner, the co-
founder of Residents’ Journal, and 
also a former resident of public 
housing, has memorialized the 
Robert Taylor Homes through “the 
Ghetto Gallery” and her “Ghetto  
Bus Tours.” This is a world in which 
genius is eschewed, roles are  
fluid, and study and sweat are the 
measures of achievement.

Along with public actions and 
projects, teaching, discussion, and 
interaction are central to the work 

feature death to law: progressive public art in chicago bert stabler

of tactical artists. Like Feel Tank, 
Mike Wolf and InCUBATE have  
both recently curated shows that 
showcase the projects of other 
artists working in a similar vein of 
radical research. Maybe the most 
ambitious recent local example of 
the progressive art pileup happened 
last summer, when the Stockyard 
Institute, a teaching organization 
run by James Duignan, as well as 
AREA (Activism, Research, Educa-
tion, Art), led by Daniel Tucker, 
organized a celebration of these 
local and national efforts in an  
art show and event series at the  
Hyde Park Art Center, “Pedagogical 
Factory.” There were field trips, 
panel talks, and a library of self-

published materials. Groups and 
individuals from Chicago and 
beyond gave presentations, led 
workshops, displayed projects,  
and held discussions on topics  
such as home brewing, reusing  
scrap technology, squatting urban 
gardens, mobile broadcasting  
and recording, radical history 
posters, and breakdancing. 

Tucker was also central in the 
production of Trashing the Neo-
liberal City: Autonomous Cultural 
Practices in Chicago 2000-2005, a 
publication (obviously) dedicated to 
documenting the recent history of 
public oppositional culture that has 
become the city’s preeminent art-

world face. “Trashing” documents 
the work of campaigns, groups, and 
events. These include the protests in 
front of the Wicker Park site for 
MTV’s Real World reality show; the 
“This Is CHAos” project supporting 
public housing; the protest group 
Pink Bloque’s exploration of “tactical 
flirting;” and other remarkable DIY 
festival events like Pilot TV, Version, 
and the Department of Space and 
Land Reclamation, all of which and 
whom sought to reverse trends of 
privatizing and silencing public and 
social spaces, and to address the 
needs of marginalized groups facing 
new threats. A great deal of informa-
tion is made available online by the 
groups involved, and it should be 
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taken advantage of by anyone 
excited about these new directions  
in activist culture. Trashing can be 
downloaded for free at http://www.
learningsite.info/NeoTrashing.pdf. 

Many progressive-art entities share 
members, collaborate on projects, 
and participate in group exchanges, 
creating connections with communi-
ties in the region and around the 
world. Looking toward the future  
of cataloguing tactical art, Chicago’s 
InCUBATE group, who consider 
themselves arts administrators 
rather than artists, is working on  
the project “WikInCUBATE,” an 
online “resource for all interested  
in discursive art, innovative politics, 
philosophy, the local, reinventing 
histories, doing it yourself, radical 
infrastructures, the internet as 
annotation of physical interactions, 
tactful technology, and more.”

In 2001, curator Nato Thompson 
helped to mount the Department of 
Space and Land Reclamation festival 
in Chicago. At Mass MOCA in 2004, 
he put together “the Interventionists,” 
the biggest American international 
museum survey of recent socially-
engaged art to date. It featured 
several Chicago-based artists, among 
them Walead Bashty’s fictional  
Atlas Group, the God Bless Graffiti 
Coalition, Haha, Michael Rakowitz, 
and Temporary Services. “The 
Interventionists” helped to spawn  
a lot of smaller related shows, and  
to define and bring attention to 
“autonomous cultural practices.”   
But the history of public activist fine 
art goes back to the days of 1960s 
and 1970s feminist performance, 
Situationist actions, utopian init-
iatives, land art, and conceptual art. 
Progressive art collectives follow in  

a long history of activist group work, 
such as the AIDS activism of General 
Idea and Gran Fury, and more 
recently the Critical Art Ensemble, 
who have become the center of 
considerable controversy over the 
arrest of member Steve Kurtz on 
flimsy anti-terrorism charges. 

Chicago has its own proud history  
of politicized public artwork, dating 
back at least to the 1990s, when  
the city boasted the nonprofit agit-
art organizations Randolph Street 
Gallery, NAME Gallery, and most 
enduringly, the Resource Center,  
a South Side group that focused on 
recycling and redistributing surplus 
and waste materials, as well as other 
green initiatives. Dan Peterman, who 
was associated with the Resource 
Center, has long held a prominent 
profile in the international art 
community. Recently, he took part  
in establishing the Experimental 
Station, a shared space built in order 
to continue the legacy of the 6100 S. 
Blackstone building, the community 
of collectively-run businesses, 
publications, and teaching organiza-
tions that burned down in 2001. Ken 
Dunn has kept the core mission of 
the Resource Center alive through a 
massive attempt to redirect unwant-
ed materials into the hands of artists 
and teachers. This is the Creative 
Reuse Warehouse, a project that has 
been forced to change locations 
twice in the last ten years. 

Tactical art collectives declared inde-
pendence from the systems of 
patronage on which the traditional 
art world once depended, and in 
Chicago this schism has resulted  
in something of a Reformation/
Counter-Reformation dustup. With 
the success of this public work in 

national and international venues 
dwarfing the visibility of most other 
artists who both live and show work 
in Chicago, art-for-art’s-sake Papists 
are on the defensive, accusing these 
groups of being politically ineffectual 
and distracting attention from “real” 
efforts toward social change—
apparently, artists are to honor these 
movements by not participating in 
them. At the same time, many free 
events put on in newer spaces are 
borrowing from the neo-Woodstock 
atmosphere that tactical collectives 
have generated. This can be seen in 
the participatory work of Industry of 
the Ordinary, the recently departed 
Lucky Pierre, and the multisensory 
carnival vibe of art-and-music crash 
pads like Mr. City, the Butcher Shop, 
and the now-defunct Texas Ball-
room. I think the viscerally affecting 
animation program I attended  
at Green Lantern definitely owes 
something to this emphasis on group 
enjoyment – and cringey catharsis. 

Jon Stewart and Andrew Sullivan 
notwithstanding, I would say the 
mode of the “public intellectual” is 
basically dead, as applied to grand 
old authors like George Orwell, 
Richard Wright, Sinclair Lewis, and 
James Baldwin. Perhaps this is the 
void tactical practitioners are trying 
to fill. But even if it’s not dead, if 
“making your art” means you create 
a moral statement that you try to 
enact in some context, it’s hard to 
see why that’s inherently invalid.  
A good-art-Protestant is concerned 
far less with “works” (products, 
results), than she is with “faith” 
(process, struggle, analysis). She 
deplores the decadence of images, 
and embraces traditions of non-
hierarchical community and internal 
spiritual drive. Although I’m not 
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< Inset, Left to Right: Crowd at Mess Hall, Cube planter at MCA 12x12 show by Material Exchange, 
"Protestor" at the INT’L PARADE/POLITICALLY DEPRESSED-2003

< Spread: View of The Interventionists exhibition  
at Mass MOCA
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immune to the charismatic ritual-
and-altar allure of the white box, 
tactical artists have made it possible 
for art in these last days to have  
inner fire and a sense of provisional 
purpose, as opposed to a mute thrall 
before the rotting behemoth of 
commodified art-historical ornament. 

And yet the emphasis on rigorous 
self-examination, as well as the 
nagging concern about efficacy, often 
ends up sowing a certain amount  
of doubt and interdenominational 
dissent. The anguish of reconciling 
unutterable inner life with ineffable 
universal Being, i.e. the confessional 
legacy of Martin Luther, is implicit  
in Psychological Prosthetics’ Patheo-
geographies exhibit. The presentation 
features optimistic products inade-
quate to mitigate disillusionment in 
the hopelessly corrupt, hypocritical, 
doomed modern world. These 
included “the 30 Second Rant 
Recorder, an electronic hand-made 
device to activate outrage, and  
the PP Band Aid device to bandage 
shame and soothe apathy.”  

Along with this quest for purity and 
authenticity, there is, despite the 
festive motif, some distrust in the 
tactical-art world of work that 
demonstrates technical skill, or 
allows any unseemly pleasure, visual 
or otherwise. In fact, there is quite a 
bit of distrust among these folks 
generally. One Calvinistic response  
I got while trolling for comments  
for this piece was a strong objection 
to my having (with unintentional 
hierarchical prejudice) described 
subscribers to a progressive-art 
listserve as “central” to the local 
progressive art community. Despite 
the political discomfort I discovered 
in stoner cartoons and incense 

overload, many progressive artists 
sternly resist beautiful, ugly, and 
funny imagery. But while much 
dialogue in activist art circles is 
couched in tiresome programmatic 
rhetoric seemingly meant to appeal 
to foundations and the compilers of 
Routledge anthologies, there are 
progressive art visionaries willing to 
unclench the sphincter somewhat 
and work toward a celebratory 
atmosphere. 

Dewayne Slightweight, the aforemen-
tioned creator and performer of  
“I Want to Know the Habits of Other 
Girls,” is an artist whose multifaceted 
approach gives radiant evidence of 
love and hope as important elements 
to enliven the “faith” element  
of idealistic art. His response to the 
efficacy critique takes on the 
“political” definition: “Too often the 
only artwork and activist output that 
gets analyzed as political, whether  
by the audience or the artists 
themselves, is art that seems to have 
a very linear cause and effect line. 
Some of those tactics have a propa-
gandist or militaristic or academic 
structure to them.” In regard to 
making art, he says, “Making things 
to me is an act of hope that what do 
will have an effect on your surround-
ings, so having hope with another 
person/s is really the best way to 
hang out with people.”  

“Anything that happens outside 
yourself,” he concludes, “is political!”  

Slightweight is the sort of artist that 
the Chicago progressive-art world 
may need in order to maintain an 
enduring sense of purpose. “My desire 
or motivation for making anything 
and sharing it with the world,” he 
says, “has pretty much always been 

to create a situation in which we can 
experience some kind of utopia 
together, no matter how fleeting, 
ephemeral, or temporary.” To clarify 
what may sound like dewy-eyed 
demagoguery, he continues, “Utopia 
isn’t a gated community where the 
good can hang out, it’s just the sheer 
effort to imagine how to get out of the 
mess we’re in!” In the future, as 
Chicago native and No More Prisons 
author William “Upski” Wimsatt has 
noted, queers, women, youth, and 
people of color are the ones who will 
find ways to organize around new 
conceptions of universal truth, all 
based on small-scale interactions. 
Some may question whether this is 
politics per se and not instead a 
moral-spiritual pursuit, but I think 
these semantics are actually chang-
ing in the world at large.

This quest for a molten core of 
communal experience, which goes 
hand in hand with an incremental 
and instrumentalist approach, seems 
actually to echo the general senti-
ment of the electorate in this season. 
We see candidates indistinguishable 
on policy points being chosen for 
their charisma and visionary 
mantras on the one hand, and on the 
other, for the demographic muscle 
they might leverage in the future. 
Methodists, Presbyterians, and 
Lutherans all had different theologi-
cal doctrines at one point, but are 
now the moderate swing voters 
cajoled by promoters and pundits 
they correctly distrust. Now seen as 
the populist faith of rural snake-
baiting tent revivalists, Baptists were 
central to the civil rights movement, 
and are still organizing to fight 
poverty. Yet they, along with the 
crunchy, humanist, and well-heeled 
Quakers, are the descendents of 

militant New England iconoclasts. 
Both groups have sought vehicles of 
action, thoroughly integrating 
themselves into legislative lobbying, 
activist organizing, and the nonprofit 
sector. Tactical practicioners are also 
transitioning art into this ephemeral 
and mechanistic moral public space, 
but without any agreed-upon 
transcendent goal – neither “Christ” 
nor “the revolution.”  As Slightweight 
says, “Utopia isn’t peace ... I think 
utopia is the struggle to end war.”

The sniping at tactical artists by 
naysayers in the traditional gallery 
world reminds me of a discussion I had 
while in AmeriCorps. A straight-laced 
theater kid opined something to the 
effect that, “shopping at thrift stores is 
lame.” I responded, “Shopping at Old 
Navy is lame too.” But the sniping 
between progressive artists reminds 
me of the semester at Oberlin (indeed, 
some of these folks think they never 
left Oberlin) when the non-glamorous 
issue of need-blind admissions being 
eliminated was drowned out by the 
high-drama hype around what turned 

out to be totally baseless perceptions 
of racist symbols appearing around 
campus. Effectiveness is overrated,  
but there is something to be said for 
having an actual target.

But, though in the realm of the 
ineffable, my odd illnesses were not 
hallucinations. Indeed, guilt is vital 
for a morally aware encounter with 
history, not something to be 
alternately repressed and wallowed 
in on behalf of everyone by those 
who “suffer” most from privilege. 
Loudmouthed, overeducated, white, 
straight men (like me) need to be the 
last people weighing in on every-
thing, whether they’re aging post-
“punk” hipsters trying to maintain 
their underground respectability, or 
unemployed Trenchcoat-Mafia-type 
grad students with a chip on their 
shoulder about counter-hegemonic 
doxa. These are the Martin Luther 
figures of our era. Our rigid militancy 
has served its purpose.

Really, the work of socially engaged 
artists is neither monumental nor 

insignificant. Michael Rakowitz’s 
recent project to import Iraqi dates 
brings to mind another example  
of an ethical intervention in the 
market. Much like small but impor-
tant initiatives like fair-trade coffee, 
tactical art is an easily derided but 
meaningful approach to integrate 
morality with economics in our 
murky post-industrial culture war. 
Tactical artists are carrying forward 
the new mythic missionary task of 
the avant-garde. Now that floodwalls 
have been breached and art and life 
have cross-infected, cells of micro-
activists are trying to come up with 
cultural tools and resources for the 
unassimilated and the underclass. 
The parochial isolation of the art 
world is a perhaps insurmountable 
obstacle to making any large-scale 
impact. But the projects these artists 
take on — working on a garden, 
sharing free stuff, public perfor-
mances, trading skills—make worthy 
attempts to build relationships  
with local communities, one shared 
experience at a time.

feature death to law: progressive public art in chicago bert stabler

> Above: First annual PuttPutt show by Material Exchange.
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his is a map of 
connections between 

Chicago events, organizations, 
collectives, projects, exhibits, 
programs, and spaces, 
represented by points. These 
entities have shown some 

substantial commitment to social 
engagement. No individual names are 
included, and all entities represented 
here operate at a relatively small 
scale. Though they may rely slightly 
or significantly on institutions (often 
academic or philanthropic), I’m 
omitting those names as well. These 
points span at least 25 years, but 
focus mainly on recent and current 
activities. It is not even remotely 
comprehensive. 

All connections indicate other 
points to which that entity is linked.  
Links designate a shared DIRECT 
and OFFICIAL circumstance — 
common individual directly involved 
(but not just friends or associates 
with the same person), a space where 
an event happened (but not two 
events that just happened to occur 
in the same space), a funder or 
publisher or publication or program 
that presented or supported 
a certain project (but not just two 
projects coincidentally associated 
with the same supporter)… 
hopefully that’s clear.  

The primary compiler here is me, Bert 
Stabler, but I would have been sunk 
without generous collaborators. 
Grateful acknowledgement of vital 
assistance goes out to (but is not 
limited to): Jon Petersen, Gregory 
Calvert, Nance Klehm, Nicole 
Garneau, Anthony Elms, Bonnie 
Fortune, Claire Pentecost, Ed 
Marsewski, Laurie Jo Reynolds, 
Dan S. Wang, Josh MacPhee, Dara 
Greenwald, Daniel Tucker, Aaron 
Sarver, Matthias Regan, Philip von 
Zweck, Lora Lode, Rob Ray, Matt 
Maloody, Carrie Ruckel, and 
members of Temporary Services, 
Material Exchange, and, extra 
especially, Feel Tank Chicago.

COLLECTIVE  |  COOPERATIVE  |  ONGOING PROJECT

ORGANIZATION

ONE-TIME EVENTS OR EXHIBITS

PHYSICAL SPACE

TV  |  RADIO PROGRAM

RECURRING EVENT OR EXHIBITS

VIRTUAL SPACE

ARCHIVE

PUBLICATION  |  PUBLISHER

feature death to law: progressive public art in chicago bert stabler
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AS MENTIONED BY

Nato Thompson

>

Nato Thompson
Interviewed by Ed Marszewski

Nato Thompson 
is a graduate of 
what I call the 
Other Chicago 
School. The 
Other Chicago 
School was an 
active group of 
artist-educators 
that practiced 
interventionist 
art activity,

tactical media projects and commu-
nity building at the turn of the 
century. The training and work of 
these students became an important 
force for radical cultural production 
in Chicago. Their influence may be 
invisible to most art historians, but is 
evident in the city streets, as well  
as the increasingly wide embrace of 
interventionist art practice in the 
commercial and “official” art worlds. 
 Nato says that “there is nothing 
romantic about going to graduate 
school for Arts Administration,”  
but his career as a curator and 
activator of emerging art practice is 
an example for others to study. 
A recent (2001) graduate student in 
Arts Administration from the School 

of the Art Institute of Chicago,  
Nato has initiated numerous projects 
(DLSR, Counterproductive Indus-
tries, Autonomous Territories); 
collaborated on and curated many 
phenomenal exhibitions, mostly at 
MASS MoCA (The Interventionists, 
Becoming Animal: Contemporary 
Art in the Animal Kingdom, 
Fantastic, and others) and taken a 
meteoric journey in the non-profit 
arts arena. 
 Nato is a great representative  
of the confluence of time and space 
that makes Chicago such a phen-
omenal place to practice. He is one  
of  my favorite cultural workers of  
the 21st century. 

>>>

feature interview nato thompson ed marszewski
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I think people respect 
ideas and meaning,  

so take seriously the 
things you think are  

interesting, and support 
them. I think that is  

the better place to go, 
than trying to go  

towards things you 
think people think  

are amazing.  

> Spread: Spectators viewing Waiting or  
Godot in New Orleans, a project by Paul Chan. 
Courtesy of creative time 
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Ed Marszewski: I always say to people that your  
generation of students from SAIC was very inf luential in 
producing/promoting the confusing realm of art/activist 
work in Chicago. You were with Josh McPhee, Dara Gre-
enwald, Daniel Tucker, Emily Foreman, Dave Graham and 
a few others. All you guys worked together on these great 
projects. It’s my understanding that Greg Sholette was  
one of your advisors/teachers. Was Greg basically a mentor 
or guru for this stuff?  

Nato Thompson: We were friends. I can’t really say he 
was the total guru, although he was deeply inspiration-
al. A lot of us came from a street politics background, and 
the art stuff kind of fell into the niche better. There was a 
project that happened the first year that I was there, called 
Counter Productive Industries, that was very much a pre-
cursor to Department of Space and Land Reclamation 
(DSLR). It was the idea of taking the gears of the service 
industry machine, and turning them against itself. That 
is to say: the fax machine, the photocopiers, the telemar-
keting, the development fundraising, all that kind of stuff, 
and finding a way to use it against productive tendencies. 
That show was really successful; particularly that’s how 
I met Josh. Josh McPhee got really involved in that, and 
Brett Bloom and Mark and Salem, and at the time Laura 
Load and Kevin Camp were part of Temporary Services, 
and they got involved. Steven Bernstein got involved and 
designed the website, and Amanda; a bunch of great folks 
came around and worked on the project. And then I met  
a whole other batch of people who started doing other  
activist stuff around the campus, and just kind of built its 
own momentum. I mean, the DSLR just kind of was this 
[explosion sound] giant concentration of people. 

E: Did you know that this type of art practice was going on 
all over the country? Or were you operating in a vacuum? 

N: I was pretty much aware. It’s funny, it’s much more 
prevalent now but it used to feel like there was a very spe-
cific community that you were dealing with. We got the  
Institute of Applied Autonomy to drive out to participate 
in DSLR, and the Yes Men were running their “we sup-
port different kinds of projects” [RtMark] website at that 
time. They were very much informed. We were very much 

inspired by the Guerrilla Girls’s more direct action meth-
odologies. But we were curiously small in terms of keeping 
track of folk; at least it felt that way. It wasn’t so profession-
alized, in the sense that people were showing up on their 
own dime, which [laughter] helps.  

So we were like, “all right, well, let’s get stuff 
together.” So it was very much in the air, but at the same 
time it was ... I wouldn’t call it “exotic;” that’s a wrong, 
completely loaded term; it felt very novel. There was a lot 
of excitement around it. 

E: DSLR inf luenced us when we started doing Version, 
which was also inspired by the Next 5 Minutes and  
net.congestion festivals that took place in the Netherlands.  
I remember that when we started Version at the MCA, 
some people were really upset at us. Some of the same  
individuals that participated in DSLR took part in some 
of the stuff we did in Version. But there were some DSLR 
folks that took an oppositional stance to Version, because 
they questioned our hosting the festival at the MCA. I was 
completely frustrated by those people at the time. It was 
my belief that it was important to distribute ideas by any 
means possible, and doing so at the MCA made these prac-
tices more presentable to a wider public. Then, slowly over 
time, I saw this practice get institutionalized, and perhaps 
commoditized. I guess I understood the critics. 

N: Right. 

E: But overall, I thought it was great to present these  
practices, activities and convergence projects to students 
and artists in town. By popularizing these concepts to kids 
who were in art school, we hoped to inspire more socially 
conscious work through them. Was that kind of what your 
plan was for DSLR?  

N: Well, that’s tricky too, you know?  Particularly when it 
comes to aesthetics of politics, one of the chief things, par-
ticularly in the more involved street activism stuff and not 
necessarily the conceptual political stuff, is a deep concern 
with the cooptation of ideas. I think that for a lot of people 
in Chicago, the MCA represents the status quo of contem-
porary practice. People didn’t see it as particularly helpful 
to local Chicago artists’ representation. They felt like the 

artwork shown there wasn’t very politically challenging.  
I think the context [for being oppositional to Version]  
was very much about their legacy in town. 
 And also, what does it mean for them to host Version 
when in fact it’s not at all a part of what they do, or encour-
age as an artistic practice? So, I think there’s reasonable 
friction there. However, I also think that at times it can be 
self-defeating for radical artists to not engage in any of the 
structures that exist, almost to the point of violence. 
 I appreciate both sides of this. I think it’s important  
to look at people’s track records: in terms of what they  
politically do, and who they align themselves with. Some-
times who you align yourself with says more than exactly 
what you do. 

E: Yeah, while working on this magazine, I’ve been  
confronted with the intricacies; the dark sides of the com-
petition and the kind of hate of various art scenes and art 
worlds here. 

N: I feel like Chicago is a very divisive city, in a productive 
way. I think that enemies are OK. [laughter]. I think that 
it’s good to have politics. It’s not always all good, either.   

E: Yeah, it keeps things sharp. I think people can still be 
critical in their contempt for each other. 

N: I know. At some point, I wonder how much the con-
tempt is self-serving too. I’ve always been kind of skeptical 
of what is posturing, and what’s actual politics. 

E: Well that’s interesting, because a lot of the practice 
we’ve seen at the turn of the century (for me, and of course 
I studied antecedents in the 60’s with the yippies, and 
again in the 80s), I started to notice the institutionaliz-
ing of this type of interventionist/tactical media and art 
practice. I don’t know if I should blame you and Greg, but 
when you guys did The Interventonists at Mass MOCA, I 
thought it was incredible. At the same time, I was shocked 
because  some of the same individuals  who were pooh 
pooh-ing their peers’ participation in the Version/ MCA 
project were presented in this very slick, very well-promot-
ed, well marketed format. Let me add that I think the show 
is awesome. The Interventionists popularized this practice 

> Left and Right: Department of Space and Land Reclamation (DSLR) ephemera 

nato thompson ed marszewski
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to hundreds of thousands of people who might have never 
been aware of it. Would you say that? 

N: Well, The Interventionists did really well. It pops  
up all over the place, and some feel the book is more the 
exhibition than the exhibition. 

E: The book is a great distributor of those ideas. Anyway, 
I think that show made this type of practice became a big 
deal, at least in the U.S. 

N: Well, the trick too is ... it’s a long story, but the short 
of it is: I think one of the things we fight with constantly 
as cultural producers, as critical cultural producers is: we 
both always want the content to be demanding and intense 
and interesting, but at the same time we’re obsessed with 
the new. And I always joke about how we internalize this. 
For example, we’re used to the band we like getting fa-
mous, and as soon as they’re famous we hate them. That’s 
a new way of living in the world. It hasn’t always been that 
way, but as people that have grown up under the commod-
ification of culture, we’re used to this experience where we 
go. We almost resign ourselves to it. We go, “whatever I’m 
into now, give me 5 years and it’ll be popular and I won’t 
like it any more.” Well, that practice clearly undermines 
any kind of longevity of practice. And, one might say  
it’s political, like “Oh, they sold out,” but ultimately it’s 
just the way we are. To be honest too, I think in terms  
of popularization of kind of intervention practices, and 
with street activist stuff, Lord knows graff iti couldn’t  
have had a better last 8 years. 

E: How ‘bout it, man? 

N: Sometimes, we joke in the office about graffiti, and 
we’re like “No one! Institutions can’t handle graffiti!”  
Just because it’s so embraced by everyone. 

E: [laughter] Yep, it’s very popular now. 

N: And then I think about galleries and museums, and 
does it instantly mean you’re “hip” if you have a DJ there? 
It’s like “It’ll be hip! There’ll be a DJ!” or “It’ll be hip! 
There’ll be graffiti!” The go-to guys. But in terms of  

popularization of these practices, my only concern is that 
the underlying politics get missed: the critique of capital, 
the confronting of capital. But the slicker parts of the form 
get popularized. Everywhere I look, it’s no longer a cri-
tique of capital; it’s just an innovative way to take a walk. 

E: That’s typically how cooptation works. I wonder what 
you are doing when you are looking at emerging trends or 
emerging forms of practices, in your vast universe of trav-
eling, reading, and researching. How do you assemble 
these threads to create a curatorial project, or in the case  
of The Interventionists, of naming of an art movement?  

N: Well, I’m working on this project right now called 
Democracy in America, a national campaign, the first part of 
which I’m organizing with Daniel Tucker, a Chicago dude. 
We’re going to town to take a look at local models. An inter-
esting maneuver that’s occurred is that a lot of practitioners 
have started gearing towards producing a local community. 
Flashy, humorous, interventions are no longer prevalent. 
Things are becoming a little more community-based, a little 
more stable, not necessarily sexy, but the longevity is bigger. 
People are taking the idea of developing infrastructures  
locally more seriously, and I think there’s a kind of a nausea 
at the flash-in-pan approach.

 I feel like Chicago is  
a very divisive city,  
in a productive way.  
I think that enemies 
are OK. [laughter].  
I think that it’s good  
to have politics. It’s not 
always all good, either.

We’re kind of trying to see how people produce. I mean, 
clearly Mess Hall is a great example of a place that has an 
ongoing presence, and continuity in form, as opposed to 
the individual things that come though it. I think there’s a 
lot of examples of that all over the place. That’s what I’m 
really interested in too, because also [laughter] if you think 
interventions are tough to show to a museum? Long-term 
community-based work? [laughter] 

E: Yeah, “good luck!” 

N: That is a tough one to commodify. [laughter].  
That’s just not really friendly to consumers. So I think 
those projects are awesome. 

E: Well, I would say this “alternative space explosion”  
in Chicago is probably happening everywhere else too. 
Maybe some of them are apartment galleries, party spaces, 
or they are spaces where community organizations or 
groups get together and formulate local initiatives and 
present idea and projects. But I feel they are the unsung 
heroes in the world of art; it is the constant that supports 
many practices and forms of community. 

N: Well, it’s also difficult to write about, you know?  
In terms of art press, you can review an individual project, 
but it’s difficult to review a structure that holds things 
together, the way that things kind of lean on each other. 
The way a real community works is much more complicat-
ed: people participate in some projects, and they are  
an audience to other projects, they show up to talks, they 
cook food at the events. You know that’s where the  
real kind of cultures are produced, and it’s not just some 
individual node that you can just pull out. 

E: Your current curatorial focus is in looking at local 
practices in different cities and different regions. Trying  
to see how those infrastructures or those support net-
works and their operations themselves become some form 
of artistic activity that’s new or innovative?  

N: Yeah, totally, and also: how do you produce a culture 
that can get things done? That is, not really only counter-
institutional, but counter-cultural in the sense that it has 
an acknowledgement of the powers of capital. Well, not 
only an acknowledgement, but also a plan for resisting it. 
That’s one of the primary goals, right? 
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> Spread: Critical Art Ensemble installation  
at "The Intervenitionists" exhibition Mass MOCA 

feature interview nato thompson ed marszewski
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 E: How did you find yourself at Creative Time? Why and 
how are they helping you facilitate this type of research/
interest/practice? 

N: Well, I was at Mass MOCA for forever. Eh, not forever, 
five years. Is five years forever?
 I was living in North Adams, Massachusetts, which  
is a lovely place everyone should go to (but I do refer to it 
as the “Twin Peaks of the North East”), and it was time to 
leave. I mean, it’s a town of 12,000 people and I had to get 
out of there. When I thought of another institution to work 
for, I was like “Wow, where do you want to go next?” 
The possibility of working in the public sphere and doing 
big public projects was very appealing, you know? The 
politics, the kind of curiousness of it: it’s a perfect fit.  
The director here is phenomenal, and was very excited 
about me coming over!  

E: Sweet. What projects have you worked on with them? 

N: This last year I worked on this Mike Nelson installation 
on the Lower East Side, which was great! Then we put 
together this Waiting for Godot in New Orleans with Paul 
Chan, another guy from Chicago, actually. That was a  
life-changing, amazing project. 
 
 

E: Explain. 

N: Well, New Orleans. I’d been there once before, but 
within the last year I went there like eight times. It’s just 
such an amazing city to go to. It’s culturally rich, and at 
this point it’s one of the clearest examples of what the Bush 
policies will do to a city.
 It’s also very black, and has very different kinds of 
methods of cultural production than what I’m used to up 
in the North, I suppose. And I made a lot of incredible 
friends. It was the first truly multi-racial project that I’ve 
ever worked on, on such a dramatic level with stakes so 
high; it was just totally impressive. Working with Paul  
on this was amazing too. He’s got a real sensitivity to 
grassroots organizing, but also it’s not ideological. It’s 
personal, which is what it takes to get people onboard and 
start a dialogue. But he also challenges everyone he works 
with to think broadly in kind of abstract terms – not 
didactic political terms, but on a more complex level.  
I think this is what really works for people. 

E: Paul is one of my favorite artists on the planet. He’s 
incredible. That’s probably the best lure of the gig; you  
get to work with people like Paul. Soon you’re going to  
be working with Mark Tribe. What’s up with that? 

N: Well, so we’re doing these three reenactments of  
New Left speeches from his Port Huron Project, where 
he’s reenacting New Left speeches from the 60’s and 
70’s. We’re commissioning one near Union Plaza, a 
speech by former Black Panther Stokley Carmichael. 
Then in Chicago, a Bobby Seale speech in Lincoln Park 
is the hope, and then in Los Angeles, in Exposition 
Park, it’ll be a speech of Caesar Chavez, the United Farm 
Workers organizer. It’s his speech on the F.W.’s position 
on the Vietnam War. The speeches. The actual content 
of the speeches is incredible. They’re just riveting, and 
you know? When you read them, let alone hear them, 
you realize that you’ve never heard someone from your 
generation speak in such an incredibly provocative and 
inspirational terms. Which almost can be depressing! 
[laughter] I have heard great people speaking in our time 
too, but I think that really is going to be a very powerful 
project to work on. So that’s exciting. > Above: The only known photo of Nato Thompson 

> Above and Below: Photos from Waiting or Godot in New Orleans, a project by Paul Chan. Courtesy of creative time 
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E: You’ve also recently worked on a project called Experi-
mental Geographies with Daniel Tucker. We can say 
Experimental Geographies is maybe is a “recent trend?”  

N: Yeah, I mean, to some degree. 

E: Why don’t you explain this concept? 

N: The term Experimental Geography is taken from 
Trevor Paglen, a dear friend whose ideas I respect a lot. 
He’s just getting his PhD from Berkeley, in geography. He 
was a graduate student at the Art Institute of Chicago, and 
at the time was doing many sound-art-kind-of practices.  
So he’s been doing all this research on secret prisons and 
rendition flights of the government, this black world, but 
one of the underlying geographic hinges is: these practices 
exist in space, but they’re not like a Mark Lombardi chart, 
floating in the kind of ether, they’re in places that you  
can go visit. I think the field of experimental geography is 
this kind of interest in space as ideas unfold in it, and  
how power unfolds in it. This is, I think, a key idea. In  
this comes out a very Situationist interest in the city:  
we wander in the city, the city produces us, and then we  
in turn produce the city. 

Also, I should say that I think geography, as a subject, 
is interesting to theoretically exhausted people. You read 
enough Deleuze, you read enough Guattari, you read 
enough Derrida, and at some point you just want to talk 
about something that exists. A lot of people get involved 
for very political reasons, but then they just go “OK, I read 
all of that, so where is this? What are you talking about?” 
But with geography, someone like Mike Davis can go:  
“I’m talking about this corner in south central Los 
Angeles, this is the story, the history.” I think that 
specificity’s clearly political, because then when you 
actually know where it is, you can go there, you can talk 
about it, you can see what affects it, and then you can 
figure out who is in power of that place. 

E: Describe a few projects that you think represent 
examples of this kind of practice? For some reason I think 
of They Rule by Josh On, or Trevor Plaglen’s mapping of 
rendition flights. 

N: In terms of maps, I think a map is usually a way to get 
somewhere, and if you know where you sit and you know 
where the destination is, the idea is that you can get there. 
That’s why people like to map power in various forms. It’s 
because under the world where things seem so complex, 
ideally these things clarify information for us. 
 But then you have the groups like Center for Land 
Interpretation. They are deeply influential in the field of 
experimental geography. They kind of took on the forms 
of sightseeing tours and national park as didactic material, 
as educational enterprises of a specific tradition, and then 
they used them as a way to get visitors to understand the 
world they live in. It’s almost like a car manual for the lived 
environment. They’re based in Los Angeles, and they get  
a bus trip together, and they go to a water treatment plant, 
and then they’ll go see a prison; basically see the gears 
with which a city works. Of course we’re all familiar with 
turning on the sink or flushing the toilet, and you think 
“Where the hell does this stuff go?” Right? Or you turn 
on your power. I always have a fun game where I ask people 
how electricity gets in their house ... nobody knows! 

E: [laughter] 

N: It’s amazing how few people know the basic gears of  
a city! So it’s kind of a political project for the Center for 
Land Interpretation. It’s clear there are ecological and 
social justice issues that are wrapped up in making those 
gears turn. And there’s a knowledge that these things are 
not abstract, but in fact are seven blocks away from your 
house, or whatever. It’s knowledge of the kind of world 
that you live in. 
 There is a group based in Italy, called Multiplicity, and 
they do phenomenal work. We’re showing this project of 
theirs where, basically, they have this person with an Israeli 
passport and someone with Palestinian papers, and they  
try drive the same route through Israel. So it’s the same 
distance, but with all the checkpoints and whatnot, it’s not 
the same route. The trips do not take same amount of time. 
In this sense, this kind of mapping reveals all these power 
structures that are in play in the role of an identity as it 
relates to space. This is really productive as well. So, those 
projects are more like geography. Those are what I consider 
the more classic experimental geography fields. 
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There are also those that are more poetic, which I’m  
a fan of too. We have an artist named Yin Xiuzhen who’s 
from China. She sews cities that kind of tumble out of 
these sewn suitcases, so it’s this portable San Francisco 
where the high rises can kind of fall out. Or there’s this 
artist Ilana Halperin who does a lot of this work around 
conflating the body and geology, so that she tries to boil 
milk over a geyser, a natural hot spring, these kinds of 
domestic activities that happen in the large geologic 
phenomena.  So there are more poetic works, as well as 
straight-up academic discipline. 

The first show exhibition will be at the Richard E. 
Peeler Art Center, DePauw University in Greencastle, 
Indiana. September 19th, December 2, 2008. 

E: Tell me what else you’re up to? What are some future 
projects? You mentioned that you were putting out some 
books, right? You’re working on this massive democracy 
town hall project throughout the US.

N: That’s 2008. It’s just Democracy in America, it’s my 
one big project, and then the Experimental Geographies 

show will start to take wings in the later part of the year. 
So each one of those will probably come with big books. 

E: That must be why you seem so busy every time I call. 

N: Yeah, it’s a lot, but you know? I’m kind of eager to take 
on smaller things, though I don’t think I’ll ever do that, 
and I can’t really say what 2009 holds. Ideally, one day I’d 
like to take over the Natural History Museum and just 
make ... I guess Mike Coolidge Center for Land’s Interpre-
tation once said, “You should make a museum of natural 
industry”  

E:  That sounds peculiar. What is that?  

N: Well, see, because the Museum of Natural History is 
predicated on the idea that there’s something in the world 
called natural history. If you can reinvent it, you can bring 
it to life. So the subject of visual culture, and cultural 
production, and thinking through that, that’s the museum 
of the future I’d be excited to start one day. It’s kind of  
like taking the Museum of Jurassic Technology, but a it’s  

a little less curious and wunderkammer-ish. It takes more 
seriously the kind of grand project of critical education 
through these kind of exhibitions. 

E: Nato, if I was an independently wealthy cholo or made 
coin off of a hedge fund, I would give you tons of money 
right now because I believe in you. 

N: [laughter] 

E: Perhaps one last question. A lot of people seem to think 
that Chicago is the capital of the world in terms of this radical 
art activist practice. Would you agree with that statement?  

N: [laughter] I would never agree with anything so 
magnanimous, but I do gain a lot of inspiration from there. 

E: One of these nodes or hubs of activity?  

N: Totally, one of the major hubs. 

E:  See? Now I hear that and it makes me want to cry, 
because if it is that and this is all we have going on, we’re in 
trouble!  Maybe I’m being a little too harsh. 

N: Maybe you are, because coming to a place like New York 
it’s amazing how much you realize how special alternative 
spaces really are, compared to a city like Chicago that has 
such a tradition of making these things happen all the time. 
No one thinks twice about it, but it actually is a unique thing 
and does not come easily to cities that don’t have a tradition 
of that. So, I think you have to think of that fact. Also, I’ve 
heard it whispered around, this idea of the radical Midwest 
corridor. I do like the idea a lot. 

E: Any comment on the “real” art world of Chicago?  
Why do people bemoan the lack of collectors investing in 
their local artists? You have any thoughts about that 
particular planet? 

N: Some. Clearly, just in terms of scale it’s very far behind 
Los Angeles and New York City. L.A. is very big; New 
York is much bigger. I think that Chicago used to feel like 
it was more on par with L.A., but that’s clearly not the case 

at this point. But that’s fine. There’s a massive commercial 
market in New York City, and I don’t think it’s benefited 
cultural production in the city all that much. It seems to 
make people replicate the models of commercial activity 
that are not all that interesting. Commercial activity in the 
arts produces a massive hallucinatory effect on people. 
You want to keep your hallucinatory material to a mini-
mum, to some degree. In Chicago you have so much great 
practice that isn’t that, and the thing is you guys have been 
making these insane events out there forever and they’re 
great. They’re their own world. 

E: Yeah, I’m a believer. 

N: I know you are. 

E: Let’s close with you giving some  advice to  people who 
want to be involved in the arts administrative field, or want 
to become a curator, or want to work in your profession.

N: I think you have to have a good head on your shoulders 
for politics in all its various forms. Politics in terms of 
understanding capital, but also in a very basic politic-ing: 
knowing people and being able to work things out, 
because most people in our institutions didn’t get in it  
for the money. I’m always laughing about that: “Hey, if we 
want to make money this is the wrong field!”  I think 
people respect ideas and meaning, so take seriously the 
things you think are interesting, and support them. I think 
that is the better place to go, than trying to go towards 
things you think people think are amazing.  

E: All right Nato, I think this was good. 

N: I like this a lot. This is fun. 

There’s a massive commercial 
market in New York City,  
and I don’t think it’s benefited  
cultural production in the city  
all that much. It seems to make 
people replicate the models of 
commercial activity that are not 
all that interesting.
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1. Does your space have a particular feeling, philosophy, or at-
titude? What kinds of things happen there?

When it comes down to it, it’s all about me. I get friends to do shows 
in my apartment that I get to live with; I ask people to come give lec-
tures that I’m present for; I get to work with these awesome people on 
press releases, and hanging the shows and everything else. I mean, 
the space is open to the public, and I hope it is inviting; I hope people 
feel comfortable coming and hanging out. It feels homey to me, but 
it’s my apartment so it should.

2. What factors lead to choosing the space? How did you design it?

I had the space first. I moved in and realized that I had the room to 
do shows. The layout was such that by just hanging up a curtain 
between the dining room and living room, I could separate private 
space from gallery space easily. It didn’t hurt that it was already 
painted gallery white.

3. What sorts of projects are in store for you?

I do a lot of things, but they aren’t necessarily part of VONZWECK. 
VONZWECK is doing three more shows this season (Deb Sokolow, 
Brennan Mcgaffey and Chris Deris) before taking the summer off. 
Hopefully there will be some more lectures over the summer break, 
but there are none planned at the moment. Then I’ll start thinking 
about a fourth season.

space:  Vonzweck  (b. 2005)

website:  http://www.stopgostop.com/vonzweck
location: 1626 N. Humboldt Blvd, Chicago Illinois
contact: Philip von Zweck, pvonzweck@yahoo.com

profiles vonzweck

// I get friends to do shows in my apartment that I get to live with; I ask people to come give lectures  

that I’m present for; I get to work with these awesome people on press releases, and hanging the shows  

and everything else. — Philip von Zweck <<

4. What role does your space play in the community?

That depends how you define community. I’m used to being parts  
of communities that are dispersed over wide geographic areas. So  
I think that in the art community, [VONZWECK] plays an important 
role. If nothing else, it’s a space with no concern for sales. But if  
by “community” you mean Humboldt Park, then the answer is very 
little. I don’t have permission to do this so I try to keep things  
on the down low. If the situation were different, if I had a storefront  
for example, then I might try to work with the neighborhood.

5. With unlimited resources, what would you do with the space? 
What kind of infrastructural support would you want?

I would move into a larger space, not so much for the shows, but for 
my stuff. I have a lot of it now, and it’s all crammed into my dining 
room. With absolutely unlimited resources, I’d probably copy a lot 
of things from the Experimental Station, but, you know, add a radio 
station and a mini ramp.
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space:  The Suburban  (b. 1999)

website:  http://www.thesuburban.org
location: 125 North Harvey, Oak Park Illinois 60302
contact: Michelle Grabner and Brad Killam,
bkmgcar@comcast.net, 708.763.8554

1. Does your space have a particular feeling, philosophy, or at-
titude? What kinds of things happen there?

The Suburban hosts two artist projects every six to eight weeks. It is 
not a commercial space or a tax exempt organization. To date, over 
150 artists have mounted projects at the Suburban. During the last 
two years, we have chosen to work only with artists from outside 
of Chicago. Because our fair city has an abundance of independent 
spaces, we thought it more compelling to invite artists from outside 
the city, thus contextualizing Chicago’s varied art practices. Philo-
sophically, the Suburban supports artists and artists’ ideas without 
the mediated activities of curation and dealing.

2. What factors lead to choosing the space? How did you design it?

The Suburban is tethered to a five-family household in Oak Park, 
Illinois. The project spaces are adjacent to our four-square yellow 
stucco house. It was a pragmatic decision to inter-leaf daily life  
with art. It was a political decision to bring the contemporary avant-
garde to the suburbs.

3. What sorts of projects are in store for you?

The Suburban is embarking on a text that will acknowledge every 
artist that has participated in its ten year history.

4. What role does your space play in the community?

The Suburban plays a negligible role in Oak Park. Only a few neigh-
borhood kids and a few panhandlers in the village make their way  
to us. The Suburban is a space valued mostly by other artists, and  
we wouldn’t have it any other way.

5. With unlimited resources, what would you do with the space? 
What kind of infrastructural support would you want?

We would give money to artists. As it stands, the Suburban is  
supported out of our household economy. We can offer artists little 
more than a very small gallery, a reception, a place to stay, and 
enthusiasm for dialogue. It would be great if artists could be reim-
bursed for their travels to Oak Park, and for the time they commit  
to their projects here.

6. What are other spaces or places that you like?

I enjoy institutions, kunsthalles and kunstvereins. Commercial  
galleries often give you the feeling that you are trespassing if you are 
not a curator, critic, or collector.
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space:  Deadtech  (b. 1999)

website:  http://www.deadtech.net
location: 3321 West Fullerton Ave, Chicago Illinois 60647
contact: Rob Ray, rob@deadtech.net

1. Does your space have a particular feeling, philosophy,  
or attitude? What kinds of things happen there?

Deadtech is a space dedicated to exhibiting technology-centric art 
and providing a space for workshops. A few of Deadtech’s goals for 
2008 and beyond are to be more responsive to the current needs of 
local, national, and international tech-centric artists. A lot has gone 
down in the art world since 1998, when the first slabs of drywall  
got put up in the Deadtech space. Contemporary art museums 
and galleries are catching on to electronic art, sort of. So as they 
continue catch up to what interactive artists’ needs were in 1998, 
Deadtech seeks to raise the bar on them (and itself) again.

 We have a strong DIY philosophy. Since day one, Deadtech 
has been funded by the directors of the space. We are fortunate 
that, with this freedom, Deadtech can be dedicated purely to the 
exhibition of the art, instead of the sale of it. This keeps our efforts 
focused on showing great work, and also allows us to take risks 
with art and artists the market might not yet be intrigued by.  
 
2. What factors lead to choosing the space? How did you design it?

I was living in the space before Deadtech started, so we were lucky 
there. There are a number of things I might change about the space, 
but we’ve done a pretty good job bending it to our will. The space 
is pretty rough, which allows artists do some pretty crazy things 
without fear of retribution from us or the landlord. For some the 
roughness might be something to try to overcome, but we have 
found it to be a strangely great asset. When we launched, we did 
some major drywall and lighting work. But other than that, regular 
painting, sweeping and hole-patching are all it takes to keep the 
space in shape.

3. What sorts of projects are in store for you?

Wow. good question. The ten-year anniversary is coming up, so  
trying to figure out something juicy to do for that.  
 
4. What role does your space play in the community?

I think people recognize Deadtech as a place that resides comfortably 
outside the academic and marketplace arenas, but is not hostile to 
those efforts. It’s a place that has no academic affiliation or economic 
motives, so people feel pretty comfortable doing things here, or com-
ing out and having a beer.  
 
5. With unlimited resources, what would you do with the space? 
What kind of infrastructural support would you want?

Wow. That’s a scary question as right now I’ve been focusing on what 
kind of things we would do with less resources, as graduate school is 
likely in my future. 

 It would be cool to have somebody or time to get the word out 
about shows to a wider national and international art/tech audience. 

 Also, it would be great to be able to fund artists to live in the 
space for about thirty days before their show, in order to give them 
time to do some really whacked out things. One of Deadtech’s goals is 
to give artists mental breathing room to do things here that wouldn’t 
be possible in a commercial space. The time is something we can 
provide. Unfortunately, it also requires a bit of money so they can  
do things like eat, take time off of work, etc. 
 
6. What are other spaces or places that you like?

Wow, there’s too many! Mess Hall in Chicago is constantly doing 
things I think are great and [their staff have] a superhuman stamina. 
I encourage everyone to read Mess Hall’s Ten Points manifesto daily. 
It gives me chills every time I read it. Three Walls is really doing 
some great work as well. That place is so buttoned up, and I’m such  
a mess. Ha! Machine Project in L.A. is always inspiring too. Ha. OK. 
I’ll stop there.

// Contemporary art museums and galleries are catching 

on to electronic art, sort of. So as they continue catch  

up to what interactive artists’ needs were in 1998, 

Deadtech seeks to raise the bar on them (and itself) 

again. — Rob Ray <<

photo courtesy of Deadtech 
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1. Does your space have a particular feeling, philosophy, or at-
titude? What kinds of things happen there?

There is a very strong sense of a creative community at AS220. We 
operate under the philosophy is that everyone has the right to creative 
expression. Our mission statement backs this up by maintaining  
that we are an all-ages, unjuried and uncensored forum for the arts. 
We guarantee all Rhode Island artists a chance to exhibit or perform 
in one of our four gallery spaces or performance space. We have a 
show every single night of the week, ranging from punk shows to hip 
hop open mics and film screenings. Our four gallery spaces have a 
large range of different visual work on public display every month.  
Our youth organization, Broad Street Studio, has visual and musical 
arts classes, a resource center and an arts immersion program with  
the Rhode Island juvenile detention center for. Our darkroom and  
print shop are open to the public for classes and membership. We also 
have 34 live and work spaces that we rent out to artists, a bar and  
a delicious taqueria.

space:  AS220  (b. 1985)

website:  http://www.as220.org
location: 115 Empire St., Providence Rhode Island 02903
contact: Chlöe Mandel, (Communications Director) 
chloe@as220.org, 401.831.9327

2. What factors lead to choosing the space? How did you design it?

Before buying our current space on Empire Street, we had rented  
in two other spaces and were worried about getting pushed out  
of downtown. The two buildings we operate from were essentially 
chosen because of the need for a permanent place for the arts  
in downtown Providence. At this point, we’ve been recognized as 
a catalyst in the revitalization of Providence’s historic downtown 
center. Legal artist live spaces, cooperative space, multi-functional 
performance and gallery space and an aesthetic reflecting the  
artistic community of Providence were all things we took into  
consideration when designing the current AS220.

3. What sorts of projects are in store for you?

We are hoping to develop more artist live and work space, create 
more programming and basically find ways of doing more of what 
we already do.

4. What role does your space play in the community?

In addition to “Arts Space,” the “A.S.” also stands for “Alternative 
Space,” so we’re pretty much a place where all weirdos can feel at 
home. Plenty of Rhode Islanders will tell you that AS220 was the first 
place they ever performed, exhibited their work or saw a show, and a 
huge variety of people hang out at the AS220 bar and Taqueria Pacifica. 
We have the only public print shop and community dark room in 
Providence, and the only affordable artist live/work spaces downtown. 
We’ve been an incubator for different local organizations including  
the Black Repertory Company, Youth in Action, and College Visions. 
We currently provide employment to around forty-so people.

5. With unlimited resources, what would you do with the space? 
What kind of infrastructural support would you want?

We would make a fun all-ages area and have free snacks, definitely. 
We’d need a ball pit and someone to scoop the ice cream. But seri-
ously, it would be awesome to have a system set up in the sound 
booth to record all the live shows for posterity. That would require 
better sound equipment, some expensive technology, and people  
to flip the switch.

6. What are other spaces or places that you like?

We’re friends with other arts spaces in Providence, like The Steel-
yard, the Black Repertory Company, Perishable Theatre and the  
Dirt Palace. The Brooklyn Artist Gym is also a really cool place that 
we’d like to use as a model for future projects. 

// We also have a delicious taqueria. — Chlöe Mandel <<

may / juneissue 001: chicago 2008profiles as220

photo courtesy of as220

75

160
Page

p r o x i m i t y  m a g a z i n e



p r o x i m i t y  m a g a z i n e

76
Page

160

features subject author

77
Page

160

p r o x i m i t y  m a g a z i n e

issue 001: chicago may / june 2008

space:  Western Exhibitions  (b. 2002)

website:  http://www.westernexhibitions.com
location: 1821 West Hubbard St., Ste 102, Chicago Illinois 60622
contact: Scott Speh, scott@westernexhibitions.com, 312.307.4685

1. Does your space have a particular feeling, philoso-
phy, or attitude? What kinds of things happen there?

Western Exhibitions (WX) is a commercial gallery that 
shows emerging artists working in contemporary idioms. 
The gallery provides primary representation for eleven 
artists, and maintains affiliations with six others. WX  
has no prevailing aesthetic. The artists represented fall 
into two broad categories: eccentric, analytical, image-
based painting; and conceptually-based installation and 
performance practices. We’ve always focused on staging 
solo shows of gallery and non-gallery artists who are  
given complete freedom to realize their projects.  

What our program values first and foremost are 
artists who approach their work with a keen and passion-
ate intelligence. Currently, gallery 1 houses large solo 
shows, gallery 2 exhibits artist projects and thematic 
group shows and “the Drawing Room” presents works  
on paper and books. 

2. What factors lead to choosing the space? How did you 
design it?

Cost. While we’d like to be in the West Loop, near the 
other contemporary art galleries, we also strive to keep 
overhead low. Spaces in the Kinzie Industrial Corridor, 
not the condo-ification of the West Loop, are much more 
affordable. 

The space was completely raw before we moved in so 
we had to create a “gallery” within an industrial space. The 
only functions considered were exhibitions and storage. 

3. What sorts of projects are in store for you?

Wow. good question. The ten-year anniversary is coming up, 
so trying to figure out something juicy to do for that. (April 5 
to May 17) gallery 1: Mark Wagner; gallery 2: Dead Center/
Marginal Notes: Peter Downsbrough/Jeanne Silverthorne, 
curated by John Neff; Drawing Room: Emily Blair. 

(April 25-28) NEXT Art Fair: The Invitational Exhibition of 
Emerging Art at Merchandise Mart, Chicago; exhibiting 
Miller & Shellabarger, John Parot and geoffrey Todd Smith. 
 
(May 16-17) Milwaukee International Art Fair in Polish 
Falcon, Milwaukee, WI; exhibiting Miller & Shellabarger 
and Amanda Ross-Ho. 
 
 (May 24 to June 28, 2008) gallery 1: John Neff; gallery 2: 
Dead Center/Marginal Notes: new installment, curated by 
John Neff.

 
4. What role does your space play in the community?

Is that for me to say, or for members of the community to 
say? In any case, we are just putting on shows, shows  
that I think are valid, worthwhile and important to current 
art dialogue. I hope the community comes to see them, 
but I don’t program for the community. 
 
5. With unlimited resources, what would you do with 
the space? What kind of infrastructural support would 
you want?

Oh, get a full staff - receptionist, registrar, gallery director, 
preparator. Move it to neighborhood with a greater density 
of like-minded contemporary art spaces. get a nice couch. 
 
6. What are other spaces or places that you like?

Hyde Park Art Center, Three Walls, Lisa Boyle gallery, 
Corbett vs. Dempsey, green Lantern, Roots and Culture, 
Bucketrider, Kavi gupta gallery, Tony Wight gallery, 
Shane Campbell gallery, Rowley Kennerk gallery, Rhona 
Hoffman gallery, Donald Young gallery, goldstar Bar.

// The space was completely raw before we moved in,  

so we had to create a “gallery” within an industrial 

space. The only functions considered were exhibitions 

and storage. — Scott Speh <<
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space:  Dirt Palace  (b. 2000)

website:  http://www.dirtpalace.org
location: 14 Olneyville Square, Providence Rhode Island 02909
contact: The Goblins of the Night, dirtpalace@yahoo.com

3. What sorts of projects are in store for you?

A play at PS1, total psychick konnectedness, legality. 
 
4. What role does your space play in the community?

we’re friends with everybody. dang everybody has keys to this place. 
we have a window installation every month, and people seem to like 
it. having positive relationships with our neighbors, and being united 
with them in our mutual fight against the dislocation of low-income 
people from every urban area in this country is important to us.  
it all sort of happens in an organic way, but many of the peops who’ve 
been part of this space have community-organizing-type blood  
running through their veins. 
 
5. With unlimited resources, what would you do with the space? 
What kind of infrastructural support would you want?

We would all get paid money, to exist here and make our magic hap-
pen. we’d have a fantasy roof garden/green house with peacocks and 
bonfires. 
 
6. What are other spaces or places that you like?

The dreamhouse in nyc, hundertwasser, hannah barbara land at 
king’s dominion, the astral plan, x-men mansion, licky licky’s ice 
cream shoppe, occi, okie, the ice hotel you’ve never been to, those 
caves in france with the cool bison on the wall, the phallological 
museum in iceland, the gates of hell kansas city kansas, hellhouse, 
arley’s bedroom from when she was 8 years olde, the seashore in 
rhode island.

// ...Cats, no babies, flagellation, flatulation, fraggleation, 

actually we are the fraggle nation. Ok, ok, serious now... 

— Goblins <<

1. Does your space have a particular feeling, philosophy, or at-
titude? What kinds of things happen there?

FEMINISM, sillyness, nihilism, nihilism of sanity, marxism (no), 
sharing (not emotions), cooking, actionism, gyn-futurism, cats, 
no babies, flagellation, flatulation, fraggleation, actually we are 
the fraggle nation. ok, ok, serious now ... we have a screenprinting 
shop, a music room, an animation studio, a sewing room and  
a place for making big fat messes. 
 
2. What factors lead to choosing the space? How did you design it?

fate. utopia and perfection. pretty colors everywhere. art making 
and world domination ... by “what functions did you take in con-
sideration when designing it” do you mean “why did we build it out 
how we did, and for what activities?” ok so we made sure that every 
bedroom had a window, all of the walls were built with 5/8” sheet 
rock to meet fire code, we built a print shop and places to be noisy 
... the beautiful full of windows space is the kitchen.
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S M A R T  M U S E U M  O F  A R T   U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  C H I C A G O
5550 South Greenwood Avenue | Chicago, Illinois 60637 | http://smartmuseum.uchicago.edu

THROUGH MAY 4, 2008

ONLINE EXHIBITION CATALOGUE

http://adaptation.uchicago.edu

Black Is, Black Ain’t
April 20 – June 8, 2008

The
Renaissance
Society
at The University of Chicago
5811 South Ellis Avenue
Chicago, IL 60637

Museum Hours
Tuesday - Friday: 10am- 5pm
Saturday, Sunday: 12- 5pm
Closed Mondays
http://www.renaissancesociety.org 

Todd Gray
7-34-08.5.26.05, 2005
archival pigment print
21" x 16"

Made possible by an Emily Hall Tremaine Exhibition
Award. Additional support provided by the Woods
Fund of Chicago and the Illinois Humanities Council.

Tremaine Foundation

Proximity_ad_1  3/16/08  5:13 PM  Page 1

WElCOME TO 
OUR FIRST ARTIST 
PORTFOlIO SERIES 

MEET SERIPOP,  
JJ STRATFORD,  

DAVIS/LANGLOIS,  
BRIAN ULRICH,  

KELSEY BROOKES,  
MICHAEL GENOVESE,  
& JASON LAZARUS. 



p r o x i m i t y  m a g a z i n e

82
Page

160

83
Page

issue 001: chicago may / june 2008

Artist Portfolio 
Seripop

portfolio seripop

www.seripop.com

1. Untitled, (2008)  Paper Installation (Detail)

2. Untitled, (2008)  Paper Installation

3. Untitled, (2006)  Screenprint

1. 2.

3. 
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www.genovesestudios.com

Artist Portfolio 
Michael Genovese

1. Push Cart Project, (2008) Detail

2. Silent Retreat, (2007)  Engraved Aluminum with  
 Baked Enamel Finish 42” X 42”

2. 

1. 
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1

3

www.jjstratford.com

1. 

Artist Portfolio 
Jennifer Juniper 
Stratford

2. 

3. & 4. 

5. 

6. 7.

jennifer juniper stratfordartist portfolio

1. Zombie Woman, (2005)  C-Print

2. Age of Conan, (2005)  C-Print

3. Warrior Woman, (2006)  C-Print

4. Booth Babes Break for Lunch, (2005)  C-Print

5. GenCon Costume Contest, (2005)  C-Print

6. Backstage of the Costume Contest, (2005)  C-Print

7. E3 Booth Babe, (2005)  C-Print
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Artist Portfolio 
Brian Ulrich

www.notifbutwhen.com

2. 

1. Backrooms –Great Place, (2007) C-Print

2. Backrooms –Ticker, (2007) C-Print

1. 
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www.kelseybrookes.com

1. & 2. 3. 

Artist Portfolio 
Kelsey Brookes

1. The End of the Beginning, (2007) Oil on Canvas

2. I Remain and Wait, (2007) Oil on Canvas

3. 2 Cats 1 Canvas, (2007) Oil on Canvas

4. Bubblebath, (2007) Oil on Canvas

kelsey brooksartist portfolio
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www.jasonllazarus.com

2. 

Artist Portfolio 
Jason lazarus

1. Laying behind my favorite Marilyn (Marylin as Mao),    
 (2007) C-Print

2. Looking at the back of a Ad Reinhardt,      
 (2007) C-Print

1. 
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1. 

Artist Portfolio 
Davis/langlois
Robert Davis
Michael Langlois

1. Houses of the Holy, (2006 ) Oil on Canvas

2. le Petite Mort, (2006) Bronze and floor painting

3. Support/Kitty, Collaboration with Gaylen Gerber, 

(2006) Oil on Canvas

davis / langloisartist portfolio
2. 
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Juan Chavez
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mapping juan chavez

Where do you go to learn? 

The streets; Maxwell Street Market (Canal and Roosevelt) (1); 
junk yards; Dr. Evermore; House on the Rock; Frank Lloyd 
Wright home and studio; farm roads; collaborations with 
Cody and Mike, and most recently with my daughter, Fe.
   

Where do you go to eat?

Depends on how hungry I am. Usually I eat at home. I like 
a good home cooked meal. But if I’m at the studio late, I crawl 
to the Skylark (2), have a burger and a beer.
 

Where do you go to drink?

Wherever I’m meeting someone. Usually I drink after  
work, so I go for convenience and proximity to home.  
The Skylark, Kaplan’s (960 W 31st St) (3) at times, and 
Harry’s Tap (3243 S Paulina St) (4) by my house.  $1 Old Style 
mugs.

Where do you go to listen?

The most recent has been the Empty Bottle (5). When the 
summer comes, I like going to Ravinia and Millennium Park 
(6), but right now I settle for my record collection.

Where do you go to shop?

Maxwell Street Market; eBay; Farm and Fleet; Wood World 
(2460 W George St) (7); Western Wear stores (Alcalas 1733 W 
Chicago Ave) (8); Uprise skateboard shop (1820 N Milwaukee 

Ave) (9); Pete’s Market (4343 S Pulaski Rd) (10); Dominick’s; 
and for the kid, Whole Foods (1101 S Canal St ) (11).

 Where is your favorite view?
The best view of the city is from the drawbridge near 
Chinatown. If you climb up to the top, it’s the best (12).

What is your favorite street?

Normal Street.

What is your favorite building?

Abandoned factories or an industrial complex.

What is your favorite public park?

Several: Millennium (6), Burnham (13), but I really like the 
lake front parks.

Where is the best place to see art?

Outsider art sites: Dr. Evermore Sculpture Park, House on the 
Rock, Kohler Art Center, my studio, the MCA (14) when 
something good comes to town, or just the plain street. You 
never know what you will find.

Branch Library, the Whipple Home, the Chicago Park District, Chicago 
Transit Authority, and The Chicago Sun-Times. He’s exhibited nationally and 
abroad, and won the prestigious Richard H. Driehaus Artist Award in 1991. 
Currently Chavez is an Arts Representative on the City of Chicago’s Public 
Arts Committee, a Senior Artist with the Chicago Public Art Group, and a 
faculty member at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago.

Juan Angel Chavez was born on September 25, 1971 in La Junta, Chi-
huahua, Mexico, At thirteen, he immigrated with his family to Chicago and 
attended the School of the Art Institute of Chicago’s Early College Program. 
He continued studying at the School without obtaining a degree, started work 
in the Education and Performing Arts departments of the Mexican Fine Arts 
Center Museum, and began painting murals in schools and neighborhoods 
around Chicago. Public and private commissions now include the Toman 
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Prom
ontory Point 

Pratt Beach

Alison Peters is an instructor in Arts Administration at SAIC. She has  
a BA from the University of Wisconsin, Madison (1996), and an MA from 
Bard College, Annandale-on-Hudson, NY (2001). She’s also the Director of  
Exhibitions at the Hyde Park Art Center, Chicago, and has curated exhibi-
tions there, as well as Casey Kaplan Gallery and apexart, in New York.

Allison Peters
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Where do you go to learn? 

To study/research: Deering Library, Northwestern University. 
The architecture alone makes you feel smarter!
   

Where do you go to eat?

Indie Café, 5951 N Broadway Ave. (1)  Very good BYOB sushi 
joint with excellent maki combinations (but ask the waitress, 
because the best ones are not on themenu).

Where do you go to drink?

Mrs. Murphy & Sons Irish Bistro, 3905 N. Lincoln Ave. (2)—
nothing like getting drunk in an old funeral home with big 
ovens that now cook delicious pizzas.

Where do you go to listen?

Morseland, 1218 W Morse Ave. (3) This restaurant/bar has  
great live music or DJs most nights – everything from human 
beat box to jazz quintets, blues bands, and amazing female  
vocalists.

Where do you go to shop?

My sister’s closet. I’m not telling you where she lives.

Where is your favorite view?

From Promontory Point (Hyde Park) looking north (4). I’m a 
sucker for the skyscape. And out of the airplane window, 
arriving to O’Hare.

What is your favorite street?

N. Alta Vista Terrace. A one block street in Wrigleyville (5).   
It’s a street that reminds me of the old-timey street exhibit 
that used to exist at the Chicago Historical Society (now the 
Chicago History Museum), because these houses were built  
in 1904. The red brick row houses with circular bay windows 
are modeled off of a street in London, so it’s like being on  
a stage set.

What is your favorite building?

The Chicago Cultural Center (6).

What is your favorite public park?

Pratt Beach Park (7). It has grass, trees, beach, bbqs and tennis 
courts all in one area. Also great people watching. For a quiet 
reading spot to soak in the sun: Winnemac Park (8).

Where is the best place to see art?

My favorite off-the-beaten path place to see art is The Inter-
national Museum of Surgical Sciences, 1524 N Lake Shore  
Dr. (9)—creepy and old, but in a good way.
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Where do you go to learn? 

The Art Institute of Chicago (1). Not that I expect to learn 
much there, but invariably I end up engaged is some stimulat-
ing thought process that sticks with me.
  

Where do you go to eat?

Usually at home. We’ve been trying to go to the four- and  
five-star restaurants in Chicago, rationalizing that the added 
expense is a lot like an art experience. We started at Alinea 
(1723 N Halsted St) (2) and nothing comes very close since. I’ve 
made a list of favorite lunch places around town. Topping the 
list are Lula’s (3), Orange (75 W Harrison) (4) and Hot Doug’s (5).
 

Where do you go to drink?

Certainly not a bar, and certainly not Starbucks. I guess  
I’d say the Map Room (6), or is that but a hybrid of a bar and  
a coffee shop?

Where do you go to listen?

Buddy Guy’s 745 S Wabash (7) &/or the Jazz Showcase (59 W 
Grand) (8)

Where do you go to shop?

Any one of several Chicago art galleries.

Where is your favorite view?

Home’s not bad, or on top of a mountain in the Rockies.

What is your favorite street?

One with a lot of twisties. I haven’t found one in Chicago yet.

What is your favorite building?

The Rookery (209 S La Salle) (9), the Monadnock (53 W Jackson 
Blvd) (10) and that green Kohn Pedersen (333 Wacker Drive)  
(11) building on the river.

What is your favorite public park?

I like the people watching in Millennium Park (12), and the 
kids playing in the Plensa fountain. 
 

Where is the best place to see art?
I wish I could say the Museum of Contemporary Art, or even 
the Art Institute, though they come much closer. Rhona 
Hoffman (13) does a consistently good job for an established 
art gallery, and often I am rewarded for visiting the way-off- 
the-beaten-path apartment galleries.

mapping paul klein

subscribers. Klein also founded, owned and operated Klein Art works,  
a gallery in River North (1981-2004). Klein advises the Merchandise Mart  
on the Art Chicago Fair, and is on the board of the Chicago Art Project,  
Collaboraction, Three Walls and Around the Coyote Arts Festival.

Paul Klein, the Chicago Society of Artists’ Man of the Year 2006, is  
presently the Art Curator for the McCormick Place expansion, which opens 
this summer. For the past four years, he’s written and distributed ArtLetter  
(www.artletter.com), an online examination of art in Chicago, to over 14,000 
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Christine  
Tarkowski
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Where do you go to learn? 

Do-it-yourself shelf at Myopic Books (1), technical book 
section at Prairie Avenue Bookshop (2), and I-Share (seventy-
one Illinois libraries, all belonging to the Consortium of 
Academic  & Research Libraries).
   

Where do you go to eat?

Mundial Cafe and Jumping Bean Café in Pilsen (3), and Nile 
Cafe, at 63rd just West of Kedzie (11)—this is a great place 
where guys drink tea and watch Al-Jazeera.

Where do you go to drink?

Since I just had a baby I drink in my kitchen. 27th Street  
and Troy (4).

Where do you go to listen?

Mostly at the Hideout (5) when friends play. I know the  
bartenders and owners, kinda family-style.

Where do you go to shop?

Trost Hobby Shop, at 63rd just east of Kedzie (12). Albany 
Brass and Steel (6), a world of fasteners, 1900 W. Grand.  
Swap-o-Rama (7), Ashland and 47th St.

Where is your favorite view?

Inside La Cueva (8), the Mexican transvestite bar where  
“hoodies” and “ladies” mingle, 26th and Kostner.

What is your favorite street?

26th Street between California and Pulaski (9). Sat and 
Sunday is the traffic jam of cruising cars, all clean and 
thumpy.

What is your favorite building?

Two guard towers. One on Sacramento and 26th Street (10),  
in front of the Maximum Security Prison (brutalist style).  
The other (hunter style), is one block away and overlooks the 
parking lot of the Discount Outlet Mall (the Mall that the  
Feds raided last year, looking for document forgers). Albany 
and 26th St.

What is your favorite public park?

I’m not that into nature. I’d like to get an inflatable boat, 
though, and cruise the river on the South Side.

Where is the best place to see art?

In this town, in the artist’s studio, with a six-pack and lots  
of time to talk.

mapping christine tarkowski

of Chicago; and Franconia Sculpture Park, MN. She is currently Associate 
Professor and Chair in the Department of Fiber and Material Studies at the 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago; has been the recipient of grants from 
the Richard H. Driehaus Foundation and the Creative Capital Foundation; 
and was awarded residencies at the Cite Internationale des Arts, Paris and 
J.M. Kohler Arts in Industry.

Christine Tarkowski lives and works in Chicago. Her works/projects 
have been exhibited at Priska Juschka Fine Art, NY; Museum of Contempo-
rary Art, Chicago; UC Riverside Museum of Photography, CA; Contemporary 
Art Museum St. Louis; Socrates Sculpture Park, NY; Cooper-Hewitt National 
Museum of Design, NY; RISD Museum, RI; and the Contemporary Museum, 
Honolulu.  She has created commissioned projects for Manilow Sculpture 
Park at Governor’s State University, IL; Mass MoCA, MA; Public Art/City 
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mapping adam scott

Adam Scott was born in New York City, 1970. He received his BFA  
from California State University, Long Beach and then went on to receive  
his MFA from The School of Art Institute of Chicago. He currently lives  
and works in Chicago.Adam Scott

Where do you go to learn? 

The School of the Art Institute of Chicago (SAIC), as a MFA 
student and an Adjunct Associate faculty member (280 S 
Columbus Drive, 112 Michigan, 37 S Wabash) (1). Where my 
band practices (500 W Cermak) (2). My studio, where the 
visual-art-action goes down (500 W Cermak).
   

Where do you go to eat?

Avec (615 W Randolph) (3), Feed (2803 W Chicago Ave) (4), 
Santulllo’s Eatery (1943 W North Ave) (5), Taste Of Lebanon 
(1509 W Foster Ave), Bret’s Kitchen (233 W Superior St), Thai 
Lagoon (2322 W North Ave), Bleeding Heart Bakery (1955 W 
Belmont Ave).

Where do you go to drink?

Cellar Rat Wine Shop (1811 W North Ave) (6).

Where do you go to listen?

The Empty Bottle (1035 N Western Ave), The Note (1565  
N Milwaukee), The Double Door (1574 N Milwaukee), The 
Subterranean (upstairs) (2011 North Ave), The Abbey (3420  
W Grace), Ronny’s Bar (2001 N California), Logan Square 
Auditorium (2935 N Kedzie) (7), AV-aerie (2000 W Fulton #310) 
(8), Cal’s Bar (400 S Wells), The Hideout (1354 W Wabansia), 
Bottom Lounge (1375 W Lake), The Mutiny 92428 N Western 
Ave) (9), and Mr City (1133 W Fulton Market).

Where do you go to shop?

Permanent Records (1914 W Chicago Ave), Hardboiled Records 
(2010 W Roscoe St) (10) , Reckless Records (1532 N Milwaukee 
Ave), Make’n Music (1455 W Hubbard St), Midwest Buy and Sell 
(6019 W Irving Park Rd), Revolution Bookstore (1103 N Ashland 
Ave), Myopic Bookstore (1564 N Milwaukee Ave), Quimby’s 
(1564 N Milwaukee Ave), Prairie Avenue Bookshop (418 S 
Wabash), Dill Pickle Food Coop (3039 W Fullerton) ... I can’t 
wait for it to open ... Whole Foods South Loop (1101 S Canal  
St), Bari Foods (1120 W Grand Ave), Indian Grocery & Imports 

(2610 W Devon Ave), Tai Nam Food Market (4925 N Broadway) 
(11), Unique Thrift Stores (4445 N Sheridan, 3542 S Archer, 
3748 N Elston),  Apartment # 9 (1804 N Damen Ave), and 
Penelope’s (1913 W Division St) (12).

Where is your favorite view?

From our 4th floor apartment (full downtown skyline view  
to the east, and killer sunset view, with gold domed eastern 
orthodox churches to the west) (708 N Wood St) (13).

What is your favorite street?

A seven-way tie between Damen, Division, Western, Chicago, 
Milwaukee, California, and Elston (the poor man’s Lincoln). 
Lake Street is also great ... you can speed down it very late at 
night, if you need to get your French Connection on!

What is your favorite building?

I can’t decide ... that’s the thing about Chicago. 

What is your favorite public park?

Wicker Park (14).

Where is the best place to see art?

My studio (500 W Cermak), Deluxe Projects (500 W Cermak) 
(2000-2003 aka ... back in the day), and/or Kavi Gupta Gallery 
(835 W Washington) (my gallery) (15). Tony Wight Gallery (199 
N Peoria), 40,000 (199 N Peoria (RIP)), Three Walls (199 N 
Peoria) (16), Monique Meloche (118 N Peoria St), Suburban 
(Harvey  Ave & Lake Street), Shane Campbell Gallery (1431 W. 
Chicago Avenue), Gallery 400 (400 S Peoria St), The Renais-
sance Society (5811 S Ellis Ave), Chicago Cultural Center (78 E 
Washington St), Donald Young Gallery (933 W Washington 
Blvd), Rona Hoffman Gallery (118 North Peoria Street), and 
Western Exhibitions (1821 W Hubbard, Ste 202).
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Where do you go to learn? 

Due to my disdain of academia, I have pursued my own 
interests in learning by being self-taught since leaving 
school. I try to read at least one book a week, or whatever my 
schedule allows. Lately I have read The Consul: Conversa-
tions with Gerard Berreby, part of a series focusing on the 
history of the Situationist International; Today I Wrote 
Nothing: The Selected Writings of Daniil Kharms, translated 
by Matvei Yankelevich; a collection of Absurdist Russian 
writings; and Selected Writings of Gerard De Nerval, 
translated by Geoffrey Wagner. De Nerval was one of 
France’s most influential late 19th century romantics,  
and a mainspring of literally surrealism.
   

Where do you go to eat?

Being that I spend long working hours at Sonotheque (1),  
I often dine at Flo Restaurant (2) for both the taste and 
convenience. Its seasonal menu that focuses on New Mexico-
styled fare at very reasonable prices always surprises me. 
Plus, they combine fresh ingredients with care, mixing their 
drinks without any unnecessary overt pretensions.
 

Where do you go to drink?

I enjoy the care and knowledge that the mixologists put into 
the drinks at The Violet Hour (3), a modern speakeasy located  
at 1520 N Damen. (Disclaimer: Although it is owned and run 
by my business partners, I would not recommend it unless 
was worthy of anyone’s patronage). It reminds me of a more 
stylized version of the late “Bucket of Suds,” run by Joe Danno, 
a scruffy Damon Runyonesque character who knew more 
about liquor than anyone I ever met.

Where do you go to listen?

Most of my listening takes place while driving in my car, 
listening to the current batch of CDs that I purchase at Dusty 
Groove America (1120 N Ashland Ave) (4), the preeminent 
record store for everything ranging from jazz, Brazilian, 
funk, soundtracks, out-there sounds and more. I make at  
least one pilgrimage there a week, looking through their  
vast catalogue of music, and spending more money than  
I financially should.

Where do you go to shop?

I do most of my shopping online, looking for out-of-print  
books or old movie posters. Two sites of personal interest are 
AbeBooks (www.abebooks.com), the world’s largest online 
marketplace for books, and www.movieposter.com, where I 
recently found posters of Forbidden Pleasure, Swinging Ski Girls, 
and Swinging Sorority, all little-known 1975 exploitation films.

Where is your favorite view?

The most commanding view that I have is the one outside  
of my home, on the South Side of the city in what is known  
as “The Back of the Yards, aka the old Stockyards (5). My daily 
readings at home are often broken off, due to the extensive 
gang violence waged weekly, with drive-by shootings and 
other gang activity that takes place literally in front of my 
home. It is not uncommon that someone is shot at (and often 
hit) by rival gangs fighting over turf or due by someone 
flashing gang signs. Recently, the front of my home was 
blocked off by six Chicago Police squad cars, looking for  
a weapon that was possibly disposed of after a shooting.  
I have more commonly referred to the neighborhood as  
“Little Bagdad,” with my house filling in as a poorly protected 
“Green Zone.”

What is your favorite street?

I particularly like the block of 2400 South Oakley (6), with its  
old-school Italian restaurants quietly sequestered off on  
this immaculately kept sidestreet. Restaurants like Bruna’s 
Ristorante and La Fontanella harken back to a past that 
reminds me of dining with my family at the legendary El 
Bianco’s on W 63rd Street during the 1960s, and partaking  
of an extensive six-course dinner that easily overwhelmed  
my childhood appetite.

What is your favorite building?

At the south end of the 5800 block of Harper (around the 
corner of Powell’s Bookstore) stands a two-storey house that 
runs along a brick wall covered in vine (7). The house stands  
on a normal city lot, but runs a depth of no more than twelve 
feet. Its peculiar nature and size (or rather lack of) always 
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puts a smile on my face. On pointing this anomaly out to my 
driving companion, I often remark that one of the residents 
inside needs to open up the front door and then take at least 
one step inside in order to have sex.

What is your favorite public park?

My favorite park is Sherman Park (8), for the main reason that 
it was where I spent many days as a child, fishing in the 
lagoon, playing baseball or tennis, swimming in the pool or 
hunting for snapping turtles. It fronted my grammar school 
and church, St. John of God, and I often picnicked there with 

my family or explored its hidden spaces with my childhood 
friends. Like many things in life, it is only a shadow of its 
former splendor, but is still present in my Proustian memory.

Where is the best place to see art?

Most often, I take time out in my schedule and take a day’s 
trip to visit the Milwaukee Art Museum. Last year, I saw both 
the Francis Bacon and Martin Ramirez exhibitions. In Chicago, 
I often find myself checking out the Smart Museum of Art 
where most recently I saw an exhibition featuring German 
early 20th century etchings and prints.
 

Promontory Point 

Pratt Beach

showcasing the best in Brazilian beats, soulful Samba and funky favela. He  
has opened up for Seu Jorge at Millenium Park and Os Mutantes at the Metro, 
and has curated film events at The Chicago Cultural Center. Bryl has also 
DJ’ed with the people as diverse as Greyboy, Giles Peterson, Kyoto Jazz  
Massive, Peanut Butter Wolf and Diplo.

DJ Joe Bryl was once named Chicago’s “Most Interesting DJ” by the Chicago 
Tribune. He has been working in the club and entertainment industry for the 
last 20 years, and was an original partner and founder of HotHouse. Bryl 
is also the artistic director for Sonotheque, where he presents internationally 
renowned DJs. He holds the monthly “Braziliance” residency at Sonotheque, 
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The California Occidental 
Museum of Art, or COMA, 
as it’s better known to those 
familiar with the legendary 
Chicago apartment gallery, 
stands as a unique example of 
the possibilities offered by this 
curatorial medium. More than 
many major post-industrial 
cities, Chicago boasts a number 
of these grassroots operations, 
where artists of a variety of 
levels of experience gather to 
exhibit, socialize, eat, drink 
and—every once in a while—
dance the night away. 

As far apartment galleries go, COMA outlasted many, 
curating over seventeen exhibitions in two and a half 
years, all featuring a rotating lineup of friends and 
colleagues. Sadly, COMA will host its last exhibition 
this April. In the short time that I have become familiar 
with the venue and its two founders E.C. Brown and 
Annika Seitz, I grew to feel a deep affinity for the space 
and its inhabitants (including two very cute kitties),  
as both a researcher and as a friend. 

A simple narrative history of COMA would make for  
a long, if not terribly dull article, and do a disservice to 
a place whose charm and sophistication grow largely 
out of the experience of visiting it. Further, having only 
become recently acquainted with the gallery and its  
proprietors, I would feel that undertaking that type of 
historiography would be an exercise in which I would 
be woefully inadequate. Rather, I hope to share some 
initial impressions and fond memories, and instead of 
memorializing or waxing poetic, to present a portrait of 
a space which, in the words of one writer, is “everything 
an apartment gallery should be.”

I f irst came to the California Occidental Museum  
of Art as most people do, at the invitation of a friend. 
Interested in what this space was, and admittedly 
amused by the venue’s ironic if not somewhat preco-
cious name, I agreed to go. Though I cannot truthfully 
admit that my reasons for attending were purely 
academic (said friend was modeling what she described 
as an “art bra,” as part of artist’s installation) I had been 
wanting to experience more of Chicago’s apartment 
gallery scene since my collaborator, Andrea Slavik and 
I, had been invited to exhibit at a similarly framed space 
a few months prior to this. 

Located next door to a wino hotel in the ever-so-slowly 
gentrifying neighborhood of Humboldt Park, the 
COMA is located in a yellow brick apartment block, 

across the street from a parking lot and a bus stop.  
This inauspicious location on the west side of Califor-
nia Avenue (hence the name California Occidental) 
made the place kind of hard to f ind. I might have just 
abandoned my “art-bra” date, had I not noticed  
a suspicious amount of bicycles locked up in front  
of a building directly to my left. 

Despite not being quite as memorable of an experience  
as I had hoped for, my first COMA was pleasant enough. 
We drank beer, talked to some folks, ran into some 
colleagues from School of the Art Institute, and in 
general had a pretty good time. The experience made me 
think more about apartment gallery culture: what were 
these spaces exactly, and how did they function within 
the larger Chicago art scene? Admittedly there was also  
a curiosity on Andrea and I’s part, as we had not exper-
ienced this type of  exhibition space in our home country 
of Canada. This first visit would inspire me to fully 
dedicate my Master’s thesis to the subject of apartment 
galleries, and would motivate Andrea and I to devise  
an ongoing series of art works dedicated to the same.

Among apartment galleries, COMA is somewhat an 
anomaly in that it refuses to repress the domestic,  
as many other galleries of this type do with limited 
success. In fact, it is precisely Brown and Seitz’s 
embrace of the domestic space that allows COMA to 
function as well as it does. This is perhaps the single 

biggest reason why Andrea and I would later contact the 
duo through their website, to set up the first of which 
would become our apartment gallery video tour series. 

When Andrea and I arrived that October night, some 
two months after my initial visit, we were greeted at the 
door by Brown. He and the artist Mican Morgan were 
running extension cords down the darkened staircase 
that leads up to the gallery/apartment, for an installa-
tion intended to greet visitors as they arrived. The 
wooden staircase, absence of light, and a tangle of 
yellow and orange wires in various stages of duct taping 
proved a somewhat formidable obstacle as we carried  
in video cameras, tripods and recording equipment. 
Sidestepping the precariously perched ladder at the top 
of the stairs, and stepping into the COMA’s brightly  
colored and plant-filled living room, Brown told us 
where to place our equipment and find cold beer. After 
we spent a while sitting somewhat awkwardly, guests 
began to arrive, more beer was consumed (along with 
some delicious potato and leek soup made by Seitz), 
and the video tour began.

The point of these video tours, as Andrea and I  
conceived them, was to give not only a sense of the space 
but also to emphasize the domestic elements of these 
galleries. The format of the video was loosely based on 
Home and Garden Television reality shows such  
as House Hunters. As previously mentioned part of 

COMA
/

By Andrew Lochhead

(1) My first COMA was pleasant enough.

comaextended space profile andrew lochhead

photos by Andrew Lochead
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 museum/hotel located in Wyoming). It was then that 
Brown felt that referring to the space by its acronym 
COMA might be more appropriate, an act he felt might 
further help divorce the space from an association with 
institutional critique, or subsequently misunderstood 
as an established institution itself.

Yet it is hard for me to imagine again an act more related 
to critical art practice than the establishment of one’s 
own exhibition space. Perhaps this is an outcome of my 
own entrenchment in academia, my own personal 
investment in exploring these spaces, and my engage-
ment with art and social theory.  Perhaps the distance 
which COMA seeks to maintain from the academic  
and theoretical may also be seen as an attempt to build  
a different type of credibility—one based on notions  
of proximity. As Francesca Polletta writes in her essay 
Free Spaces in Collective Action, “social distance [in 
this case from the academy] . . . endows them [COMA] 
with authority to contest relations.” Thus the denial of 
critical practice, seen as the province of the privileged 
classes or indeed the art academy itself, becomes an 
assertion of identity and cultural agency.

In an age where individual accomplishments are valued 
above the contributions of communities, and our 
experience has come to be defined by alienation and 
fragmentation, the establishment of spaces for collective 

support and artistic action, no matter how limited the 
community, is hard not to imagine as a radical act.  
After leaving the gallery quite late that night, and saying 
good-bye to new friends, Andrea and I walked down  
the stairs full of cheap beer and good memories, heady 
with excitement regarding our project. We would talk 
long into the night, and I remember thinking to myself 
about the exciting possibilities offered by our study  
of COMA that night. As artists and cultural critics 
engaged with our subjects, to what extent must we 
adhere to the interpretations offered by our subjects, 
and what liberties we are allowed to take in our inter-
pretation? I find myself immediately thinking that if our 
subjective relation to the space and to its curators is our 
one form of creating agency or a position of authority 
from which to speak, thus it is this same subjectivity 
which also empowers our own interpretation of the data 
presented to us for examination. Such is the project  
of participant observation methodology, its reliance on 
these states of f lux, connection and ultimately the 
embrace of an uncertain conclusion, that allows for the 
restoration of experience much like what authors such 
as Agamben have called for as central to emerging from 
a condition whereby enlightenment models of scientific 
inquiry, of hard and fast test of theory had thus robbed 
us of the opportunity to claim experience as an method 
for creating agency.  Nevertheless, our experiences  
at COMA challenged these notions, and left me wonde-
ring how much the space itself could be considered 
radical in both senses of the word. 

The final COMA happened April 5th at 1626 N. California 
Apt. 2. from 7-10pm and featured works by: 
Loo Bain, Rory Bernstein, Nick Black, Greg Gillam, 
Ania Greiner, Renee Gory, Camille Hammerschmidt, 
Stacie Johnson, Caleb Lyons, Catie Olson, Gina 
Panijan, Dawn Reed, Kathryn Scanlan, Carl Warnick, 
Annika Seitz, and EC Brown 

COMA’s success resides in its embrace of the domestic 
space as integral to the gallery. This is something the 
gallery does to the extreme, employing every single room 
of the apartment from bathroom to wall space, kitchen  
to side room, and including Brown’s studio, which is 
located right off the living room. Videos, paintings, 
photos and sculpture are displayed along side chairs, 
plants, and other household decorations. 

In not actively representing or recreating the traditional 
white cube of the art museum, COMA places the art in a 
specific context: the space of the home. This exhibitionary 
honesty, while refreshing, also references the historical 
domestic display practices of the cabinets of curiosity  
and the private collections of the European Enlightenment 
and Renaissance, the forerunners of the modern public 
museum. It is in this way that the apartment gallery  
writ large represents not only a connection to the past,  
but also a potential future form of new, community-based 
institutions. Thus, as Seitz lead us from room to room, 
showing us the many items intentionally and unintent-
ionally on display (including the “Museum’s permanent 
collection;” that is, pieces of work that artists have never 
reclaimed after their showing), it was hard for us not  
to think of the radical forms of critique embodied in the 
space: how COMA referenced at once the traditional 
museum and yet disarmed that institution’s often loaded 
methods of display. 

However, the new institutionalism that would seem to 
lurk beneath the surface and behind COMA’s curatorial 
practice is often thwarted by the curators themselves. 
Brown and Seitz offer differing visions of the gallery’s 
potential for social change, but both seem to agree that 
COMA offers the opportunity to make new systems of 

meaning. This is especially prevalent in Seitz’s state-
ment that COMA was about “curating artists, not art,” 
or Brown’s assertion that COMA is about “having a 
party and getting together with friends” rather than any 
specific critique. If this is true—and I think it’s wise to 
take one’s sources at their words in this case—then the 
elevation of the social space as a platform of engagement 
beyond the production of work seems to echo very 
closely the notions of relational art, and its potential to 
build communities and make new meanings. In some 
way, it is also a reflection of the shift in identity con-
struction, from its former roots in labor to what Bocock, 
Bell and others have posited as an identity based  
on one’s leisure activities. As Brown says, “a lot of [our 
friends] had graduated with [their] MFAs and have 
gotten jobs [not always in the arts]. This space helps as 
a way of encouraging us to continue our practices, and 
to have a space to experiment with new ideas.” COMA 
can then also be seen as a way of sustaining an artistic 
community, as well as re-enforcing an artistic identity  
in its exhibitors. 

As Seitz and Brown continued to lead us around the 
apartment, and as we discovered and met many new 
people who continue to be very much a part of our 
project, we learned more about the venue’s history,  
and how it evolved from the former Bridgeport Museum  
of Modern Art (BMOMA), a project Brown had been 
poised to take over following the relocation of BMO-
MA’s Chris Uphues to New York City. The name 
California Occidental Museum of Art grew out of that 
same playfulness that Uphues had articulated with  
in the BMOMA title, and Brown says he wanted to 
preserve something similar to that feel. However,  
Brown also feels that the name can be a bit misleading 
or disingenuous, as it implies a certain institutional 
critique that is not present in the space, or might fool 
those sincere about experiencing “high culture.” As an 
example of this, he recounts a story of an elderly couple 
who wandered into the space, directed by a listing  
in the Chicago Reader and expecting to see something 
relating to the Occidental Museum (a wild west themed

(2) Sidestepping the precariously perched ladder  
at the top of the stairs, and stepping into the COMA’s 

brightly colored and plant-filled living room,  
Brown told us where to place our equipment and  

find cold beer.

comaextended space profile andrew lochhead
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How long have you been interested 
in art? How long have you been 
collecting art? Was it a planned 
decision to start or did you fall into it?

I guess I’ve been interested in art, 
in one form or another, for a long 
time. My younger brother liked to 
draw when he was young, and I had 
a curiosity about it because I wasn’t 
artistically gifted in the least.  
Then, from about the time I was 
twelve or so, I began collecting 
records, which helped form many  
of my notions about what had 
artistic merit and what didn’t.  
I went to a few gallery shows here 
and there, but was never seriously 
interested in contemporary art until 
an ex-girlfriend began working  
at a gallery here in Chicago. She 
convinced me I should buy a piece, 
and I’ve been hooked ever since.

What do you enjoy about collecting art?

I’m consistently amazed by the depth 
and complexity of artists’ ideas, the way 
they opt to represent them, and the  
skill with which they do so. Also, I like 
having objects around me that make  
me smile every time I look at them.

What was the first piece that you 
purchased? 

A Fred Sandback drawing.

What are some of your favorite pieces 
in your collection right now?

To be truthful, I really love every-
thing I’ve ever purchased or been  
given. But if I had to name a few,  
I’d say work by Michael Queenland, 
Ian Pedigo, Eddie Martinez, Florian 
Morlat, and Cody Hudson.

What is the first quality you look for 
in a new work by an emerging artist?

My taste is kind of all over the map, 
so there’s not really an easy answer.  
Sometimes work resonates with me 
on a visual level almost immediately, 
and at others I have to take a bit more 
time to try and understand what  
an artist is trying to accomplish.  
So I suppose sometimes it’s style,  
and sometimes it’s substance. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What artists who aren’t in your 
collection are you interested in  
right now? What are some of your 
favorite galleries?

Artists: David Noonan, Stephen 
Claydon, Lorna McIntyre, Ryan 
Gander, Jacob Hashimoto, Stephen 
Rhodes. Galleries: Mary Mary,  
Foxy Production, Contemporary 
Fine Arts, Harris Lieberman.

Are there any artists you think are 
overrated? Any individual’s markets 
that you think are inflated?

Of course.

Do you think the contemporary  
art market is in any danger, given 
the recessed economy we are 
experiencing?  

It’s hard to say. Conventional wisdom 
would suggest that it is. But as far as  
I can tell, prices are still increasing 
and unthinkable sums continue to be 
paid at auction, so it doesn’t appear 
as though we’re there yet. But sadly,  
I think we will continue to see smaller 
galleries  (who lack the collector  
base of the larger, more established 
galleries) close, as the average  
or whimsical buyer may not be  
as prevalent as in recent years.  
Almost everything is cyclical.

Most collectors are obviously also 
patrons and enthusiasts. Do you think 
a lot about personal interest in the  
art, versus its investment potential? 
Which one ultimately wins out? 

I always ask myself that if in, say,  
five years, the piece is worth nothing, 
would I still want it on my wall?   
I can’t bring myself to buy something 
if the answer to that question isn’t  
a resounding “yes.”

Have you ‘flipped’ work to turn a  
profit or reinvigorate your collection?  
Do you intend on doing this in the 
future?  

I’ve never purchased something with 
the intent to resell.  I have, however, 
bought something that I thought 
might be either unavailable or 
significantly out of my price range in 
the future. I haven’t ever resold  
a piece. Most every piece I have has 
some sort of sentimental value,  
and the only chance of me reselling 
something would be if it allowed  
me to purchase other work.
 
 
 
 

What do you think of the recent influx 
of hedge funds investing in art?  
Do you think this changes the identity  
or priority of the individual collector 
making decisions for him or herself?  
Is it limiting access to certain artists?

It was only a matter of time. As a 
purist I don’t like it, but I have to 
admit that I can’t help but be curious 
about where it goes from here. Wait 
lists for an artist are a frustration, but 
loyalties to clients also make a lot of 
sense to me. It’s a very fine line. And 
I understand galleries’ trepidation 
with selling to someone they don’t 
know. After all, they are partly 
responsible for their artists’ career, 
not to mention their own reputation. 
I guess it’s fair to say I don’t have  
a firm stance on the issue.

How do you go about getting interested 
in an artist? Do you do a lot of research 
before making an acquisition?  

I wouldn’t ever buy anything of 
substantial cost without doing at  
least a little research.

PROFILE:  

Eric  
Bryant

 question: 
What was the  

first piece that you 
purchased? 

answer: 
A Fred Sandback 

drawing.

Eric Bryant was born in Louisville, KY in 1977.  He moved to Chicago in 2001 
after receiving a bachelor’s and master’s degree at the University of North Carolina. 
Eric, an independent real estate investor, also enjoys regional chain restaurants, 
college basketball, and Don Rickles.
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title:  Prototype 1, Fig. 3  (By Trae)

size: 36" x 48"  materials: Blueprint Copy / Pen on Vellum  date: 2001

email: somethingsomething@email.com



title:  An Un-Submitted Proposal to the  
Freedom Museum, First Amendment  
Sculpture Competition  (Christine Tarkowski)

size: 30" x 40"  materials: Pencil on Paper  date: 2005
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Ed Marszewski: [Poet] Tony 
Fitzpatrick said on a blog somewhere 
that he “used to enjoy art fairs— 
they were places where you could  
see things you’d never seen before, 
and ideas about art were always  
front and center. There was always 
something that entreated the 
imagination.” What do you think 
about that, Christian?

Christian Viveros-Faune:  
Well, I don’t know about “entreated,” 
but I think he’s right. 

EM: You agree with that? 

C V-F: I do. I do for the most part.  

I agree insofar that it describes the 
average fair. I think what we’re 
trying to do is to not be the average 
fair. When I was a dealer, I generally 
tended to advise my artists to  
not go to fairs because it can be a 
soul-sucking experience. But fairs 
have become the platform, not just 
for market and sales activity, but 
also for every other kind of art world 
activity including, frankly, the 
intellectual end of things. Which is 
why fairs like ARCO and Frieze 
have built in a significant panels and 
workshops and symposia, and in  
a way they’ve taken over the place  
of biennials, you know? Back in the 
70’s, 80’s and 90’s, biennials were 

the requisite events everyone 
attended. You saw museum direc-
tors there, you saw the curators 
there, you saw the artists there, and 
you certainly saw dealers there. 
Biennials have lost a significant 
amount of câché, that weight, and 
now fairs, for good and ill, have 
become those kinds of receptacles, 
those kinds of arenas for discussion. 
The entire art world shows up en 
masse. So you know, it’s not just 
about sales any more. The standard 
fair model that Fitzpatrick is 
describing is probably an antiquated 
model—at least we want to think so. 

Kavi Gupta: It is! It is an extremely 
antiquated model. A model that 
came up in a different economy,  
a different time, that was new, it was 
a way for art to get to different areas, 
and it was about selling, it was about 
exhibiting. Now, the art world is 
exploding in such a huge way, so 
now you have these events happen-
ing that in part are about sales,  
but in a strange, strange way they’ve 
become the main art-viewing 
experience. It’s to a point where 
that’s almost problematic. In lieu  

of going to a museum, people will go 
to an art fair. 

EM: Would you say this happened 
in the last few years, or was it 
happening in the 1990s as well?

C V-F: It’s happened in the last 
decade.

KG: And the phenomenon has 
accelerated in the last three or four 
years. It’s kind of grown exponen- 
tially. Daily newspapers chime in 
regularly; you see fair reportage on 
the front pages of the Wall Street 
Journal and the New York Times. 
The thing is that when these and 
other publications highlight those 
great, sexy art works and insta-
llations, [the fairs] become the 
spectacle like, “this is where you  
go to experience art.” 

C V-F: They’ve also taken on some of 
the roles the museums have played 
recently. They’ve become catalysts for 
cultural change. Miami is the prime 
example in terms of large art fairs and 
it’s not, I think, unfair to compare 
Miami Basel that to say, the role of the 

Guggenheim Bilbao, in that it put the 
city on the map culturally.

EM: It’s interesting that you mention 
Miami. I would argue that Art 
Chicago’s place in this North 
American art fair circuit was in 
decline around four or five years ago. 
It was at that point that Miami had an 
ascendancy, in terms of people’s 
notions of what’s more prestigious or 
more influential or more exciting.  
I wonder how you think Chicago 
could (or should) compete with 
something like Art Basel. What is 
Chicago’s role in the international art 
fair circuit, given the fact that there are 
so many other biennials and art fairs 
going on all over the world now? What 
kind of role does Chicago have, and 
what kind of role should it have? 

C V-F: Hopefully a really prominent 
one. I think that’s what we’re trying to 
carve out.

KG: I think we’ve got to carve out a  
reactive role, because the old Art 
Chicago did go down like the Titanic. 
Art fairs constantly reinvent them-
selves, and, in a sense, at present 

>>>> April is a definitive month  

for Chicago’s standing in the 

international art fair circuit. It’s  

also a barometer for measuring the 

city’s rising or sinking hopes about 

whether it’s a major cultural center 

for the world. So this year’s expand-

ed Art Chicago, combined with  

the International Antiques Fair,  

the Artist Project, the Intuit Show  

of Folk and Outsider Art, and now, 

NEXT, is being watched with critical 

eyes. These multifaceted events  

will provide enough material to 

make soothsayers and art-astrologers 

swoon. We talk to Kavi gupta and 

Christian Viveros-Faune of NEXT,  

to see how they hope to make  

a difference in this year of many 

hopes and desires.

(1)  Chicago can become a place 

WHERE PEOPLE CAN COME gET THAT IMPORTANT  

DISCOURSE gOINg AgAIN. We can curate it,  
we can make it important & manage it affordably for everyone involved.

Christian Viveros-Faune &     Kavi Gupta
  Interviewed by Ed Marszewski

photos by Jason Lazarus

interview christian viveros-faune & kavi gupta ed marszewski
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they’re really out of control. Miami is  
a huge circus now. It’s about parties, 
about events, about “what’s going on.” 
It is less and less about art. I envision 
Chicago to be partly a reaction to that, 
in that we can just make it about the 
art. We can inject criticality into  
the space, while putting all the best 
dealers there. I mean, we’re not 
Miami, and we can’t pretend that  
we are. There is a whole Chicago 
mentality we can rely on, while 
focusing on the art. I think then, 
hopefully, we’ll find our niche in a city 
that’s got affordable space, where you 
can do big things and make it easy  
for dealers, artists, and collectors to 
come. Maybe every facet of the art 

world that needs some outlet can come 
to Chicago, as opposed to New York 
or Miami. So maybe that’s where  
we fit in, and Chicago can become  
a place where people can come get  
that important discourse going again. 
We can curate it, we can make it 
important and manage it affordably  
for everyone involved.

C V-F: Let’s go back and tie up the 
question that you started with, the 
initial quote. That is a very standard 
issue view of art fairs, which I 
obviously understand, though 
honestly it also strikes me as being 
about as subtle as a chainsaw. The 
point in the organization of NEXT  

is that we are two “art guys” who  
are significantly interested in actually 
seeing this process through by 
embracing some newness and pro-
moting a format that gets back to  
the work, rather than providing more 
bells and whistles. 

KG: Clearly, we’re aware of where the 
art world is now, and also the standard 
art fair model, which we didn’t start. 
So now, as “art guys,” where do we 
take this? How does our community 
use this platform? These are the 
questions we want to ask and find the 
answers to, which is what we’re trying 
to do with NEXT.

EM: What do you think needs to be 
done to change the impression that 
Chicago is the third coast or worse,  
in terms of its prominence in the art 
markets of North America?

C V-F: Well, that’s easy. Have  
a successful fair, for one. Look: 
Chicago is a great city, and like a lot 
of great cities, it falls constantly in 
and out of love with itself. Maybe this 
is a period in which Chicago can  
start to embrace its distinct cultural 
character, everything from its hole-
in-the-wall bars and high and low 
food, to its museums and contempo-
rary culture. The fairs, hopefully, 
will play their role in helping that 

happen. Frankly, coming from New 
York, and not being a huge connois-
seur of LA, I find Chicago hugely 
refreshing. In terms of visual culture, 
for example, you don’t have to deal  
as much with trendy conceptualism 
or the onslaught of novelty people 
have on the coasts. 
 
If London, the definition of the 
provinces in terms of visual culture, 
for centuries, can reinvent itself as 
the major European city for contem-
porary art, I think Chicago has a 
pretty good shot at becoming a solid, 
distinct zone for important culture, 
visual and otherwise.

EM: Many people are placing a lot 
of attention on you guys and the 
NEXT art fair. That pressure must 
be intense. What is the long-term 
plan for NEXT? This won’t be a one 
shot deal, will it? 

C V-F: The long-term plan is to keep 
doing what we’re doing, to build on 
our project so that in ‘09 the fair is 
even better: more inclusive, more  
of an experience, and of course, more 
successful for our exhibitors. As  
for the pressure, it comes with the 
territory. I will say, though, that the 
wind-down is going to be a pleasure. 
Kavi has promised to take care of my 
bar tab for May. 

(3)

If London can reinvent itself  
as the major European  

city for contemporary art,  
I think Chicago has a pretty good 

shot AT BECOMINg A SOLID, 
DISTINCT ZONE  

FOR IMPORTANT CULTURE, 
VISUAL and otherwise.

(2)   

WE ARE TWO “ART gUYS”  

who are significantly  
interested in actually seeing this 

process through  

by embracing 
some newness  
& promoting a 

format that gets  
back to the work,  

rather than providing  
more bells & whistles.

interview christian viveros-faune & kavi gupta ed marszewski
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Next Primer
A collection   
of selected works 
and galleries
Featured at NEXT: The Invitational  
exhibition of Emerging Art.  
April 25-28, 2008

www.vernonfineart.cz
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Jakub Nepras  Liana, 2007 (video-collage —detail [above] and still [below])

Galerie Vernon Prague . Janovského 23 . Praha 7 . +420 220 874 963 . vernonfineart.cz

Christopher Michlig NEGATIONS, 2008 (Installation view)

Jail Gallery . 965 N. Vignes St. #5A . Los Angeles, CA 90012 . 213-621-9567 . thejailgallery.com
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Peter Granser Ray, 2007 (archival pigment print) 100x100 cm, Ed. 5

Kaune, Sudendorf . Gallery for Contemporary Photography . Albertusstrasse 26 . 50667 Cologne, Germany . +49(0)221.99.203-337 . ks-contemporary.com

Sarah Cromarty Good Night Kiss, 2007 (Mixed Media) 41” x 29”

Circus Gallery . 7065 Lexington Ave . Los Angeles, CA 90038 . 323-962-8506 . circus-gallery.com
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Sébastien Lapointe Edges, 2007 (Digital print, Russian cherrywod, epoxy, acrylic colour) Partial view of installation,  

7 objects [122cmX152cm]  AllRiSE Gallery . 1542 N. Milwaukee Ave. Floor 3 . Chicago IL 60622 . 773-292-9255 . allrisegallery.com

Terence Hannum The Badge of Punishment (featuring Prurient), 2007 (Two-channel video instillation)

Light & Sie . 129 Leslie St . Dallas, TX 75207 . 214-745-2255 . lightandsie.com
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Cody Hudson I will be there when you die, 2007 (Mixed Media on Wood Panel)

Andrew Rafacz . Bucket Rider Gallery . 835 W. Washington Blvd., 2nd floor . Chicago, IL 60607 

gallery: 312.421.6993 . mobile: 312.404.9188 . bucketridergallery@gmail.com

Graham Dolphin Deuteronomy (chapters 17-34), 2008 (text scratched into advertising poster) 183 x 122 cm

SEVENTEEN . 17 Kingland Road . London E2 8AA . +44 (0) 20 7729 5777 . seventeengallery.com
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Rim Lee Consensus No.3, 2007 (Oil on canvas)

Kinsey/DesForges . 6009 Washington Boulevard . 310 837 1989 . www.kinseydesforges.com

Tony Tasset Capuchine Chandelier, 2007,  602h x 522w x 522d, (Plastic, oil paint, electric lighting)

Kavi Gupta Gallery . 835 West Washington Blvd . Chicago, IL 60607 . 312-432-0708 . info@kavigupta.com . www.kavigupta.com
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SPACE: Inova Gallery,  
University of Wisconsin at Milwaukee

SHOW: Indexical Frontiers,  
featuring Adelheid Mers: Organogram Mapping  
Project at the Peck School of the Arts

DATES: March 28 – May 11, 2008

REVIEWER: Jessica lee Cochran

In correlation with its preparations to hire a new dean, the Peck 
School of the Arts invited Chicago-based artist Adelheid Mers  
to engage in an almost-year long mapping project. Months of 
interviews with the school’s departmental stakeholders, open 
sessions, surveys and other forms of research culminated in a 
map of the school, currently on view in a group show at the 
school’s Inova gallery.  

Diagrams, or “organograms,” are a significant part of Mers’s 
practice. Although they vary in sophistication and depth from 
project to project, each offers what Mers calls a “temporary bird’s 
eye view” of the institution. For example, a past organogram at 
the Rockford Art Museum mapped out the museum’s structures 
and activities, placing particular emphasis on the institution’s 
unusually active board and education programs. 

In a similar fashion, the Peck School of the Arts organogram 
makes visible the school’s relations; positions; activities; spaces; 
temporalities; and most importantly, subjectivities. Visually, the 
map is systematic and organized, yet its organic and colorful 
visual renderings communicate an artistic, and even playful kind 
of authority. Mers describes such projects, for which she occupies 
the roles of artist, instructor, administrator and curator, as an 
exercise in New Institutionalism that works on the “flipside of 
activism.” As Jacques Ranciere points out, “Politics and art, like 
forms of knowledge, construct ‘fictions;’ that is to  
say, the material rearrangement of signs and images, and the 
relationships between what is seen and what is said, between 
what is done and what can be done.” 

Working politically, from the ground up, Mers opens up a 
space in order to construct such ‘fictions’ that in turn deconstruct, 
amplify and connect. Rather than using her cultural and symbolic 
capital to obliquely critique the school, she works within a feminist 
pedagogical framework that mobilizes an assessment of informa-
tion, flattens out hierarchies and redist-ributes competences. As 
she moves fluidly within her roles in order to interview and relate 

to students, instructors, volunteers and other members of the 
school community, Mers helps part-icipants to question the ways 
they move within their chosen roles, and re-imagine their 
expectations and positions. Import-antly, her project allows for all 
levels of participation and makes no claims for the community’s 
identity. That, as we know, is always out of reach.  
 Contemporary art has a long history of service-oriented 
practices. Institutional Critique artist Andrea Fraser, well known 
for her “prospectus model” and an infamous provider of artistic 
services, understood site specificity “as a kind of boundary of 
critical intervention: the limit of its possible efficacy.” Fraser 
worked within institutions to make visible problematic power 
structures and hierarchies, by way of performative and curatorial 
projects, but her definition of site specificity is useful when 
considering Mers’s practice. Though Mers’s sustained intervention 
lacks overt criticality, it performs criticality, working under the 
radar to link seemingly disparate relationships and amplify points 
of intersection. In doing this, Mers hopes to provide a platform for 
the community to re-imagine its own discursive identity. 
 By producing an organogram, Mers reaches her “boundary  
of intervention,” and leaves a tool for moving forward once  
she’s gone. Some may dismiss artistic services (those that are 
performed in solidarity with the institution) as being overly 
complicit with the establishment. But Mers’s mapping project 
succeeds for its capacity to make visible and important the 
layered and dynamic habits, relationships and activities of  

a productive cultural community. 

Reviews
SPACE: Museum of  
Contemporary Photography

SHOW: This land is Your land

DATES: February 1–March 22 2008

REVIEWER: Judy Natal

There is nothing like the long, slow, burn of presidential camp-
aigns for revealing the complexity and volatility of American 
culture. They provide unique opportunities to scrutinize the 
seams of our country’s fabric, under a magnifying glass that is at 
once stultifying and magnanimous. So the exhibition This Land is 
Your Land at the Museum of Contemporary Photography, curated 
by the ever-innovative Karen Irvine, seems particularly timely. 

Irvine establishes a timeline of patriotic fervor that ebbs and 
flows between September 11, 2001; the downward spiral of the 
Iraq war; and the continuing fragmentation of national identity, 
utilizing the famous folk song refrain “This Land is Your Land,” as 
title and philosophical framework for the exhibition. Woody guth-
rie wrote those lyrics to a Baptist hymn in 1940, as a critical 
response to Irving Berlin’s overly patriotic anthem “god Bless 
America.” Since only two of the exhibit’s seven international 
artists (Roberto Bellini, Peter grasner, Caroline Hake, Christian 
Jankowski, Simon Roberts, greg Stimac and Bryan Zanisnik) are 
Americans, and all are younger than guthrie’s generation, 
perhaps a better reference would be the brilliant 1975 essay 
“Travels through Hyper-Reality”, written by the Italian writer and 
literary critic Umberto Eco, upon completion of his tour of the 
United States. Eco wrote that “technology and consumerism will 
Americanize us all”. Like Eco, these artists move beyond their 
roles as mere tour guides, to be social critics and semiotic 
interpreters of the cultural landscapes of America, as American-
ization goes global.

The german artist Caroline Hake sought out locations in Los 
Angeles, long considered the epicenter of artificiality, to create her 
series Uniglory (2002). She dissolves distinctions between reality 
and fabrication, making photographs of Star Trek’s transport beam-
ing station and the Miss World set, among other television stage sets 
and locations. The photographs no longer seem like exaggerations, 
just total fakes, convincing and consumable as total reality.

Peter granser, a self-taught german photographer and 
founding member of the artist collective POC (Piece of Cake: 
European Network for Contemporary Images), clearly has an 
ongoing fascination with America. His published works include 
Coney Island (2006), and Sun City, (2003), about the largest 
retirement community in America. In this recent body of large-
scale color works, called Signs (2006-2007), granser goes to Texas, 
the heart of the evil empire itself, to explore unflattering stereo-
types of American identity. With perfect irony and just the right 
touch of the absurd, he constructs comic riffs on American 
culture, conservative politics, the Iraq war, oil, and the current 
presidential elections.

Arguably the most intriguing piece in the exhibition is 
Christian Jankowski’s 15:52-minute video, The Holy Artwork 
(2001). Utilizing strategies that blur the lines between music 

videos, reality TV, and infomercials, Jankowski films John Cannon, 
pastor of Harvest Fellowship Community Church, preaching about 
the art created by man, Jankowski specifically, and art in the form 
of man created by god. 
 Most disturbing is the role Jankowski plays: a believer, laying 
prostrate at the feet of the preacher, video camera in hand and 
empty monitor revealed to the audience (who is both the viewer 
and Cannon’s congregation). The artist becomes the empty vessel 
that god can “fill up” with his glorious spiritual creations. For the 
length of the video, Pastor Cannon twists the arcane language of 
art, taking every metaphor traditionally used to talk about art to 
proselytize about the Creator vs. the creative. Resembling a fast 
talking, mumbo jumbo, snake oil salesman, Cannon, a master at 
mixing metaphors, tries to convince us that god is the ultimate 
artist with no need of money or glory, just audience. Does the 
artist use the preacher or visa versa? Whichever it is, it is clear 
the artist dies for our sins.     
 Simultaneously referencing America’s love affair with the 
automobile and photography’s love of road trips, American-born 
greg Stimac’s 6-minute video Peeling Out (2006), of cars and 
trucks burning rubber at various nondescript intersections across 
the country, sums up the exhibition best. With voraciously 
spinning wheels, the cars peel out, becoming very public displays 
of tremendous impotence, awash in massive consumption 
disguised as good old-fashioned cowboy bravado. As the billowing 
smoke lingers then dissipates, so do the anger and pleasure of the 
moment. We are left with the telltale singe marks of where the 
rubber met the road, going nowhere fast. This exhibition 
ultimately begs a question, not just of Americans, but of world 
citizenship: “Where are we going, and how are we getting there?” 
The presidential election might help determine the answer.

reviews

1. Rockford Art Museum Organogram, Adelheid Mers

2. Hyde Park Art Center, Adelheid Mers, courtesy of Inova Gallery 

3. The Artist as a Ceiling Fan, Adelheid Mers, courtesy of Inova Gallery

All images courtesy of Inova Gallery

1. Still from Peeling Out,  
Greg Stimac, DVD 2007,  
Courtesy of the artist

2. Still from The Holy Artwork, 
Christian Jankowski, DVD 2001,  
Courtesy of Klosterfelde, Berlin 

and Maccarone, New York

3. Miss World, Caroline Hake, 2002,  
Courtesy of Galerie b2, Leipzig
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SPACE: Sonny’s Café 
At the School of the Art Institute, Chicago

SHOW: Performance art by Rirkrit Tiravanija

DATES: February 21, 2008

REVIEWER: Caroline Picard 

It takes some commitment to get beyond the absence of a literal art 
object. To question whether or not the relationship between the 
object and artistic expression is necessary. Perhaps that question  
is the basis of conceptual art, in which the Object is slowly 
deconstructed – taken apart as one might an onion – until we 
discover, as with Rirkrit Tiravanija, that it is the activity of art, not 
the object itself, that titillates us.

1 p.m. Friday February 1st, 2008: Sonny’s Café, the cafeteria 
and stomping grounds for the School of The Art Institute was 
closed for lunchtime. A long lunchtime. A certain guest list had 
circulated beforehand. RSVP’s were essential. Twenty students, ten 
from the Art Institute and ten from the University of Chicago’s art 
program, had been hand-picked to assist Tiravanija in meal 
planning and decoration. Sonny was given recipes for green curry, 
red curry, pad thai (with and without shrimp), as well as a Thai 
shrimp basil dish. Complimentary green tea to polish it off. People 
lined up in queues to serve themselves, ladling the different tastes 
into small disposable bowls of white rice before sitting or standing 
in crowded corners. There were not enough chairs, and the chairs 
that there were set up cafeteria-style, around folding tables 
garnished with a few bouquets. Color films wrapped around the 
lights, and a sad-looking banner of different colored paper draped 
from the ceiling. Presumably, these touches were the work of the 
selected twenty.

The food was spicy. It was good. It wasn’t mind blowing, but it 
didn’t have to be. The purpose of this meal was not for it to be 
gourmet. Rather, it was to be a watering a hole. A place for people 
to gather. Perhaps even an invitation to reconnect with contempo-
rary art practice. To be the object not the subject. It’s a brilliant 
plan, a way of welcoming the audience back into the bosom of art.  
To give sustenance, camaraderie. A sense of community.

Yet the meal functioned as any other opening – the majority 
of the audience arrives to be the audience, to participate in the 
activity of an audience. In other cases, the work on the wall affords 
a pretext – something that (assuming the show is good) the art-
lover returns to examine at a later date, when one need not beg off 
conversation to look closely. While the object was missing at 
Sonny’s, that same social structure remained in tact.

The room was, of course, abuzz. There was a sense that 
everyone present was part of some special benefit. There was the 
thrill of brushing up against an approximate celebrity, the object  
of which was neither physical art nor the esteemed artist  
(although his presence set a mood as he sat facing the door with  
an entourage; long, straight, black hair; and round, rose-colored 
glasses). The room seemed ecstatic over the activity of consuming 
something great. Being a part of history. There was a table set  
up in the back corner, where interviews were being conducted; 

part-icipants in the meal were questioned about their Experience. 
All that was missing was the occasional flash from a camera and 
a red carpet.
 This was not an intimate meal. Coupled with the reputation 
of its artist (he sat nonchalant, seeming unmoved, probably a nice 
guy), Art’s welcoming come hither embrace twisted into an ironic 
mirror. Cracked like a whip on the back of High Art Culture. It was 
difficult to maintain the customary ease which other meals, even 
dinner parties, might afford. The food was a preoccupation, a 
reason to stay. An activity to mediate discussion. My attention span 
was that of a fly, and my conversation equivalent. I was distracted 
by my bearings, looking around, meeting other stray gazes, seeing 
friends, awkward hellos, chitchat, a vague and pervasive 
discomfort that was nevertheless exciting. Meanwhile, the 
cafeteria was closed to the students who might need it.
 Above all else, I was distracted by my sense of hierarchy. 
What was titillating was to be part of The Invited. 
 The Trick: Tiravanija pulls the art away as a magician might  
a rug, leaves the audience standing, gives them something to  
eat – and perhaps in a kind of transubstantiation, leads the people 
to believe that in eating they ingest, create, the art.
 What we find is a preoccupation with society. Esteem. A 
sense of privilege. It is possible that his work reflects differently  
in different contexts. He has published a book, for instance, with 
sixteen recipes that might be suitable for a World Cup halftime. 
Recipes you’d cook in your own house with your friends. Perhaps 
there, the intentionality of Art can infuse an everyday, basic part 
of life: the football game, with a special transcendence. 
 At Sonny’s, however, the aura of special import did not come  
from the food itself, but the proximity and participation of 
success. A recognition of the art world, its political character, the 
glad hands, the lust and jazz of accomplishment and acclaim. 
Ultimately it reflects a western, capitalistic market, proving yet 
again that the art world is not so different from a greater, 
fetishizing, consumerist society. Tiravanija’s practice would 
function differently according to context, as food will, enhancing 
the nature of a group’s particular communion. I appreciated the 
mirror the meal provided. It. Like being the emperor and realizing 
you were actually naked.

SPACE: Museum of  
Contemporary Art (Chicago)

SHOW: Recent Acquisitions: Focus on Chicago

DATES: January 19 – April 20, 2008

REVIEWER: Corinna Kirsch

If you’re an artist working in Chicago, chances are making art isn’t 
your only job. Just look at the Museum of Contemporary Art’s 
current exhibition, Recent Acquisitions: Focus on Chicago to find 
some truth in this statement. 

Spanning across generations, the dozen artists (Rashid 
Johnson, Laura Letinsky, Kerry James Marshall, Dan Peterman, 
Jason Salavon, Joe Scanlan, Melanie Schiff, Tony Tasset, and Scott 
Wolniak), many of whom exhibit internationally, show off the 
MCA’s dedication to collecting artworks with a connection to 
Chicago. This connection is applied loosely, as not all of the artists 
currently live in Chicago or are represented by galleries in the city. 
Most of the artists shown in this exhibition hold positions at local 
schools and universities.

Many of the selected works reference art from the recent 
past. The late 60s-70s appears as a cogent focal point for these 
works, due to a considerable emphasis on process and an 
exploration of that process as performance. Melanie Schiff’s Spit 
Rainbow and Tony Tasset’s Spew might be seen as an odd attempt 
on the MCA’s part to start a collection centered on spitting, but the 
subject matter is more than a coincidence. The subject matter 
cleanly integrates itself into the MCA’s curatorial program because, 
as the exhibition’s wall text describes, these works both comment 
on and follow the photo performance history of Bruce Nauman. 

Schiff’s artwork emphasizes light’s involvement in the 
photographic process. The photograph quite simply records the 
following act: Schiff spits water out of her mouth at just the right 
angle. It hits a ray of light and results in an ordinary miracle—a 
rainbow. Light is both process and subject in Schiff’s artwork. Even 
so, it is the artist-as-performer who commands the potential of 
light. In an antagonistic approach to the artist-as-performer role, 
Tasset aggressively spews paint from his mouth. It’s a dirty, messy 
act that parodies the concept of art as an extension of the self.  

Joe Scanlan’s Four Untitled Candles are wax candles made 
by the artist from molds of found objects like paper bags. For the 
exhibition, the mold has been removed and now only the exterior 
indices the process of the artwork’s creation, showing subtle lines 
ingrained into the wax where creases in the paper bag once were. 
This sculpture announces the gap between action and memory 
when an artist handles materials; the final product leaves only 
traces of the creative process. This gap is further underscored by 
the relationship of viewing to the sculpture’s installation. Held in 
a glass vitrine, viewers merely peer through a barrier at the 
finished product. 

One aspect of artistic process shown in Jason Salavon’s 
video The Top 25 grossing Films of All Time, 2 x 2, is how to 
organize knowledge in a particular medium. The artist’s digital 
path to organizing knowledge leads to organizing experience in a 
non-representational framework. The way this works: the most 

prevalent, underlying colors and sounds from these films are 
extracted into color-averaged frames, while a soundtrack of  
the sound-averaged frequency plays. The result of Salavon’s 
experimentation is a curious cacophony of noise and order. In 
contrast to disciplines like sculpture and painting, breaking 
down a medium into its basic forms is rarely explored in video. 
This is probably due to video’s strong relationship with perfor-
mance and narrative. 
 The artworks in this exhibition are smart, but perhaps too 
calculated in their obvious references and critiques. They fit so well 
into the grid of contemporary art practice, but how they relate to 
each other is less clear. In most cases, these are works by artists 
who just happen to live in Chicago and make art.

 

 

reviews

1. Melanie Schiff, Spit Ranibow,  
Melanie Schiff, 2006, Collection Museum 
of Contemporary Art, Chicago

2. Tony Tasset, Spew, Tony Tasset, 1993, 
Collection Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Chicago. Gift of Suzette L. and Timothy  
P. Flood
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The first time I saw one of Ray “CRO” 
Noland’s Obama campaign posters,  

I wondered if it was a parody.
The image appeared to be an homage to the iconic Hoop Dreams movie ad:  
a large basketball hoop in the foreground, wit the White House instead of the 
Chicago skyline in the background. Instead of Obama leaping for a dunk  
at the center, he stands to one side with a ball, dwarfed by the other details, 
perhaps weighing his options.

The possible meanings were compel-
ling. Hoop Dreams is a modern 
documentary classic about Chicago 
and the positive power of sports,  
but the stirring story is emotionally 
mixed, as not everyone achieves their 
goals. It also seemed like a more 
pointed acknowledgement of Obama’s 
African-American identity than other 
material in circulation.

When I next saw this poster, it 
was plastered on various walls of the 
city, next to a more typical portrait of 
Obama in the same style. I realized the 
message was direct support. I wonder-
ed how the campaign could allow such 
playful imagery with room for other 
interpretations.

I soon discovered it was an 
“officially unofficial” postering effort 
which had been in process since 
Obama was a potential candidate. 
Noland had spread his work around 
Chicago and beyond, through sheer 
determination which eventually drew 
help from other postering enthusiasts. 

The action had a strong echo  
of Frank Shepard Fairey’s legendary 
street art project, Andre The giant  
Has Posse. This is acknowledged by 
Shepard’s contribution to Noland’s 
February gallery installation in the 
Phantom gallery festival, go Tell 
Momma I’m for Obama, which 
celebrates his projects progress so far.

The design of Noland’s posters is 
more polished, a bit like Shepard’s later 
giant works, but it is firmly within the 
boundaries of the larger stencil/poster 
movement. The success of the posters 
employs the same subversive play as 
other projects. Unlike the aggressively 
anti-marketing absurdity of Shepard, 
however, Noland has a specific, sincere 
and comparatively mainstream agenda, 
involving a serious candidate in the 
presidential election.

This also contrasts with the usual 
outsider activist politics of typical or, 
one might argue, “authentic” street art. 
Yet it does not resemble the brandal-
ism or adverfitti disparaged in Anne 
Elizabeth Moore’s Unmarketable (New 
Press 2007). This was not Noland’s day 
job, but a labor of love, begun when 
Obama was considered a long shot.

In fact, the Obama campaign has 
been hesitant to openly endorse the 
posters, although they have commis-
sioned him to do some rally advertise-
ments. Noland might be considered 
the most professional participant (he’s 
a commercial artist) in a fleeting 
subgenre of outsider art one can call 
Obamaism—an outpouring of creative 
energy the campaign welcomes but 
finds disconcerting, largely due to 
campaign finance rules.

This was one of many contrasting 
forces in evidence at the go Tell Mama 
opening night. The crowd ranged from 
hip hop kids to South Side matriarchs 
to white middle class folk from some 
fundraising group to crunchy union 
types to stereotypical hipsters, all 
rushing to get one of Noland’s posters. 
It was a consumerist rush for an 
amazingly eye-pleasing object, but also 
a reflection of the genuine hope and 
local pride surrounding the black 
presidential hopeful.

When I reflected on the tensions 
between earnest and calculated, grass 
roots and professional, political and 
pop art, fundraising and cashing in, 

authentic and poseur and so on, I felt 
for a moment that the show was the 
locus of a Venn Diagram of contempo-
rary art issues.

This extends to the venue for go 
Tell Mama. Phantom gallery Chicago is 
an ongoing showcase providing artists 
with temporary space in vacant store-
fronts, billing itself as “an opportunity 
for artists to exhibit their artwork  
while fostering economic development.” 
This can be interpreted as responding  
to or enabling gentrification.

I expected something similar-
looking to Chicago’s other guerilla and 
apartment art shows, but when I 
arrived at the space on West Madison 
Street, it was an unsettling row of 
condos, in an area undergoing visible 
transformation from lower income  
to upscale. If the Olympics come to 
Chicago, this area is targeted for even 
more rapid displacement and an entire 
housing project nearby has been wiped 
out to make way for what could be an 
arts center or retail.

Later, I discovered the show was 
located in a cluster of buildings set 
aside for Section 8 housing. Though  
it blended in with the surrounding 
upscale construction, it was an 
attempt to preserve economic parity.

It’s a bit difficult to dig into a show 
which is rooted in an act of exuberant 
propaganda. One can feel like one is 
dissecting a hopeful, friendly puppy. 
Yet part of the point of street art is 
simplicity, in service of causes which 

Go Tell Mama I’m for Obama
By Greg Gillam

It’s a bit difficult to dig into a 
show which is rooted in an act 

of exuberant propaganda.  
One can feel like one is dissect-
ing a hopeful, friendly puppy.

extended review go tell mama i’m for obama greg gillam
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optimism, but there was a reminder  
of the more satirical stencil work of 
Banksy, plus Kara Walker’s surrealistic 
silhouettes, which are a more intention-
ally disturbing commentary on racism 
in America.

This also points to the more direct 
address of racial issues, distinguishing 
Noland’s work from the generalized 
media, which is optimistic but hesitant 
to deal with it. Among the animations 
screened on monitors was a vignette of 
various disinterested, disenfranchised 
people, boldly daring to vote as if it 
mattered. To Chicagoans aware of their 
history, this harkens back to the 
tensions over Harold Washington’s 
election, when a majority of the whites 
were stunned when he took power with 
a mostly black mandate.

Overall, there was a sense of 
jaded detachment and coolness being 
consciously set aside to reach out and 
take power. Again, this contrasted 
with the DJ and club atmosphere, 
which implied Obama may also be 
seen as just a really great party 
amongst the partisans. Much like a 
spraycan artist dressed to sneak onto  
a construction site, the fashionable 
guise was in service of a serious will  
to power. The work contains small 
allusions to national divisions, while 
using symmetry and repetition in the 
design to indicate a bridge of them.

The immediate meaning of an Obama 
exhibition is transitory. By the time this 
review is published, it could already  
be a nostalgia item. Even if he becomes 
the next president, the functionality  
of the work will be in the past. The 
resonance of the tensions in the 
artwork, however, will have a longer 
lifespan, for it captures an moment of 
civic release, permitting oneself to be 
enthusiastic about the system despite, 
or perhaps because of, knowing its 
persistent flaws and pitfalls.

provide the depth. Beyond the poster 
sale, the installation immersed the 
viewer with a combination of posters, 
documentation of the street work, 
murals, video display and more 
traditional painting using stencils and 
airbrush. The tone ranged from direct 
exhortation to more abstract ideas 
about America and transformation. 

The contemporary references to 
hip hop and DJ minimalism mixed 
with touches of the angular populist 
geometry of New Deal modernism. 
Also evoked was the Harlem Renais-
sance. The hopeful gatherings in  
the pictures recalled the tableaus of 
Aaron Douglas. Meanwhile, overlap-
ping bullhorns and slogans seemed to 
exhort in the style of early Russian 
Futurist posters. It is somewhat 
audacious to imply Marxism anywhere 
near Obama, who is attempting  
to represent major change without 
scariness of revolution.

Besides Shepard’s Obama 
portrait, Noland included a few other 

artists, either out of camaraderie or as 
a counterpoint (Cody Hudson, Lashun 
F. Tines & John Song). They were 
largely overwhelmed by the immersive 
sensation of the go Tell Mama work, 
except for Michael genovese’s piece,  
a bilingual diptych presenting the 
slogan JUST BECAUSE IT’S LEgAL 
DOESN’T MAKE IT RIgHT in layered 
poster fragments which looked like 
they’d been ripped off some aban-
doned Zapatista grocery store and 
placed in a frame. This openly 
confrontational statement, which 
might be read as a reference to the 
questionable vote counts of the 
previous two elections, indicated the 
angry protest against the current 
leader, as well as privilege in general, 
which is just beneath the surface.

One of Noland’s images, an Obama 
figure shaking hands with a man who 
had an outline of America for a head, 
appeared in several paintings, as well  
as a larger form directly on the wall. 
Again, the immediate impression was 

Among the animations screened on monitors was  
a vignette of various disinterested, disenfranchised 

people, boldly daring to vote as if it mattered.

extended review go tell mama i’m for obama greg gillam

a collection compared in its promo-
tions to the deconstructed and rebuilt 
Francis Bacon Studio in Dublin. 
Darger’s rebuilt sanctuary is snuggled 
in the rear gallery space of Intuit,  
a Chicago center for Outsider Art.  
Here, works from Outsiders, Intuitives, 
Naives and Art Brut artists are dis-
played, along with photographs and art 
pieces that have an “Outsider” flare.  

Outside of what, you ask? Well, the  
formal, mainstream art world has 
traditionally operated in a rigid 
structure of expensive schools with 
fascist taste-mongers for teachers,  
rich kids with proper paint brushes 
and OCD, elitist-sterile galleries, smug 
collectors with cheeseballs, and ART 
STARS. The Outsider Art world 
emerged from an interest in the art  
of insane asylum inmates.  

Ein geisteskranker als Künstler  
(A Psychiatric Patient as Artist) was 
written by Dr. Walter Morgenthaler in 
1921. This book greatly impressed  

Mental illness and poverty 
were said to run in her 
family. Despite these 
unfortunate and sad cir-
cumstances, Sylvia  
Skullworthy has created, 
collected and preserved  
at least 2,500 sketches  
of herself, including self-
portraits of Sylvia the 
rodeo clown, Sylvia the 
mushroom cultivator, 
Sylvia the Hollywood noir 
movie star, Sylvia the 
vampire and Sylvia the 
famously attractive art 
critic. Sylvia would explain 
that she used very special, 
perhaps magical, art 
pencils to draw on very 
special, perhaps magical, 
art paper.  

With no levelheaded parents to guide 
her, Sylvia dropped out of school in  
the eighth grade, after having taken 
only one formal drawing class. Her art 
teacher scolded her, saying Sylvia 
obviously had no talent for art because 
she wasted so much class time com-
plaining about the little boy at her 
table who kept eating all the paste. 
Sylvia’s Iqs on record are variable 
scores—sometimes 180, sometimes 80.  
As an adult, in spite of her difficult life 
as a single mother and assembly line 
worker at a screw factory, she has 
pursued her tortured inner visions 
with obsessive discipline and a delight-
ful sense of humor. A prankster  
at heart, Sylvia continues to host 
countless costume parties for both her 
real and imaginary friends. At these 
lively gatherings, she documents, with 
a special art pencil, the shapeshifting 
of her curiously assorted identities.
Sylvia Skullworthy (surprise! not her 
real name) is a friend of mine. We 
meet for a drink at a tiny bar near the 
new Henry Darger Room Collection— 

1. At Wickey Sansinia. They fight their pursuers still nude., Henry Darger, Collection of Angela and Dale Taylor, 
Photographed by Kiyoko Lerner

How Sylvia 
Skullworthy 
Becomes an  
Art Brut Star
 By Renay Kerkman

SHOW:  

Henry Darger Exhibition

gALLERY:  
INTUIT: The Center for 
Intuitive and Outsider Art
DATES:  

January 18 – June 28, 2008
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James “Casper” Jankowiak,  
“Southside Spiritual”
32nd & Urban gallery (3201 S Halsted)

Always hear the tragic stories of artists’ lives. Van Gogh 
slips into madness and hacks off a perfectly good ear, 
then later shoots self and suffers two agonizing days 
before his mortal ship sinks. Here’s another inspirational 
one: Casper, a local graffiti artist, and his journey from 
mean streets to greatness. Casper’s story is together along 
Archer Avenue and the blue-collar neighborhoods of 
Bridgeport, McKinley and Brighton Park – an old Indian 
trail leading to the heart of the city, where the river meets 
the lake. Tangle of highway infrastructure, crumbling 
industrial sites and turn-of-the-(last-)century housing 
stock. A drab, cement-laden corridor, providing a handy 
canvas for early Chicago graffiti artists. 
 Casper, a juvenile delinquent, added color to this 
bleak landscape with his spraycan art. (Now, this act of 
free expression is deemed a criminal act, and especially 
with Mayor Daley’s “Graffiti Blasters” closing in, creative 
proclivities are erased and incarceration is immanent.) 
After developing a reputation as an emerging artist  
of note, Casper started getting commissioned work— 
a White Sox mural, some corporate projects. He became 
a responsible daddy and got a job teaching in the After 

School Matters program. His art students stopped by in 
droves to show respect at this, his first official gallery show. 
 On view are Casper’s small, jewel-like canvases. 
Imagine sand of many shapes and colors poured from 
an imaginary glass timepiece. Layered, colored shapes 
in the manner of Gustav Klimt. Pure abstraction, they 
reflect this artist’s journey towards transcendence.

 
William Betts, “Safe”
Peter Miller gallery (118 N Peoria)

William Betts’ current work speaks of the zeitgeist.  
He appropriates murky surveillance images, shadowy 
figures emerging from grainy urban landscapes, and  
a flood of autos commandeered by anonymous seated 
heads. The artist selects stills, extracted from raw 
surveillance footage, then has a computer program of 
his own design color the canvas in a Seurat-like manner. 
The work addresses topical concerns like paranoia, 
boredom, voyeurism, loneliness, security systems, 
terrorist alerts, and new society shaped by manipul-
ation and control. 
 Perhaps we’re living in a country gripped by fears 
that don’t exist, fears manufactured by a government to 
control its citizenry. It seems everywhere I go in this fair 

Art Fag

Art Fag in Art Land

1) James Jankowiak (32nd & Urban Gallery)  

2) William Betts (Peter Miller Gallery)  

3) Katerina Šedá (Renaissance Society)  

4) Shawn May (Co-Prosperity Sphere)  

5) Chuck Walker (Hyde Park Art Center)  

6) Chang Jia (Walsh Gallery)  

7) Jason Hackenwerth (Navta Schulz Gallery)

a French artist named Jean Dubuffet. 
Dubuffet began his own collection of 
art created by insane asylum inmates, 
and called it Art Brut (Raw Art). Jean 
Dubuffet thought that the formal, 
mainstream art world devoured or 
eventually incorporated all fresh 
advancements in art, and sucked all 
the power out of them. In the end, all 
authentic expression is suffocated— 
lynched or eaten alive by the greedy 
fiend of culture.  

Feeling that Art Brut was immune  
to this, Dubuffet and other artists, 
including André Breton, formed the 
Compagnie de l’Art Brut. Because of 
their isolation from the world of fine 
art, Art Brut artists—not always 
“insane,” sometimes just imaginative 
loners—are supposedly immune  
to the manipulations of the culture-
fiend machine. 

I debate within myself whether I 
should introduce Sylvia to the formal 
world of Outsider Art using the ART 
STAR shrine of Henry Darger. I am 
intrigued by the idea that Sylvia  
may be inspired by the galleries; the 
expensive frames; the gift shop; the 
Darger Room, prepared using archeol-
ogist-preservation methods; and 
Darger’s story. He was an underpriv-
ledged loner, a mild-mannered janitor 
with a wild fantasy life who created 
amazing murals and epic novels, all 
based on his wish-fulfillment to save 
his sister and her friends (the Vivian 
girls) from adult monsters who ran 
rampant through the same orphanag-
es where Darger and his sister were 
dumped as small children.  

The idea that Sylvia’s art could be 
worth millions someday might inspire 
her to continue her art-production 
frenzy with a renewed zest – or stop  
it with a screeching halt. My fear is 

that Sylvia, a bit of an old-fashioned 
prude, will be put off by Henry 
Darger’s art, most specifically the 
penises of his Vivian girls. Will she 
mistakenly conclude that Darger and 
his collectors are perverts? Will she 
not value the more sophisticated 
concepts of coloring book appropria-
tion; the importance of 64 crayons; 
and the deeply beautiful fantasy life  
of a man who wished to rescue, with 
unusual flare, a lost sibling from the 
cruel world of orphanages and brutal 
institutions? Will an introduction to 
the formal Outsider Art world 
somehow contaminate Sylvia Skull-
worthy’s own outsider innocence and 
authenticity?

I sneak away from the tiny bar, leaving 
Sylvia alone, and duck in next door  
at the Intuit gallery. As I look over the 
Henry Darger Room Collection, I feel 
like the artifacts are a bit haunted.  
I recall someone telling me that the 
Joseph Cornell collections are full  
of boxes of dust bunnies, and that 
Maya Deren’s archive is full of parking 
tickets—documents that may 
somehow connect her to buying 
“special vitamins” and frequently 
visiting several other women’s 
husbands. So what? These somewhat 
revealing artifacts serve as a warning 
to living artists: be careful what you 
save, because some straight-laced 
historians and prudish visitors may 
twist and misconstrue the evidence 
you leave behind. 

When I return to the tiny bar where  
I left Sylvia, I find her deep in con-
versation with a man I know is a 
prominent Outsider Art collector. 
Sylvia is practicing her unvarnished 
charm on him, informing him that 
she is an artist, but that her real 
interest is in history. “So now, tell me, 
who won the Civil War?” The collector 

blushes and shakes his head, says 
“THE NORTH!” “Of course,” Sylvia 
replies, “But was it grant at Appomat-
tox, or Sherman burning the South  
to the ground?”  

After this second question, the 
collector looks more than a bit 
perplexed. He has read all the 
Outsider Art brochures, and he isn’t 
sure where to place Sylvia—a living, 
breathing human being. Perhaps she 
has “Outsider tendencies,” perhaps 
multiple personalities; or perhaps she 
is pulling his leg in a dual effort  
to disguise her poverty-entrenched, 
underprivileged background and  
to mess with his condescending, 
money-polluted head? 

Realizing Sylvia may resemble the  
ART STAR Cindy Sherman more than 
the ART STAR Henry Darger, I whisk 
her away, and take her safely to the 
privacy of her home. I then help her to 
reorganize her collections of vitamins, 
self-portraits, and the magic art 
pencils. Later, she can come over to my 
house and help me to organize the 
parking tickets and dust bunnies that 
live under my bed.

extended review how sylvia skullworthy becomes an art brut star renay kerkman
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city, Big Brother is starin’ down my ass. At the mall,  
on the bus or subway train, glossy black domes conceal 
security cameras. Blue lights f lashing down city  
streets indicate your every move is being monitored. 
Every camera that goes up is chipping away at the very 
freedom for which this country is supposed to stand. 
We have to strip away the lies and cover-ups to find the 
truth, and stop this country from eating its own heart.
 

Katerina Šedá, “It Doesn’t Matter” 
The Renaissance Society (5811 S Ellis, University of 

Chicago’s Cobb Hall, #418)

What the hell is going on here? This Czech conceptual 
artist forces Grandma to do over six hundred drawings, 
installs many of them beautifully here, and then gets 
credit for the project. 
 Katerina’s grandmother, Jana Šedá, worked all her 
life in a dry goods store, back when the Czechs were 
under Soviet rule. She was very competent at her role, 
won numerous awards and memorized virtually all the 
items available in the store. After her husband died,  
she moved in with her son and granddaughter, young 
Katerina. While there, Grandma’s spirit and interest  
in life seemed to deteriorate. To give Grandma purpose,  
to distract her from the emptiness, Katerina suggested  
a drawing project. Before long, Grandma was making 
illustrations of all the products the old store held. The 
work itself has a definite untrained naiveté. Imagine  
a Richard Tuttle/Bill Traylor clone. Funny, huh?
 I don’t care if Katerina made Grandma Jana draw ten 
zillion saw blades or screw eyes, if that’s what it took to 
save her. To throw the proverbial life preserver, to pull 
her out of the black hole. To give her purpose and reason 
to live. There is an art to restoring the human spirit. 

Shawn May, “Ward 7”
Co-Prosperity Sphere (3219 S Morgan)

God, I hate this kid. Just eighteen, with a first gallery 
show of promise and great expectations. His concerns 
are dead-on, and as tight as your shirt collar. I’m in  
my fifties and my artistic inclinations are still in the 
developmental stage. Shawn photographs the interiors 
of abandoned state mental hospitals in all their crum-
bling, bleak intensity, strewn with rusting gurneys and 
peeling medical cabinets. He zeroes in on small details: 
a plastic flower sticker over a blackened bedpost soaked 
in hell makes you wonder about the person who posted 
such cheery decorations in this repository of lost souls. 
Shawn’s social archaeology and deep humanism beg  
us to ponder the fate of those confined to a lifetime of 
locked wards and emptiness.
 The more we gaze at these telling photographs,  
the more we realize these psychiatric hospitals were  
just warehouses to store the wretched, the supposedly 
insane and unserviceable. Hidden far from society’s eye, 
the inmates were banished and forgotten, vulnerable  
prey for unethical medical experiments and clandestine 
pharmacological testing. Shawn’s photography  
summons the spirits of the lost and vanquished, then  
lets them speak.

Chuck Walker, “Through a Glass Darkly”
Hyde Park Art Center (5020 S Cornell)

Okay, so the artist’s work appears dated. His figurative 
salon style is than a stone’s throw away from current 
trends. But in the 1980s, Chuck was a dynamic, 
promising painter. His commanding, large scale work 
focused on gritty Chicago’s city scenes, inhabitants, 
and vicinage. In spite of his artistic acclaim, Chuck 
mysteriously dropped out of the gallery scene. Now, 
amazingly, twenty years later he makes a celebratory 
reappearance. At the Hyde Park Art Center, we f ind  
all his masterly techniques remain intact. Light  
and shadow, color and execution are fully articulated.  
On view: scenes of the human condition in the urban 
environment. Couples in intimate embrace, lonely 
people in darkened rooms, street corner encounters. 
Chuck strips bare the mask of our hidden emotions and 
makes us face the reality of our hardscrabble existence.   
 
 
Chang Jia
Walsh gallery (118 N Peoria, 2nd fl)

Entering the darkened gallery, we view large, black and 
white female nudes, beautifully rendered. On further 
investigation, we notice the standing nudes are urinating. 
At that juncture, the photographs offset this viewer  
with the duality of elegance and disarment. The classic 
rendering lessens the impact taboo being broken and 
diffused. But its impact is still not unlike a stone hurled 
from the anarchist’s hand. In recent art history, we have 
seen Robert Mapplethorpe’s fetishistic photographs  
of one man pissing in the mouth of another, as well as 
Wolfgang Tillman’s drunken punk standing up on a 
chair having a slash. So what is the intent of such shock 
tactics and strategies? Possibly it’s manifold: to expand 
parameters of free thought, to push boundaries of 
acceptance, and to transform antiquated conservative 
dictum and convention. Breaking down codes of 
censorship. Relinquishment of individual truths, without 
government or societal interference. To dislodge old 
values, to rewire the brain, to make change.   

Jason Hackenwerth
Navta Schulz gallery (1039 W Lake)

Okay. Yeah, sometimes I bang around galleries, search-
ing for art that feeds the intellect, or perhaps to solve  
a puzzle presented by an artist’s work. At times I want 
to be informed by work that addresses social, political 
and environmental issues. But sometimes I just want  
to be entertained and have fun. On occasion I need a sly 
joke, a laugh until my side splits or just a wide smile. 
Jason’s work elicits that response. He creates giant, 
fantastical sea creatures constructed from hundreds of 
balloons. Yes, he uses those sausage-shaped ones  
that clowns magically twist into poodle dogs for your 
hyperventilated kid at the circus. 
 Now I don’t know about you, but when serious 
artists utilize inappropriate materials in their art it can be 
devastatingly funny. Think Mike Kelly’s thrift store  
sock monkeys, or how about Tom Friedman’s shoplifted 
rubber balls, Jeff Koons’ basketballs in an aquarium ... 
yes, artists can create a cup of good cheer, and Jason is 
among them. This gallery show featured photographs of 
his whimsical sea creature fabrications. Jason’s giant 
sculptures mimic life found around a coral reef: jellyfish, 
sea anemones, and shrimp. The installation space 
contained one actual balloon piece, an astounding giant 
shrimp-like delicacy, with two rows of red balloon 
nipples and fleshy balloon skin. Hoots and laughter from 
the opening night reception revelers spoke of an artist 
communicating with his audience in a most playful way.

(2)

I don’t care if Katerina made 
Grandma Jana draw ten  

zillion saw blades or screw eyes,  
if that’s what it took to save her.

 

(3)

The installation space contained  
one actual balloon piece, an astound-
ing giant shrimp-like delicacy, with 

two rows of red balloon  
nipples and fleshy balloon skin.
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The fist time I went to Central New York state was the 
first time I knew where it was. The first time I heard 
about Sudan on the news was the f irst time I knew 
where it was, and what was on the nearby borders. Our 
personal maps of the world are continuously changing. 
Through our experiences, we become aware of places 
and ideas previously unfamiliar. Through culture and 
tourism, we feel invited to explore what feels new to us. 
Through disasters and devastation, we become 
conscious of locales that are further away that anywhere 
we could have imagined. All of this information and 
these experiences inform the expansion and creation  
of our map of the world and how it works. 

Lize Mogel and Alexis Bhagat edited An Atlas of Radical 
Cartography, a beautifully designed, 160-page book of 
ten essays and ten 17” x 22” maps, all of which fold up 
and fit into an elegant slipcase. It’s the second book to be 
released on the Journal of Aesthetics and Protest Press, a 
sister project to the original and ongoing annual Journal, 
which has become an important hub for critical and 
creative writing about the intersections of contemporary 
art and politics. The “An Atlas” collection is unique  
and unprecedented, and gathers together many of the  
primary voices that have connected the visual and 
semiotic language of cartography with current political 
and artistic discourses. 

The map is an obvious and practical device for people 
attempting to better understand the world in all its 
complexity. “An Atlas” illuminates this “why mapping” 
question. Some of the reasons that essayist and map 

makers in this volume identify for their interest in maps 
include shaping arguments; shaping policy; considering 
the continuity between geography without physical  
connections, as an ongoing research process; just to 
follow the connections between things we do every 
day and complex infrastructures, or to encourage  
a critical civic engagement and understanding of how 
things are planned and how they work. 

An Atlas of Radical Cartography is an amalgamation of 
several different ideas. It is an experimental primer 
course in geography, a sampling of spatially oriented 
trends in contemporary art, a portable mini exhibit and 
a field guide to ongoing international debates about 
space and place. The collection of maps/essays starts to 
differentiate between the aesthetic experimentation  
and art trends that sample or reference geography, and 
the political mapping practices that take seriously  
their goals to change how we think about and use the 
world around us. An Atlas will be of interest to quasi-
planners, drifting artists, experimental geographers, 
lovers of places, haters of maps, lost students and 
engaged citizens alike. It calls out attention to vital 
“radical cartography” work that is happening in cities 
and communities with which we could all relate.  
An Atlas asks us to handle maps, examine thoughts and 
rediscover space at a time when there is great confusion 
about what is where, what is near, how far is far, where 
 we should go? An Atlas asks us to take great care with 
the world we currently have, to better understand its 
complexity and how it works, and to more thoughtfully 
consider: how we are getting where we are going?

Space Discovery:  
A review of An Atlas  
of Radical Cartography 

By Daniel Tucker

With maps by An Architektur, the Center for Urban Pedagogy (CUP), Ashley Hunt, Institute for Applied Autonomy with Site-R, Pedro Lasch, Lize 
Mogel, Trevor Paglen & John Emerson, Brooke Singer, Jane Tsong and Unnayan

With essays by Kolya Abramsky, Maribel Casas-Cortes & Sebastian Cobarrubias, Alejandro De Acosta, Avery F. gordon,  Institute for Applied Autonomy, 
Sarah Lewison, Jenny Price, Jane Tsong, DJ Waldie, Ellen Sollod, Paul S. Kibel, Heather Rogers, Jai Sen, and the Visible Collective with Trevor Paglen.

SOURCE: Ed. Lize Mogel & Alexis Bhagat; Journal of Aesthetics 

and Protest Press 2007. (Map and Essay information below)

“An Atlas asks us to handle maps, examine thoughts and rediscover space 
at a time when there is great confusion about what is where, what is near, 
how far is far, where we should go?”

m
ap im

age 

courtesty of 

Liz M
ogel
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65Grand
1378 W grand Avenue
Chicago, IL 60622
312-719.4325
www.65grand.com

Allrise Gallery
1542 N Milwaukee Avenue, 3rd Floor
Chicago, IL 60622
www.allrisegallery.com
312.719.4325

Alogon
1049 N Paulina Street, Suite 3R
Chicago, IL
alogongallery.com

Beacon Street Gallery
Fine Arts Building
410 South Michigan Avenue, Suite 732
Chicago, IL 60605
312.212.1323
www.beaconst.org

Chicago Art Department
1837 South Halsted
Chicago, IL 60608
312-226-8601
www.chicagoartdepartment.org

Chicago Underground Library
MoJoe’s HotHouse
2849 W Belmont Avenue
Chicago, IL 60618

Co-Prosperity Sphere
3219 S Morgan Street
Chicago, IL 60608
www.lumpen.com/cps 

Country Club Chicago 
1100 N Damen Avenue
Chicago, IL 60622
www.countryclubchicago.com

Deadtech
3321 W Fullerton Avenue
Chicago, IL 60647
www.deadtech.net

devening projects + editions
3039 W Carroll Street, 3rd Floor
Chicago, IL 60612
312.420.4720
www.deveningprojects.com

Duchess
1726 W. Roscoe
Chicago, IL 60657
312-420-4720
www.duchesspresents.com/

Experimental Sound Studio
5925 N Ravenswood Avenue
Chicago, IL 60660
773.769.1069
www.exsost.org

Finch Gallery
2747 W Armitage Avenue
Chicago, IL
finchgallery.com

Green Lantern Gallery and Press
1511 N Milwaukee Avenue, 2nd Floor
Chicago, IL 60622
773.235.0936
thegreenlantern.org 

InCUBATE
2129 N Rockwell Street
Chicago, IL 60647
616.635.1308
www.incubate-chicago.org

Knock Knock Gallery
3658 S Wolcott Avenue
Chicago, IL 60609
719.651.7623
knockknockgallery.com

Lasso Gallery
1319 W Lake Street (third floor)
Chicago, IL
www.lassogallery.net

LiveBox Gallery
1031 North Shore Drive
Crystal Lake, IL 60014
815.236.5692
www.liveboxgallery.com

Lloyd Dobler
1545 W Division Street, 2nd Floor
Chicago, IL 60622
312.961.8706
www.lloyddoblergallery.com

Medicine Park
2659 W Chicago Avenue
Chicago, IL 60622
www.medparkchicago.com

Mess Hall
6932 North glenwood Avenue
Chicago, IL 60626
773.465.4033
www.messhall.org

mini dutch
3111 W Diversey Pkwy, Apartment 1
Chicago, IL 60647
773.235.5687
www.minidutchgallery.org

Motherland
1125 W 31st Street
Chicago, IL 60608
www.mutherland.org 

Paper Boat Boutique & Gallery
2375 S Howell Avenue
Milwaukee, WI 53207
414.483.8462
paperboatboutique.com

Plaines Project
1822 S Des Plaines Street
Chicago, IL 60616
www.myspace.com/plaineprojects

Peter Jones Gallery,  
Theater & Studios
1806 W Cuyler Ave
Chicago, IL 60613
773.472.9723
www.peterjonesgallery.com

Reuben Kincaid Project Room
3219 S Morgan Street
Chicago, IL 60608
Reubenkincaid.blogspot.com

Reversible Eye
1103 N California Avenue
Chicago, IL
773.862.1232
www.reversibleeye.com
Finally re-opened for business.

South Union Arts
1352 South Union Street
Chicago, IL 60607
www.myspace.com/southunionarts

Splat Flats
1815-25 W Division Street
Chicago, IL 60607
www.thesplatflats.com

Vonzweck
1626 N Humboldt Boulevard
Chicago, IL
www.stopgostop.com/vonzweck

gALLERIES

32nd&Urban
3201 S Halsted Street
Chicago, IL
312.846.6569
www.myspace.com/32ndurban

Brooks Barrow Gallery
207 E Buffalo Street
Milwaukee, WI 53203
414.331.8635
www.brooksbarrowgallery.com

Bucket Rider Gallery
835 West Washington Boulevard
Chicago, IL 60607
312.421.6993
www.bucketridergallery.com

Carl Hammer Gallery
740 N Wells Street
Chicago, IL 60610
312.266.8512
www.hammergallery.com

Carrie Secrist Gallery
835 West Washington Boulevard
312.491.0917
Chicago, IL, 60607
312.491.0917
www.secristgallery.com

Corbett vs. Dempsey
1120 N Ashland Avenue
3rd Floor
Chicago, IL 60622
773.278.1664
www.corbettvsdempsey.com

Dean Jensen Gallery
759 N Water Street
Milwaukee, WI 53202
414.278.7100
www.deanjensengallery.com

Donald Young
933 W Washington Boulevard
Chicago, IL 60607
312.455.0100
www.donaldyoung.com

Douglas Dawson
400 N Morgan Street
Chicago, IL
312.226.7975
www.douglasdawson.com 
 
Flatfile
217 N Carpenter Street
Chicago, IL 60607
312.491.1190
www.flatfilegalleries.com

Gallery 2
847 W Jackson Boulevard, 2nd Floor
Chicago, IL 60607
312.563.5162
www.saic.edu/art_design/galleries/
gallery2/index.html

Gallery 400
College of Architecture and the Arts
University of Illinois at Chicago
400 S Peoria Street
Chicago, IL 60607
312.996.6114
http://www.uic.edu/aa/college/gallery400/

GARDENfresh
119 N Peoria Street
Chicago, IL 60607
312.235.2246
www.gardenfresh.org

Gescheidle
1039 W Lake Street, 2nd Floor
Chicago, IL
312.226.3500
www.gescheidle.com

Giftshop Project Space
1039 W Lake Street, 2nd Floor
Chicago, IL 60607
www.giftshopprojectspace.com

G. R. N’Namdi Gallery
110 North Peoria Street
Chicago, IL 60607
312.563.9240
www.grnnamdigallery.com

Hotcakes Gallery
3379 N Pierce Street
Milwaukee, WI 53212
414.961.7714
www.hotcakesgallery.com

Kasia Kay Art Projects
1044 W Fulton Market Street
Chicago, IL 60607
312.492.8828
www.kasiakayartprojects.com

Kavi Gupta Gallery
835 W Washington Boulevard
Chicago, IL 60607
312.432.0708
www.kavigupta.com

Koscielak Gallery
1646 N Bosworth Avenue
Chicago, IL 60622
773.252.9921
www.gosiakoscielak.com

ALTERNATIVE ARTSPACES 

A selective directory of Chicago area 
art spaces, galleries and institutions.

artspaces
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Linda Warren Gallery
1052 W Fulton Market Street
Chicago, IL 60607
312.432.9500
www.lindawarrengallery.com

McCormick Gallery
835 W Washington Boulevard
Chicago, IL 60607
312.226.6800
www.thomasmccormick.com

Moniquemeloche
118 N Peoria Street
Chicago, IL 60607
312.455.2099
www.moniquemeloche.com

NAB Gallery
1117 W Lake Street
Chicago, IL 60607
312.738.1620
www.nabgallery.org

Packer Schopf Gallery
942 W Lake Street
Chicago, IL
312.226.8984
www.packergallery.com

Peter Miller Gallery
118 N Peoria Street
Chicago, IL 60607
312.951.1700
www.petermillergallery.com

Rhona Hoffman Gallery
118 N Peoria Street
Chicago, IL 60607
312.455.1990
www.rhoffmangallery.com 

Roots and Culture
1034 N Milwaukee Avenue
Chicago, IL 60622
773.235.8874
www.rootsandculturecac.org

Rowland Contemporary
1118 West Fulton Market
Chicago, IL 60607
www.rowlandcontemporary.com

Rowley Kennerk Gallery
119 N Peoria Street, Suite 3C
Chicago, IL 60607
773.983.0077
www.rowleykennerk.com

Suburban gallery
244 West Lake Street
Oak Park, Illinois 60302
www.thesuburban.org

ThreeWalls & ThreeWallsSOLO
119 N Peoria Street
Chicago, IL 60607
312.432.3972
www.three-walls.org

Thomas Robertello Gallery
939 W Randolph Street
Chicago, IL 60607
312.421.1587
www.thomasrobertello.com

Tony Wight Gallery
119 N Peoria Street, Suite 2C
Chicago, IL
312.492.6796
tonywightgallery.com

Troy Folliard Gallery
233 N Milwaukee Street
Milwaukee, WI 53202
414.273.7311
www.toryfolliard.com

Walsh Gallery
118 N Peoria Street, 2nd Floor
Chicago, IL
312.829.3312
www.walshgallery.com

Western Exhibitions
1821 W Hubbard Street, Suite 202
Chicago, IL 60622
312.307.4685
www.westernexhibitions.com

Zg Gallery
300 W Superior Street
Chicago, IL 60610
312.654.9900
www.zggallery.com

Zolla/Lieberman Gallery
325 W Huron Street
Chicago, IL
www.zollaliebermangallery.com

MUSEUMS  
INSTITUTIONS

Art Institute of Chicago
111 S Michigan Avenue
Chicago, IL
312.443.3600
www.artic.edu

Beverly Arts Center
2407 W 111th Street
Chicago, IL 60655
773.445.3838
www.beverlyartcenter.org

Block Museum of Art
40 Arts Circle Drive
Northwestern University
Evanston, IL
312.491.4000
www.blockmuseum.northwestern.edu

Chicago Cultural Center
78 East Washington Street
Chicago, IL
312.744.2400
cityofchicago.org

Elmhurst Art Museum
150 Cottage Hill Avenue
Elmhurst, IL
630.834.0202
www.elmhurstartmuseum.org

Hyde Park Art Center
5020 S Cornell Avenue
Chicago, IL 60615
773.324.5520
www.hydeparkart.org

INOVA / Arts Center
2400 E Kenwood Boulevard
Milwaukee, WI 53211
414.229.5070
www4.uwm.edu/psoa/about/inova.html 

International Museum of  
Surgical Science
1524 N Lake Shore Drive
Chicago, IL 60610
312.642.9516
www.imss.org

Intuit: The Center for Intuitive  
and Outsider Art
756 N Milwaukee Avenue
Chicago, IL
312.243.9088
www.art.org

Lillstreet Art Center
4401 N Ravenswood
Chicago, IL 60640
773.769.4226
www.lillstreet.com

MARN / Milwaukee Artist  
Resource Network
www.marnonline.com

McAninch Arts Center College  
of DuPAge, Gahlberg Gallery
425 Fawell Boulevard
glen Ellyn, IL 60137
630.942.2321
www.cod.edu/gallery/index.htm

Mexican Fine Arts  
Center Museum
1852 West 19th Street
Chicago, IL
312.738.1503
www.nationalmuseumofmexicanart.org

Millennium Park
Michigan Avenue at Monroe Street
Chicago, IL
312.742.1168
www.millenniumpark.org

Milwaukee Art Museum
700 N Art Museum Drive
Milwaukee, WI
414.224.3200
mam.org
 
 
 
 

Museum of Contemporary Art
220 E Chicago Avenue
Chicago, IL 
312.208.2660
www.mcachicago.org

Museum of Contemporary 
Photography
600 S Michigan Avenue
Chicago, IL
312.344.7104
www.mocp.org

Museum of Holography
1134 W Washington Boulevard
Chicago, IL
312.226.1007
www.museumofholography.com

Oriental Institute
1155 E 58th Street
Chicago, IL 60637
773.702.9514
oi.uchicago.edu

Racine Art Museum
441 Main Street
Racine, Wisconsin 53403
262.638.8300
www.ramart.org

Rockford Art Museum
711 N Main Street
Rockford, IL 61103
815.968.2787
www.rockfordartmuseum.org

Smart Museum of Art
5550 S greenwood Avenue
Chicago, IL
773.702.0200
www.smartmuseum.uchicago.edu

State of Illinois Art Collection
James R. Thompson Center
100 W Randolph Street
Chicago IL
www.state.il.us

Ukrainian Institute of Modern Art
2320 Chicago Avenue
Chicago, IL
773.227.5522
www.uima-art.org

OTHER

AREA Chicago
printed matter
P.O. Box 476971
Chicago, IL 60647
www.areachicago.org

Bad at Sports
podcast
www.badatsports.com

Bailliwik
bi-annual publication
www.bailliwik.org

Golden Age
art books
1500 W 17th Street
Chicago, Il 60608
312.850.2338
www.goldenagestore.com

Quimby’s Bookstore
art books
1854 W North Avenue
Chicago, IL 60622
773.342.0910
www.quimbys.com

Silverspace
experimental dance
1474 N Milwaukee Avenue, Suite 3R
Chicago, IL 60622
773.772.3692
www.rtgdance.com/teach_schedule.htm

Temporary Services
experiences and experimentation
P.O. Box 121012
Chicago, IL 60612
www.temporaryservices.org

WhiteWalls
published exhibitions
P.O. Box 8204
Chicago, IL 60608

artspaces
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Archi-tourist 

A site run by the archidose guy. The site  
is a wiki travel guide to contemporary 
architecture around the world. See what 
buildings tourists check out when they’re 
in Chicago. 

architourist.pbwiki.com

Art Institute of Chicago

Permanent gallery at AI for architecture 
exhibits is Gallery 227. Also check out  
the Japanese screen print gallery, designed 
by Tadao Ando.

BLDGBLOG

A Blog based in Los Angeles. Lots of great 
interviews.

bldgblog.blogspot.com

Lee Bey: The Urban Observer

A bloggist, photographer and former 
architecture crit for Sun Times. 

leebey.com

Center for Green Technology

Take a (usually) free class at the Green 
Tech University.

445 N. Sacramento Boulevard
Chicago, IL
egov.cityofchicago.org

Center for Neighborhood 
Technology

Calculate your civic footprint!

2125 W North Avenue
Chicago, IL
www.cnt.org

Chicago Architecture Club

Want something to happen with that old 
abandoned train line behind your house? 
Get your community organization to 
partner with this no-longer-old-boys-only 
club to sponsor a relatively high profile 
design competition to attract attention and 
maybe even find an appropriate solution. 

230 W Superior Street
second floor
Chicago, IL
www.chicagoarchitecturalclub.org

Chicago Architecture  
Foundation

Even if they were just the boat and walking 
tours, CAF would be pretty rad. They 
definitely aren’t just for tourists, and the 
programming, exhibitions, and continuing 
education opportunities offered here are 
incredibly rich for any student of the city. 

224 South Michigan Avenue
Chicago, IL
www.architecture.org

The Chicago Athanaeum: 
Museum of Architecture  
and Design

Some sort of independent museum in 
Galena. Sounds weird. I don’t know anyone 
that’s actually been there. Also, it’s temp-
orarily closed. Good luck with this one. 

www.chi-athenaeum.org

Chicago Landmarks

Find out how that stuff happens. 

http://www.ci.chi.il.us/Landmarks/ 
index.html

www.chil.us

Put together by Urbanlab. An exercise in 
graphic explanation of Chicago statistics 
ala Tufte. Definitely worth a look. 

Creative Reuse Center

Great resource for discarded building 
materials. Go there just to visit Hegewisch. 

222 East 135th Place
Chicago, IL
www.resourcecenterchicago.org/crw.html

deathbyarchitecture.com

After teaming up with CAC for your design 
competition, announce it on this website.  
It has one of the web’s largest listings for 
architecture competitions and archives. 
Started by a UIC undergrad in the mid-
90’s, it has broadened its scope closer to 
that of archinect.

Extension Gallery

Podmajersky’s dedicated architecture 
gallery. Impressive board of directors.

1835 S Halsted Street
Chicago, IL
www.extensiongallery.org

Graham Foundation

After you partner with the Chicago 
Architecture Club, go to these guys  
for funding.

4 West Burton Place
Chicago, IL
www.grahamfoundation.org

IcArch Gallery

Haven’t been here, but it seems to be a 
relatively anonymous source of hypo-
thetical design competitions (House for 
Bergman, House for Antonioni, new 
Harold Washington Public Library) as  
well as a physical space in Evanston, where 
they exhibit the entries. Looks like they 
occasionally publish the work as well.

709 Washington Street
Evanston, IL

Illinois Institute of Technology

Graham Resource Center is the Architec-
ture library in the basement of Crown Hall. 
Whatever you do, don’t try to visit the 
architecture school’s website - what a mess! 

3360 S State Street
Chicago, IL
www.gl.iit.edu/grc

Illinois Renewable  
Energy Association

Like the midwest version, but smaller.  
I haven’t been to their Energy Fair in 
Oregon, Illinois, but it sure is closer than 
Custer, Wisconsin. 

www.illinoisrenew.org

Madlener House

Library and exhibition space/headquarters 
for the Graham Foundation. 

www.grahamfoundation.org/foundation/
madlener.asp
 

Midwest Renewable  
Energy Association

Based in Custer, Wisconsin, you can 
usually find a ride share from Chicago to 
take a class on straw-bale or cob construc-
tion. They also have a pretty great Energy 
Fair every summer. 

www.the-mrea.org

Prairie Avenue Bookstore

You could really do some damage here. 
People have no idea how lucky we are to 
have this resource here in Chicago. 

418 S Wabash Avenue
Chicago, IL
pabooks.com

Repeat

Blog written by Lynn Becker, who occa-
sionally writes for the Chicago Reader, 
among others. Aside from the Chicago 
Architecture Foundation, Becker probably 
maintains the best calender of architecture 
and design related events in and around 
Chicago. 

www.lynnbecker.com/repeat/

School of the Art  
Institute of Chicago

SAIC is developing an interesting designed 
object department and their website 
maintains a totally bitchin’ oral history 
archive of old chicago architects talking 
about each other.

www.artic.edu/aic/libraries/caohp/

University of Illinois at  
Chicago, Gallery 400

400 S. Peoria Street
Chicago, IL
www.uic.edu/aa/college/gallery400/ 

University of Illinois  
Champaign-Urbana, I-Space, 
Architecture Club 

230 W. Superior Street
Chicago, IL
www.ispace.uiuc.edu/ 

Archidirectory, by Charles Vinz
We asked our longtime friend and collaborator to make us a 
directory of organizations, resources, links and spaces related 
to the study and practice of architecture in Chicago. Use it  
to immerse yourself in the complex community of architects, 
designers, funders, and planners that shape the world we see.

AIA Chicago, American  
Institute of Architects 

If you’re looking for job listings or are 
trying to get licensed, this is something you 
have to check out at some point. Although 
it’s possible to get licensed without being  
a member. Pretty much the closest thing 
pro-architects have to a union. 

35 E Wacker Drive, Suite 250
Chicago, IL
www.aiachicago.org

Archeworks

An alternative design school founded by 
Stanley Tigerman and Eva Maddox, now 
under direction of Martin Felsen & Sarah 
Dunn. They promote themselves as an 
alternative design school by partnering up 
student projects with various community 
organizations and advocates. 

625 North Kingsbury Street
Chicago, IL
www.archeworks.org

Archidose

A daily and weekly blog of all things 
architecture. Written by John Hill out of 
New York, who also does Archi-tourist. 

archidose.blogspot.com

Archinect

Find out about how Ben Nicholson rode  
his bike from London to Paris to see Jean-
Jacques Lequeu drawings, or find out who’s 
hiring interns in Chicago. You can also see 
what students are blogging about at design 
schools all over the world. 

archinect.com

Architects, Designers & Planners 
for Social Responsibility, 
Chicago Chapter

Not super active, but one of the few groups 
in the profession trying to keep architects, 
designers, and planners from working on 
prisons. 

www.adpsr-chicago.org

directory archidirectory charles vinz






