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The Art of Occupation       

Rebecca Uchill

In the 21st century, it is no longer surprising to encounter objects 

from popular culture in works of art. This tradition is well 

established, from the snow shovel “readymade” of Marcel Duchamp 

to Andy Warhol’s Campbell Soup cans to the sculptural 7-Up cans 

in Claes Oldenburg’s Store. Recently, activities and special events 

have appeared in art exhibition spaces as art – not just the depiction 

of these activities but the actions themselves. Two examples include 

skateboarding in galleries converted to temporary skate parks by 

the artist SIMPARCH, and archaeological excavation, as artist 

Mark Dion excavated the garden of the Museum of Modern Art 

during its recent renovation. The exhibition Trade Show focuses on 

eight artists and collectives who present the forms and practices of 

business – Commerce with a capital “C” – as art.

Some artists in this exhibition bring business models into art contexts. 

For example, Carey Young’s video Optimum Performance documents 

her 2003 intervention in the Whitechapel Gallery in London: a 

motivational lecture using jargon from the corporate world for an 

audience of gallery patrons. Other artists in the exhibition penetrate 

the commercial world with their art. Brock Enright’s kidnappings-

for-hire provoke discussions about spectacle and the media. The 

House of Diehl’s performance of Instant Couture produces haute 

products out of spontaneous and democratic processes. Conrad 

Bakker’s pyramid marketing scheme pitches a functionless product 

(a sculpture of a bottle of concentrate) with the straight face of 

scam marketeering, in what might be the ultimate art con. The sale 

of these commodities and services comes bundled with inherent 

critiques of the business paradigms they are modeled after – that 

is, challenging media, prêt-a-porter fashion, or the distribution of 

useless things. 

Trade Show explores the forms and processes of business and 

commodity exchange. These days, consumable “things” are not 

limited only to material objects but also include experiences and 

information. By placing outrageous content into mainstream 

commercial contexts, these artists permeate broad public forums 

with art and artistic messages. Thus, the “selling” of an object or 

service may be a catalyst for the real operation of the artwork. 

Res Ingold, Corporate Sponsorship by Ingold Airlines (2005)

Works in the exhibit ion:

Untitled Product Distribution Network (2005); Conrad Bakker

This pyramid marketing scheme involves the production and sale of 

an untitled “product” (a carved and painted “bottle of concentrate”). 

The “distribution network” is announced through brochures and 

advertisements and comes with bona fide incentive gifts for high-

selling distributors. The Untitled Product Distribution Network is 

one of Bakker’s many sales-based projects; Bakker compares this 

piece to the “network” of art commerce.

The Art Experience (2002), J.S.G. Boggs

For twenty years, J.S.G. Boggs has placed a bright frame around 

the form and value of paper money by redesigning and spending 

his own cash, the Boggs Bills. His bills are not deceptive-looking 

counterfeits but, rather, creative adaptations of currency, digitally 

rendered or meticulously hand-drawn. In the bill he designed for 

The Art Experience, Boggs renders the United States Supreme Court 

building – an image, he says, that has never been reproduced on of-

ficial United States currency – with the insignia, “Please Give Me A 

Fair Trial.” Boggs used this $5000.00 bill to purchase art supplies 

at an Avon, Massachusetts store called The Art Experience.

One was in North Adams (2005); Brock Enright and Videogames 

Adventure Services

Videogames Adventure Services is a bizarre service provider whose 

patrons purchase real-life “adventures.” In this exhibition, a will-

ing client paid to be kidnapped and brought to the museum as a 

display object. The “client” was picked up in New York City and 

brought in a large cargo crate to North Adams, where his adven-

tures ranged from the comic to the terrifying, including building an 

Ouija board out of crackers, a simulated museum heist, and being 

made to wear a Batman cape. A video documentation, along with 

“parcels” (Enright’s term for remnants of the encounter), stand as 

evidence of the experience. As an artist, Enright – who has staged 

dozens of these adventures for paying clients – uses the outlandish 

nature of his service to address other issues, including media’s need 

to report and create spectacle, and the extraordinary flexibility of 

service industries overall.

Conrad Bakker, Mailer from Untitled Product Distribution 
Network (2005) 

Brock Enright, Rolling Stone (September 19, 2002)

General Idea, The Magic Palette (1980)
Photo: General Idea, Toronto
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The Magic Palette (1980); Shut the Fuck Up (1985); FILE 

Megazine (1972-1989); General Idea

The collective General Idea began playfully inhabiting business 

models in the late 1960’s, when they formulated a beauty pageant. 

In their 1985 video Shut the Fuck Up, the trio took on the format 

of television, a medium that usually represents, rather than being 

represented by artists. Using footage from a previous project as well 

as found footage from Batman, they parodied the media’s treatment 

of the artist Yves Klein. The Magic Palette (1980) is a found object 

of magnetic cups on a base that General Idea used as a cocktail tray. 

Showing how the piece stays intact when the liquids are spilled from 

the cups, General Idea makes this metaphor for the simulation of 

business paradigms, in terms of “occupying a context, emptying it 

of meaning, and then filling it back up again.” General Idea also 

produced and distributed FILE Megazine as both a vehicle for tak-

ing control of their own media coverage, as well as a networking tool 

for a broader community of artists.

The Volksboutique Care Package (2003)

The Care Package is produced under Christine Hill’s busi-

ness label, Volksboutique. Volksboutique refers to the former 

East Germany’s Volks-Eigenen Betrieb: services and products 

made “by the people, for the people.” For Hill, Volksboutique 

also describes art that uses familiar labor practices. A subset 

of the business, the Care Package is a subscription-based ser-

vice whose recipients receive a customized selection of items 

delivered to them in a jewel box case. Christine Hill’s Volks-

boutique products and services incorporate formal aspects of 

business, through accoutrements (briefcases and advertise-

ments) and traditional “forms” for business structures (office 

spaces and other conventional administrative practices). Hill 

defines her “Organizational Ventures” as “high in administra-

tive content,” “having a familiar aesthetic,” and “of an entre-

preneurial nature.” 

 

Instant Couture: 6 Minutes 

with Miriam (2003); BRAND 

New Me (2003) 

In their company, House of 

Diehl, partners MJ Diehl and 

Roman Milisic emphasize a cre-

ative act of production as fun-

damental to their unorthodox 

line of clothing. The dress In-

stant Couture: 6 Minutes with 

Miriam (2003) is the result of 

a performance in which House 

of Diehl spontaneously refash-

ioned old clothing and found 

objects onto a model. Also on 

display is BRAND New Me (2003), a dress with dozens of detach-

able “leaves” bearing personalized messages.

Christine Hill, The Volksboutique Care Package (2003) 
Installation shot courtesy Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York

House of Diehl, Twelve min-
utes with Nilcki (2002)

Res Ingold, Ground Service (1995), Kunstverein Karlsruhe

Corporate Sponsorship by Ingold Airlines (2005); Res Ingold

Res Ingold’s fictional company and art project, Ingold Airlines, ex-

ists out of a wide variety of airline paraphernalia, from business 

prospectuses and advertisements to baggage ID tags and packing 

tape festooned with his red logo. Ingold Airlines has intervened in 

museums and public spaces with baggage checks, VIP shuttle ser-

vices, and a recent proposal for a giant tarmac where students could 

install public art. Here, Ingold Airlines participates as the exhibi-

tion’s corporate sponsor, because, Ingold points out, “the airline has 

been looking to expand its American clientele.” 

Optimum Performance (2003); Carey Young

This video documents an action at Whitechapel Gallery in London. 

An audience coming to see one of a series of performance artworks 

heard a motivational speech about “upping their productivity” per-

formed by an actor, written by Carey Young, and based on textbooks 

about “performance management.” When Carey Young inserts cor-

porate strategies into museum and gallery contexts, she not only 

inverts audience expectations, she also disperses corporate tactics 

throughout the non-corporate world. 

The works in this exhibition are not representations of commerce so 

much as occasions for artists to actually occupy business paradigms. 

There is no apology in the overt demonstrations of art as a consum-

able commodity. By inhabiting business models, these artists exploit 

existing formats for circulating and selling ideas, creative products, 

information and artworks. Just as corporations use “viral market-

ing” approaches, art practices also cause loaded messages to pro-

liferate when they inhabit “real word” commercial or promotional 

paradigms. Ironically, with artists raiding the tool kit of businesses, 

it is no surprise that business also liberally adapts the practices of 

artists and others who employ new technologies to network, remix, 

and circulate ideas. Nevertheless, though it may no longer be sur-

prising to encounter unusual objects in the art museum, the dis-

covery of art in business formats is an attention-grabber. And there 

remains a certain power in the unexpected discovery of a discordant 

product within a familiar context of commodity exchange. Using 

these capacities for destabilizing norms and broadening distribu-

tion, these artworks are in a unique position to spread new messages 

from within the established institution of business. 
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What works?       Martha Buskirk

Martha Buskirk is associate professor of art history and criticism at 

Montserrat College of Art in Beverly, Massachusetts. In this essay, 

Buskirk considers the artwork in Trade Show in terms of a broader 

notion of “work” and against other appropriation practices in the 

history of art.

In 1999, Carey Young embarked upon an investment scheme that 

also resembled a horse race, pitting the market performance of two 

corporations against one another. Like the proverbial amateur at 

the track, she chose her stocks solely 

on the appeal of the names that 

constituted their ticker symbols – 

specifically ART (AC Neilson Corp.) 

and LIFE (Lifeline Systems Inc.). The 

performance of her thousand-pound 

investment, funded by the London-

based Film and Video Umbrella, was 

charted on a website set up for that 

purpose. Then, after a twelve-month 

period during which ART outpaced 

LIFE (even as both were undoubtedly bolstered by the stock bubble 

enthusiasm of that irrationally exuberant period), she sold out for 

a profit.

Recent art practices are clearly extending the already remarkable 

twentieth-century transformations in both the nature of the work 

(of art) and the type of work (as in skills or labor) involved in its 

production. Such changes have included an emphasis on the activity 

itself rather than object production, as well as the play with various 

forms of designation or delegation that transform an object into 

art with a minimum of physical intervention. These projects may 

involve multiple participants, both willing and unknowing, and be 

apprehended only through traces and ephemera relating to activities 

that extend well beyond the bounded space of the gallery. 

There have been a number of attempts to articulate these shifts in 

artistic practice. One is suggested by the term “post-studio art,” 

which appeared in the context of minimalism to describe the reliance 

on outside fabrication, and was then expanded by Scott Burton, in 

his catalogue essay for the 1969 exhibition When Attitudes Become 

Form, to draw connections among the otherwise disparate examples 

of site-specific activities and far more disembodied conceptual 

propositions. More recently, Helen Molesworth, in her 2003 Work 

Ethic exhibition and companion catalogue, examined art of the 

1960s to the present from the perspective of considering how 

artists enact their own versions of the transformation of labor in 

the twentieth century, from a basis in manufacturing to a service 

economy in which work may be associated with far more intangible 

activities or outcomes. And Nicolas 

Bourriaud has used the term 

“postproduction” in relation to art 

of the 1990s, extrapolating from a 

model of sampling with connections 

to earlier forms of appropriation 

to suggest the various ways that 

artists have articulated their work 

as a response to existing systems of 

circulation. 

Moreover, there can be little doubt that the works in Trade Show owe 

multiple debts, ranging from Marcel Duchamp’s early twentieth-

century readymades and their postwar progeny in pop art to the 

conceptual practices of the 1960s and 1970s that mark a point 

of origin for the approaches represented here. Yet this exhibition 

marks a particular trajectory, in which the debt to conceptual 

art is inflected by a fascination with the dynamics of the modern 

marketplace, including a complex, interdependent deployment of 

product, image, and service. Young, like the other artists brought 

together here, has focused on corporate systems of representation 

and exchange. And, to the extent that these works are involved in 

the avant-garde project of breaking down distinctions between art 

and life, there is an underlying suggestion that both sides of the 

equation are thoroughly infested by commercial concerns. 

I remember, for example, a striking encounter with General Idea 

in the pages of Avalanche. While not necessarily at odds with the 

magazine’s remarkable constellation of trenchant responses to 

art-making traditions and institutions, General Idea’s exuberant 

contribution, operating at an intersection of mass media critique and 

camp, presented a suddenly playful irreverence in the midst of the 

generally high-stakes dialogue about earthworks and conceptually 

driven performance practices. With their work the viewer is thrust 

into the realm of the commodity fetish, as postulated by Karl Marx in 

the passage in Capital where he describes the role of the commodity 

in transforming relations between people into relations between 

things, and as the analysis was extended by Jean Baudrillard to 

encompass the power of the image. 

There is also the closely related 

issue of value, which the success of 

the readymade has uncoupled from 

evidence of labor or skill. Yet J.S.G. 

Boggs puts his own twist on this 

issue, when he insists on using his 

alternative bills in actual exchanges 

and forcing collectors interested in 

their acquisition to negotiate with 

the party who accepted the bill 

for payment. There is a slippage, as his drawings function both as 

currency, used by him in the acquisition of goods or services (and, 

in the process, attracting his share of law enforcement attention), 

and as the object of a subsequent monetary transaction. We also 

encounter various riffs on the idea of marketing as little more than 

an end in itself, in Conrad Bakker’s presentation of an ambiguously 

untitled product as the basis for a pyramid scheme (a classic form 

with a long-established history of marketing hope rather than 

substance) or Christine Hill’s emphasis on the packaging, branding, 

and market identity of an equally opaque service. Even so, forms 

of eccentric, individual production turn up where least expected: in 

Baker’s hand-crafted products, Hill’s packaging and, for Boggs, in 

both the drawings and the old-fashioned barter necessitated by the 

fact that his bills obviously lack the authority of official government 

issue. 

Carey Young, Optimum Performance (2003), video 
documentation of performance at whitechapel Gallery, 
London

Christine Hill, Installation of posters for Pilot (2000), 
Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York 
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What is notable is the potential coexistence of the object and less 

tangible market forces that may also be at play, as attention to the 

frame of the market itself is a subject for both the individual artists 

and this exhibition as a whole. Perhaps this is just an extension of the 

debate about the corporate relationship to art that was so vigorously 

pursued by artists and critics during the 1980s. Yet who could have 

anticipated the extent of the Guggenheim’s transformation from art 

museum into high-end showcase or (less ironic) trade show, with 

the 1998 motorcycle exhibit or the 2000 Armani retrospective, the 

latter funded in part by a controversial $15 million contribution 

from the designer. The Boston Museum of Fine Arts has also 

shrugged off criticism of its enterprising agreement to send part 

of its Impressionist collection to Las Vegas for a 2004 exhibition 

at a casino in exchange for a rumored $1 million in rental fees. 

Nor were these more notorious examples all that different than art 

world business as usual, given the eight million euro in lending fees 

reportedly paid to the Museum of Modern Art for the immensely 

popular 2004 exhibition of its collection at Berlin’s National Gallery 

while the museum’s Manhattan building was closed for expansion. 

It is therefore no accident that Trade Show comes with its own 

fabricated sponsorship by Ingold Airlines, alongside the interweaving 

of art and fashion in the House of Diehl performance. The artists 

Rebecca Uchill has selected for inclusion and the structure of the 

exhibition as a whole focus attention on the economic forces that 

are woven throughout the contemporary environment, playing 

out scenarios that suggest an attendant potential for ambiguity 

or unease. I find myself, for example, not particularly sanguine 

about embracing Brock Enright’s commissioned kidnappings as 

art, even though I recognize that the existence of a client base for 

the operation, and the evidence of the resultant publicity, would 

provide the basis for a telling commentary on the society that could 

sustain this niche market.

Despite the occasional reminders of the hand, the play with 

marketing and self-promotion is indicative of a broader emphasis on 

the artist as professional. But the question remains: professional of 

what? It has become increasingly common for artists to draw from 

the materials and methods of other disciplines, and this exhibition 

presents evidence of the extension of this idea to include taking up 

corporate strategies as a form of readymade. By taking into account 

issues of authorship, trademark, and brand identity, these modes 

of artistic production draw attention to broader transformations 

in the nature of labor and the economic significance of intellectual 

property. What remains to be seen is how this close identification 

will play out. As viral marketing and other targeted interventions 

have become the hallmark of sophisticated commercial strategies 

to harness systems of communication and immediately exploit 

emergent trends, it may become an interesting exercise to articulate 

a distinction between creative marketing and the work of artists 

taking up such methods.

Conrad Bakker, Untitled Product Distribution 
Network (2005) 
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General Idea, File Magazine, General Idea’s 1984 and the1988 - 84 FILE Retrospective Issue. 
(Vol. 6, No. 1 & 2, 1984).
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Showing Trade      Mark Taylor

Mark Taylor is a philosopher and professor of Religion at Williams College and 

religion and architecture at Columbia University. Taylor writes in depth about a 

single work in the exhibition, J.S.G. Boggs’s The Art Experience (2002), and 

describes his notion of the “real fake.”

J.S.G. Boggs is a latter-day trickster who, like all good tricksters, 

invites us to play games that are deadly serious. Indeed, his art 

exposes the games we are already playing without knowing and 

teaches us that this ignorance is dangerous. At the most basic level, 

Boggs Bills raise the seemingly simple question: What is money? 

The more we ponder the question, the less obvious is the answer. As 

new technologies create global financial networks, we are not only 

uncertain of what money is but do not even know where it is. When 

money disappears before our eyes, we discover that we never knew 

what it was in the first place. Boggs’s art shows us what we don’t 

know by revealing the economy as a confidence game. 

The importance of this confidence game has never been greater. 

In the past twenty years, a new form of capitalism has emerged. 

To understand its significance and its relevance for art, we must 

place it in its historical context. Finance capitalism grows out of 

the transition from an industrial to an information economy. In the 

past four decades, computers and, more importantly, networking 

technologies have transformed the infrastructure of the economic 

system. During the 1980s and 1990s, big money was made by 

trading financial assets rather than producing and exchanging 

material things.  

There is a direct correlation between finance capitalism and 

postmodernism. Finance capitalists and postmodernists both traffic 

in signs that are backed by other signs. Nothing grounds this play 

of signs. Critics who insist that postmodernism is a fashionable 

creation of cultural theorists and has nothing to do with the “real” 

world simply do not understand the “reality” of Wall Street. Boggs, 

by contrast, gets it. His art is not limited to his crafty bills but 

involves the entire performative transaction that discloses what 

happens when signs – be they monetary or artistic – float freely.

Works like Res Ingold’s Ingold Airlines and Brock Enright’s 

Videogames Adventure Services effectively obscure the line between 

art and commerce. Their world is no longer the world of Andy 

Warhol’s commodity capitalism. The artists in Trade Show do not 

so much criticize the commodification of the work of art so much as 

reveal the aestheticization of the commodities in global networks of 

exchange. Art becomes finance to reveal finance as art. In the world 

of finance capitalism, there is nothing outside the network. 

 

The exploration of the relationship between form and content 

– in this case, the form of business models and the content of 

artistic critiques – aims at undoing the distinction without simply 

collapsing the two categories into each other. While form is content 

and content is form, the two are not simply identical. When we write 

an essay or create a work of art, we do not first envision its content 

in ideas, concepts and images independent of all form and then 

seek an appropriate form in which to express it. To the contrary, 

thought is always already imbricated in forms. These forms are not, 

of course, fixed and stable; rather, they are emergent and always 

changing. Such changes both reflect and embody different styles 

that are either timely or untimely. Contrary to expectation, untimely 

works, as Nietzsche reminds us, are sometimes the most timely. 

 When we understand the interrelationship between form and style, 

it becomes clear that form/content and content/context are actually 

two ways of formulating the same distinction. Since every form is 

determined by its relation to other forms that have developed over 

time and are operative in social, cultural and political situations at a 

given moment, form is always contextual. The context of any given 

form conditions, without completely determining, the meaning of 

that form and, thus, is inseparable from its content.

 The interplay between form and content on the one hand, and form 

and context on the other, suggests that the meaning and significance 

of any work are emergent. Inasmuch as context is always shifting, 

there can be no inherent meaning. Meaning, in other words, is an 

event and, as such, is never finally determinate or completely stable. 

The eventuality of meaning draws the reader and/or viewer into the 

work in a way that makes the response a moment in the work’s own 

becoming. The most sophisticated artists understand this condition 

and make it the “subject” of their art.

The western philosophical tradition presupposes a series of 

oppositions: real/fake, reality/appearance, truth/falsity, etc. These 

distinctions are not merely of intellectual interest but harbor 

important social, political, economic, psychological and religious 

implications. While there has always been disagreement about just 

where to draw the line between the real and the fake, traditionally 

there has been no doubt that the distinction is valid.

All of this changed dramatically in the latter half of the twentieth 

century. Though the reasons for this are complicated, one of the 

most important contributing factors has been the development of 

new media and technologies. In a world of genetically engineered 

food, cloning, cosmetic surgery, Viagra, and counterfeit Viagra (Is 

a fake fake real?), it is no longer possible to be sure what is natural 

and what is artificial. My term “real fake” (www.realfakes.org) 

is an oxymoron designed to call attention to a new socio-cultural 

condition.

 Reality TV, video games, network news, fake news, etc., complicate 

the relation between image and reality to suggest that the image is 

real and the real is image. More people visit Venice in Vegas than 

in Italy, and Jon Stewart seems to be a more reliable source of news 

than Dan Rather. Cultural theorists, elaborating Jean Baudrillard’s 

analysis of the culture of simulacra in which “reality’ is a media 

construction, have been telling us this for several decades. But for 

all their “discourse” about the politics of this and the politics of that, 

the left has not developed an effective media politics. The right, 

while claiming to restore traditional values, has actually created a 

postmodern politics. In a bitterly ironic twist, Karl Rove turns out 

to be the most savvy postmodernist and George W. Bush the realest 

fake.

  

The notion of the real fake both describes this condition and poses 

the challenge of reconceiving the real in a world where everything 

appears to be fake. To meet this challenge, we must undo the very 

opposition between real and fake. Perhaps the real is not the opposite 

of the fake but that which opens the possibility of the distinction 

between real and fake. Such a real could never be adequately 

grasped and, therefore, could not be represented. That does not 

mean, however, that the real is irrelevant or inconsequential; to 

the contrary, the real simultaneously enables and subverts the real/

fake opposition in a way that keeps us open to realities we cannot 

anticipate. If we are ever to apprehend this elusive real, it might be 

in works of art that enact what no trade can ever show.

J.S.G. Boggs, The Art Experience (2002) 
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The Importance of Being 
Identical      Mario Carpo

Professor of architectural history and theory at the School of Architecture of Paris-

La Vilette (France) Mario Carpo describes the relationship between reproduction 

and representation. When reproductive technologies (like the printing press or 

photography) change, the nature of representation changes, too. Current digital 

technologies make it easy to create exact copies of almost anything – a new 

problem in the history of representation. The work in Trade Show exploits that 

problem with great effect.

Nature generates diversity. In the organic world, diversity is the rule 

and identity the exception. No two trees in a forest are identical. 

According to my estimate, there must be at least three billion cats 

in Rome (Italy), most of them conspicuously visible in the urban 

environment, and I never saw two that look alike. And as far as the 

reproduction of humans goes, identical twins are a rare and often 

surprising derogation. In most cases, we tend to be all different. 

Unlike nature, human art and industry can generate identicals. At 

the time of the famed competition between Zeuxis and Parrhasius 

(the fifth century BC) identical reproduction–in that instance, of the 

likeness of a handful of grapes, or of curtains painted on a wall–

was the sign of the artist’s superior skill. Around 1450, the Italian 

humanist Leon Battista Alberti bluntly stated that art can surpass 

nature, as in nature it is impossible to find so much as two noses that 

look just alike, whereas artists can endlessly reproduce identical 

statues. Alberti even invented some odd machines and improbable 

technologies (including, to some extent, linear perspective) meant to 

deliver just that: identical copies of nature or identical replications 

of man-made objects. 

Only a few years after Alberti, other machines – more successful than 

Alberti’s – started to flood the world with identical reproductions. 

Initially, these were confined to texts and images that had lived in 

a state of permanent flux as manuscript copies but were suddenly 

stilled by the advent of print technologies. Then, with the industrial 

revolution, the same processes of mechanical mass-production were 

extended to most objects of use and consumption. Consequently, 

the paradigm of identical reproduction was one of the pillars–

technological, economical, visual, and social–of the world we lived 

in up until recently.

 

Identical reproduction bestows value, meaning, and authority 

on most objects and signs that surround us and determine most 

social practices of our times. Trademarks stand for the identity of 

the makers, they guarantee the quality, and set the prices for most 

commodities. The visible forms of trademarks are copyrighted. 

Change one pixel, and the meaning of a logo is gone . . . its legal 

protection, too. Identical reproduction confers value to legal tender. 

It is identicality that makes a piece of printed paper worth much 

more than the paper on which it is printed. Up until a couple of 

years ago, visual identicality alone was the guarantor of the legal 

value of most passports. The graphic designs and colors of the 

flags of some European countries are copyrighted. These are not 

trademarks, strictly speaking–they are nation marks. In some 

cases, identical reproduction can be a matter of life or death: visual 

identicality still identifies the army of a country, at war or in peace, 

and soldiers must pay attention to the exact graphic reproduction of 

all banners and national emblems, including the fonts used for the 

registration plates of military vehicles, the badges or decorations on 

their uniforms, and, of course, the precise design, color and cut of 

the uniforms themselves, which, as the term ‘uniform’ suggests, do 

not allow for individual variation: a soldier without a recognizable 

uniform is not protected by the Geneva Conventions. 

This is the way the mechanical world worked, and this is the legacy we 

have inherited from five centuries of mechanical culture. The digital 

world does not work that way. Digital reproduction does not deal with 

repeatable visual forms: digital transference is based on algorithms. 

Algorithms are transmitted identically, but they are invisible. Their 

physical epiphanies may be all different, and they often are, either 

randomly or by design. Identicality is ontologically irrelevant in 

the digital domain: when it happens, it is the exception and not 

the rule – ironically, just as in nature. Moreover, when you want to 

replicate identicality via digital means, which is, of course, possible, 

identicality loses one of its most distinctive traits: in the mechanical 

world, identical reproduction used to have huge technological up-

front costs that were often enough to set apart the legitimate maker 

from the falsifier, and to deter knockoffs. The machines necessary 

to manufacture real dollar bills and their watermarks used to be 

big and expensive–out of reach for most imitators. In the digital 

world, identical replication is relatively cheap and, more crucially, 

the cost of identical replication is equal for everyone: governments 

and citizens, makers and consumers, broadcasters and bootleggers, 

legal owners and cloners. In fact, the notion of an original and of 

an illegitimate replication is hard to maintain in the digital domain. 

The added value that identicality used to possess or confer to 

“legitimate” copies is already technologically unsustainable. Being 

identical is simply meaningless in a digitized environment. 

But inertia accompanies all changes. The authority of the identicals, 

which was inherent in the mechanical world, will linger on for quite 

a while in our increasingly digitized societies. This will create a 

fantastic field of exploration and opportunities for pranksters, 

bandits, and artists. No one can prevent me from creating a website 

that looks just the same as that of a bank. (When it looks just the 

same as one of an existing bank, this may count as “phising”, which 

is indeed a crime). You may file your tax return on the website of 

a non-existing state. E-tickets issued by Ingold Airlines might look 

just the same as those once issued by Swissair (an airline that does 

not exist anymore). Indeed, no one can prevent you from making 

your own e-ticket yourself. Yet in some cases you are required to file 

this piece of paper for the reimbursement of your travel expenses. 

Etc. etc. ad infinitum. 

Only a few of the artists in this exhibition deal with aberrations 

brought about by digital change. Yet all explore the paradoxes of 

identicality at a time when identicality is fast fading from our social, 

technical, and visual environment. Something else will replace 

it at some point. For the time being, the demise of the identical 

is fantastically grotesque. Artists are right to celebrate it. It is a 

revolutionary change, and it is fun.
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An accessory is the crime:

trend-starting 101  Mary Jo Diehl

Mary Jo Diehl, from the New York-based fashion house, House of Diehl, writes that 

trends can be launched by anyone just by following a few simple steps. This is an 

abridged version of her how-to article that ran in the Fall 2001 issue of Black 

Book magazine.

It’s your pop-cultural calling to start a hot trend. Follow four simple 

steps and your ready-to-wear will be ready to play to the fashion 

elite…

1. THE FASHION DON’T:  If you know where fashion is, you can 

map its next destination. But it takes courage to carry off your trend 

in the face of the prêt-à-porter circuit. Your trend is born a “fashion-

don’t.” While waiting for your hot new look to become too hot to 

trot, take solace in your acute awareness of fashion trends, without 

wearing anything “trendy.” A successful trend isn’t about kicking 

culture, it’s more of a saucy slap on the ass of convention. 

2. TREND AS TIME MACHINE: Your trend is a time machine; 

forgotten details can speak volumes to the anti-ready-to-wear rebel. 

We didn’t swoon for Sinatra at the Apollo, or rally against Rockers 

with Mods at Brighton, but re-working a key accessory recalls the 

romance of the time without the messy politics. Mods adorned their 

scooters with foxtails; you’ll hang one from your belt. Keep your 

eye stiletto sharp as you exhume a statement-worthy accessory from 

the past. 

3. LOOK GOOD ON PAPER: Safety pins, mullets, shoulder pads… 

the aesthetics of your trend are less important than what they say. 

Trends aren’t works of art, they’re ways of life. Your trend needn’t 

look good on you, but the idea of it should look good on paper. 

Whether it’s Ratpack Punk Rocker or Roller Derby Nurse, your 

statement should have a PR-friendly name for fashionistas to 

identify, copy and write about. Further, a well-themed accessory is 

a social short-cut, speaking volumes for the harried hipster too busy 

to part her dewy lips for anything other than ordering a cocktail 

from the open bar.

SEEN & BE SCENE: Your other relationships may be commitment-

free, but nothing comes between you and your trend. Wear it. If it 

can’t be seen, it can’t be copied. Target A-list soirees to catch the eye 

of fashion-world darlings like Chloe Sevigny. And don’t forget the 

all-essential party-page photo-op. Get your trend in the line of fire 

when Patrick McMullan points and shoots.

House of Diehl, Leaf Dress (2003) Photo: John Gettings


