
This is a question similar to the ones the artists featured in this issue pose as well.
Erik van Lieshout, a dynamic young Dutch artist keeps putting himself on the scale:
where does he stand in society, more precisely in contemporary Dutch society
which since the murders of politician Pim Fortuyn and filmmaker Theo van Gogh
(who’s production company has now, ironically, secured a deal with an American
producer to re-make at least three of Van Goghs films—What’s in the name?) has
quickly changed and radicalised getting away from its tolerant image and becoming
(politically at least) rigid, moralistic, terrified and xenophobe. Van Lieshout ques-
tions his position—young white male—in a curious way, utterly unpretentious;
naïve rather than arrogant.   

It seems a tendency among contemporary artists to take on this role of self ques-
tioning, combining an almost anthropological interest in society and relational or
social structures with a highly personalised approach. How else would or could you
respond to the impact and developments in this vastly ‘globalising’ world. 

The artists’ projects in this issue are contributed by two (white male) artists who
take on an approach that shares affinities with Van Lieshouts idiom: rough imagery,
shocking at times, pornographic or humoristic at others. Steven Shearer presents the
world of glam-rock, ‘heavy-language’ in an aestheticised way commenting on his
own bourgeois childhood as well as analysing the contemporary structures of image
storage, production and distribution on the internet, by individuals rather than
media—creating completely new anthologies of contemporary (trash-)cultural his-
tory. Ragnar Kjartansson instead is inspired by the roughness of ancient Icelandic
mythology and storytelling. As Rassi Prump he is a troubadour, as an artist he ex-
plores the boundaries of art, performance and music—where they converge into
metaphors for highly individual feelings, sorrow, suffering, pain, happiness….

Is APM a magazine, a platform, becoming an institution? It is definitely continu-
ously forming ad-hoc partnerships; working collaboratively with artists, putting art
first and taking its position within the landscape of art publications, events, exhibi-
tions and conferences—re-organising the autonomous structure again and yet again.
The Austrian artist, writer and curator Armin Medosch explores the possibilities of
a community in ad-hoc mode in this issue.

But of course APM#12 is again an attempt to put art first, as Annie Fletcher
argues in conversation with AW: let’s see if art practice, i.e. the art work itself, can
fill the gaps in critical theory as well as in relating to the outside world. 

Last but not least we would like to welcome a new local magazine on the Belgian
artscene: (h)art (www.kunsthart.org) published in Antwerp and covering the local
art scene in a fresh and easygoing manner. Full of reviews on local shows, hours and
dates, portraits of (local) artists and columns of internationally renowned authors it
will be the information point for all those hopping into Belgium on their way to
other, bigger centres. 

els roelandt____ andrea wiarda
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Right now I’m in an airplane flying from San Francisco to Los Angeles. Airplanes
can crash. Since that one event in 2001, the thought continues to haunt me. Now too,
though it may not last more than a few seconds: a brief moment of awareness dur-
ing the first minutes after takeoff. I look out the window. We’re still flying above San
Francisco and the Bay Area, its layout of streets clearly visible. Without any diffi-
culty I’ve spent two days walking about the city, Market Street being my continual
point of reference. If Stanley Brouwn were to ask me for directions for This way

Brouwn, I would draw a long horizontal line with many vertical intersections and,
on that, a route involving dozens of markings for all of the ‘must-see’ shops and
small businesses — hybrid forms combining the studio, garage and house — scat-
tered through the city. 

In 1965 Anni Albers writes and publishes On Weaving, which continues to be the
standard reference on weaving to this day. One of the chapters in her extremely
detailed and fascinating study is called ‘Designing as Visual Organization’. She
begins with the following words: “It is safe, I suppose, to assume that today most if
not all of us have had the experience of looking down from an airplane onto this
earth. What we see is a free flow of forms intersected here and there by straight
lines, rectangles, circles, and evenly drawn curves; that is, by shapes of great regu-
larity. Here we have, then, natural and man-made forms in contra-distinction. And
here before us we can recognize the essence of designing, a visually comprehensible,
simplified organization of forms that is distinct from nature’s secretive and complex
working.”2

It seems that both in San Francisco and in Los Angeles I meet only ‘makers’ and
‘microproducers’. In Europe, the ‘old country’, I rarely think of words like ‘work-
manship’, ‘traditional trades’ or ‘handicraft’, as if these are too antiquated for use. On
the West Coast the word ‘craftsmanship’ is given meaning, in my view, by cycling
enthusiasts who rig together their own mountain bikes; by cabinetmakers who pro-
duce gorgeous rocking chairs; by a serigrapher who owns only one old-fashioned
press; by the miniature ceramic sculptures of Ron Nagle, from the seventies; by
landscaping designs in which botanical passion rouses all the senses, as well as
countless computer businesses where graphic and other smaller software programs
and games are developed. A visit to an ordinary branch of an American do-it-your-
self hardware store can scarcely be put into words: our Belgian ‘Bricocenter’ bears
no likeness at all to this. Is it the jet lag, exhaustion, sunstroke, some extreme form
of subjective delusion? Or is the idea of craftsmanship, in all its forms, closely inter-
twined with the widely held views on entrepreneurship and individuality? What, 
in fact, has happened to the old stronghold Europe? What do we call Europe’s
equivalent to the fascinating American Center for Land Use Interpretation? All of
these ill-defined thoughts continue to plague me as I quietly sit through the flight.
The Center for Land Use Interpretation concerns itself with, among other things,
the gathering and dissemination of information on how the American landscape is
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perceived, used and appropriated. The intellectual legacy of Robert Smithson, who
died in a plane crash in 1973, is among the center’s points of departure. On their web-
site he is quoted: “One is liable to see things in maps that are not there. One must
be careful of the hypothetical monsters that lurk between the map’s latitudes...”3 In
Washington there is a man who answers to the name George W. Bush. That, too, is
and always will be America, the birthplace and home of visual artist Joe Scanlan. 

On January 22, 2005 ‘things that fall’ gives a press conference at Galerie De Ex-
peditie on the Leliegracht in Amsterdam. Forty-eight hours prior to this, George W.
Bush has been inaugurated for his second term of office. In Amsterdam, The Massa-

chusetts Wedding Bed is presented to the world for the first time. Donelle Woolford,
Greg Scanlan and Joe Scanlan lie in bed together, responding to questions — on the
United States, on their fellow citizens and their shopping habits — posed by the press
and attending art viewers. According to the invitiation’s text, The Massachusetts

Wedding Bed is an average queen-sized bed that is “made to order by hand in Well-
fleet, Massachusetts, just twelve miles from where the pilgrims first landed.” The
text reads like an advertising brochure, praising it as “a nice, sturdy, elegant bed,
capable of providing a lifetime of rest and intimacy for a man and a woman or a
woman and a woman or a man and a man.” After this comes a detailed technical
description of its parts, assembly and wood-finishing instructions.4

“Commerce breeds acceptance,” writes Joe Scanlan. First of all, he uses every
civil-rights campaign and demonstration to bring important topics to the attention
of a broad public. That being completely legitimate in Scanlan’s view, he nonethe-
less sees these campaigns arising from frustration and often becoming negative,
thereby causing them to be met with hostility. This generates new conflict situations
and makes matters worse. He then comes to the conclusion: “After the high ideals
and lowdown nastiness have run their course, however, it is commerce that ulti-
mately accomplishes what piety and aggression could not. Americans, as a majority,
are against gay marriage. But an even greater majority—and one with a much deeper
conviction—is for the sale at a profit of shoes, gowns, tuxedos, rings, flowers, cakes,
flatware, decorations, champagne, pajamas, hotel rooms, airline tickets, almonds,
lace and candles. In the long run, the dull routine of commerce—of money ex-
changed for goods and services, the taxes paid on that income and the goods and
services consumed—does more to persuade the American public of what is right
and decent than sophisticated rhetoric ever could.” The purchase of The Massachu-

setts Wedding Bed becomes, in other words, a political statement, this being the only
bed on the market by which the buyer expresses support for and defends the right
of anyone who wishes to marry, regardless of sexual preference.

The description ‘things that fall’ happens to be a significant point of departure for
the investigation of Joe Scanlan’s recent activities and individual stance—all of this
seasoned with scepticism and a healthy dose of absurd humor. In the summer of
2005 he uses it as the title of a solo exhibition at Galerie Chez Valentin in Paris. The
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exhibition and the gallery serve as a platform for the official opening of the website
of the same name: thingsthatfall.com. In an interview with the French critic Anaïd
Demir, Scanlan explains, “The title of the show is things that fall and that is the
proposition: to think about sculpture and art through this idea. There has been great
interest in the subject throughout the history of art, from the Dying Gaul to Brueghel
to Mike Kelley. Things that fall often have beautiful consequences. Either their fall
is beautiful, or their impact is, or their life at the bottom, or their ability to rise again.
Falling is as essential to beauty and philosophy as it is to economics and physics.”5

He then goes on to say, “Americans love destruction. Since September 11, 2001, it has
become ever more apparent that things that fall present unrivaled opportunities for
emotional manipulation, economic profit, and political gain. (Even the phrase itself,
‘Since 9/11,’ is a reliable preamble to issues worthy of being exploited.) Whether
world leaders, stock prices, Martha Stewart, or the World Trade Center, each thing
that falls marks a downward motion that inspires widespread speculation about its
eventual rise. It is a kind of blood lust. Not for the destructive event itself, but for the
profits to be made after the destruction has taken place. Austrian economist Joseph
Schumpeter called this cyclical capitalist drive creative destruction. By his defini-
tion, capitalism cannot advance without perpetually destroying itself in order to
profit from its own regeneration.” Scanlan’s reasoning has an aesthetic point of
anchor, as it were, while it proceeds into politics, economic analysis and opinion,
and ultimately comes back to art: “This reflex has become so natural to American
culture that its media, its citizens, its politicians and its stockbrokers all crave things
that fall solely for the gains that are certain to follow. Even Robert Smithson, the
conscience of American Art, understood that re-organizing entropy into containers
for distribution and sale was not only a way to make the concept of entropy visible,
but to profit from it as well. Just before he died, Smithson said as much when he told
Moira Roth it was time for artists to stop trying to transcend the corruption of com-
mercialism and industry and bourgeois attitudes. His current hagiographic treat-
ment to the contrary, when Smithson drew a comparison between the rosy escapism
of art and the cruddy workings of commerce, he sided with commerce.”6

Everything is for sale on the website thingsthatfall.com: entropy, snowflakes, nest-
ing bookcases, forsythias. Joe Scanlan uses the website as a conceptual framework
and, at the same time, as a commercial display case for the distribution of his ideas.
DISTRIBUTION. The lofty word has fallen. According to this American artist, the
term distribution refers to the most off-limits zone in the art world. The subject can-
not be broached. In February 2005 he writes the following in an e-mail: “I have felt
for some time that economics underpins every important gesture since Cindy Sher-
man and Sherrie Levine. No one wants to talk about art that way because its too
demeaning. But I remember Marcel Broodthaers said that all commentaries on art
are really about shifts in the economy. And he was right.”7 With the words ‘things
that fall’ he explicitly refers to such economic change. While, for the last forty years,
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American society has strongly relied on the notion that wealth and fame are within
everyone’s reach—that everyone has a right to his/Andy Warhol’s fifteen minutes of
fame—it is now obsessed with the awareness that everything and everyone will meet
with disaster one day. About the significance of this change in the American con-
sciousness, Scanlan writes: “(...) not only has America’s mood changed, but its profit
motive has as well. The dawning of Smithsonomics is not something to be sad or
uncertain about, it’s something to be invested in.”

The thoughts underlying things that fall go back to Joseph Schumpeter’s notion
‘creative destruction’. This originally Austrian economist (1883–1950) fled Central
Europe due to the rise of Nazism and became a professor at Harvard University.
Though lesser known, he is considered the most important rival of John Maynard
Keynes (1883–1946) and was an advocate of integrating sociological models into his
economic theories. Joe Scanlan adopts his text ‘The Process of Creative Destruc-
tion’, first published in 1942 in Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy. Adopting is, I
believe, the correct word here, since the artist has touched up the original text in var-
ious ways. With this he uses a color-based method that is transparent to the reader.
The majority of Schumpeter’s text remains unchanged in black print. Dark blue
indicates a shift or displacement of a word. Medium blue sentences and words are
slight alterations by Joe Scanlan. Bright blue stands for significantly rewritten pas-
sages, and finally pale blue means a new addition. The rewritten parts subtly refer
to the art world, and the text as a whole becomes a linguistic weave, a composi-
tion in which creative destruction seems to be synonymous with creative creation.
Scanlan finds support in Schumpeter’s theory and thereby ventures to articulate an
alternative to the avant-garde question: what can I do to be unique? Roland Barthes
and Clement Greenberg always argued that the avant-garde movements are driven
by authorship, by each artist’s wish to say something new. Rosalind Krauss regarded
the modernist urge for innovation as a myth: how can the new still, in fact, be new
if it is being repeated by every generation? But Krauss, too, continues to seek the
motive in terms of authorship, particularly in the desire of each generation to con-
tradict, to destroy the previous one in order to be able to distinguish itself from it.
And that is the point at which Joe Scanlan introduces the Austrian economist:
“Schumpeter is interesting to me because, while he agrees that each succeeding gen-
eration needs to contradict and destroy what came before it, he locates this drive not
in authorship but in economic survival. Destruction is not an intellectual critique of
previous forms and institutions, but a necessary process for making those forms and
institutions profitable again. The conventional view of artistic change (the avant
garde) is: what can I say that is unique? My view, supported by Schumpeter’s the-
ory, is: what can I do that might be profitable?”8

“Moi aussi, je me suis demandé si je ne pouvais pas vendre quelque chose et réussir

dans la vie” “L’idéé enfin d’inventer quelque chose d’insincère me traversa l’esprit et 

je me mis aussitôt au travail,” explains Marcel Broodthaers (1924–1976) when he
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decides to join the ranks of visual artists. The words have a familiar ring to an art
audience; he has silkscreened them onto the invitation card of his very first exhibi-
tion, held at Galerie Saint-Laurent in Brussels from the 10th to the 25th of April
1964. Joe Scanlan shares Marcel Broodthaers’s concern for invitation cards, posters
and texts of announcements, for what we have come to call ‘artists’ ephemera’.9

The invitation card, the press release, the poster, the website (and the e-flux mail-
ings that draw attention to the website): each is part of the distribution puzzle, 
the dissemination of ideas. From the manifestoes and press releases, Scanlan’s
affinity with and interest in language and literature—another possible link with
Broodthaers—can be detected. The revised text of J. Schumpeter is not an isolated
case. The Brussels publishing house of Thorsten Baensch, named Bartelby & Co.,
produces The Window Stunt in 2003. An edition of sixteen copies is published in
connection with Joe Scanlan’s lecture held in the library of the Van Abbemuseum.
The Window Stunt (the 2003 edition) is his second rewritten version of the famous
short story ‘Bartelby, the Scrivener’ by Herman Melville (1819–1891). The first ver-
sion dates from the late eighties.10 According to the legend at the back of the latest
edition, he rewrote the first version in nine consecutive days. Joe Scanlan plans to
rewrite and to refine Melville’s story time and again, in an attempt to arrive at a per-
fect version. Each new version reflects the changes in the thought and the life of the
artist. Differences arise in the mood as well as in the setting, the surroundings in
which the story takes place. In the first version Scanlan changes all of the descrip-
tions of New York streets found in the original short story and replaces them with
exact details on Chicago, the city to which he moves in 1986. The Brussels publica-
tion has then been given back New York as the literary map and surroundings, but
here the year is 1989. In the original story the protagonist Bartleby looks out the win-
dow of his office, at a brick wall. The countless analyses on Melville’s short story
from 1853—ranging from “the first existential and absurdist narrative in American
literature” to “one of the first examples of ‘corporate discontent’ ”—could fill a small
library. On one particular day, for no evident reason, Melville’s copyist refuses to
carry out any further assignments. His now classic pronouncement with this act of
insubordination is “I would prefer not to.”11

At www.thingsthatfall.com yet another text adaptation by Joe Scanlan can be
found: Lament for the Makers. In a brief introduction we come to know more about
the author William Dunbar (ca. 1460–ca. 1513). This Scottish poet and Franciscan
monk connected with the royal court preferred to call his poems ballads and to con-
sider himself a maker rather than a poet. Dunbar’s original work is an elegy dedi-
cated to all of the prominent writers who preceded him. In the new version, an up-
date in computer language, Joe Scanlan incorporates his own influences: the leading
architects and designers of the twentieth century. Midway through the work he
(re)writes: 
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The Constructivists could not prevail, 
Slain with a shower of mortal hail, 
Even the Futurists could not flee–
Fear of death unsettles me.

It claimed the Werkstätte Viennese,
And brought De Stijl to its knees,
Truer forms will never be–
Fear of death unsettles me.

Anni Albers, reft above,
That did so lively weave in love,
So short, so quick, of shuttle she–
Fear of death unsettles me.

Among the products offered at www.thingsthatfall.com is the Nesting Bookcase, per-
haps the very pièce de résistance of all Scanlan’s work to date. He has been produc-
ing the bookcase/object since 1989. It may be his most evolved serial design (the
starter pot, pay dirt, and the coffins being among the other examples) which has
been carried out with subtle variations and in slightly different versions over the
years. At the same time, each new bookcase is unique. On this subject Michael
Newman has written the fascinating essay ‘Joe Scanlan’s Nesting Bookcase: Du-
champ, The Eameses and the Impossibility of Disappearing’. It can be found at the
back of the first book produced by Scanlan’s publishing company Commerce. The
publication provides a ten-year survey of his Nesting Bookcase. Both the graphic
design of the cover and the subtitle refer to the house style of October, an ‘authori-
tative’ art-historical magazine.12

Over the past few months—and partly owing to the effects of initial orders on the
website—Joe Scanlan has been contemplating the option of not simply continuing
to develop new designs and new materials for his Nesting Bookcase. Interested buy-
ers can now indicate a preference for a particular period or model, from as early as
1989: “ (...) old school, threaded insert with collar, orthagonal, delta wing, thread
strap, loop strap, plastic ... so many choices.” In a highly elucidating manner, he
adds, “What I like about this idea is that it is one small way that a micro-producer
like myself can distinguish his commercial practice from the corporations. It is a
way to make the fact that I need other people’s money in exchange for what I make
more personal, more particular, more political.”13

On initial consideration Scanlan’s latest decision seems to be based on the old
functionalist saying ‘less is more’, but nothing could be farther from the truth. Dur-
ing the past eight years he has endeavored to propagate his ideas by way of an overt
and, at times, fairly ruthless distribution strategy. The reasoning behind this has
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always been: the best way to circulate an idea consists of actually distributing an
object, the representation of an idea. This strategy has worked well—several hun-
dred copies of the Nesting Bookcase have already been produced by him, but it
requires a great deal of time and energy to manufacture a sufficient number of copies
and then, personally, to distribute them far and wide. That is why the artist is left
with less time and energy for the development of new ideas.

In keeping with the conceptual tradition, he is now shifting to the articulation of
a new proposal injected with a strong dose of ‘pop art’. What would happen if he
were to develop as many ideas as possible in as short a time as possible? Then, per-
haps, an idea would become successful in a different way, namely as a unique pro-
totype. For it no longer needs to circulate literally, as a physical object. The idea
alone is enough and serves as potential for objects to come. 

To what sort of solo exhibition would this provocative and astute reasoning lead?
And following this line of thought, how would it affect the prospects of the museum
of contemporary art and, more specifically, the Département des Aigles – Section XXI

siècle ? Perhaps the exhibition space would then become a literal showroom, filled
with as many ideas as possible, a marketplace for ideas where only the ‘best’ idea
wins. In all probability the best idea would then lose its status as a work of art, hav-
ing become a widely distributed, mass-produced article. Things that fall. Or is there
another solution? Ultimately it is not the fall but the landing that matters. In my
view there lies an alternative, a landing strip for the museum in www.thingsthat-
fall.com. The forms, constructions and words of Joe Scanlan challenge the museum,
after two hundred years of preserving its contents, to reflect on expansion for the first
time. Away with the curator’s melancholy and the museum’s metaphysical image:
let us take our wishes a radical step beyond and seek a new dialectic course for art
which takes the direction of art, runs parallel to it, through it, above and below it.
Though we may not be able to escape art, the museum can indeed become a pro-
duction site for ideas, for the organization and transformation of objects, forms and
structural relationships. 

Beneath the impudence of Scanlan’s statements lie consistently clear, substantial
and obstinate (ideas for) ‘designs’. In his body of work the critical, metaphorical and
practical components form a coherent whole. He defends the individual position of
the artist, as well as the necessity and self-evidence that his ideas must have in order
to determine value. There is moreover a ‘deliberateness’ in the pace at which he
wishes to send his contrivances into the world. Ultimately Agnes Martin and On
Kawara are more valuable role models than their celebrated countryman Andy
Warhol.14 On being asked what gives political meaning to his work in general, Joe
Scanlan answers, “Skepticism on the one hand, and humor (absurdity) on the other,
both of which are rooted in individualism. We live in a time of competing belief sys-
tems, but with no room for skeptics. Belief systems are not only blind to contradic-
tion and deaf to doubt, they are social structures bound by common values and thus
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averse to individualism. In any system, be it religious or cultural or economic, the
end of individualism is the end of dissent, and the end of dissent is the end of
progress. I want as little as possible to do with this kind of peer pressure, this kind
of group restraint.”15

Let us go back to the layout of San Francisco, or to be more precise, to the com-
plexity and richness of ‘grid’ systems and compositions. The many small workshops
and stores scattered throughout the city have both metaphorical and practical value
as production models. Flying (figuratively this time) from the West to the East
Coast, we arrive at graphic designer Stuart Bailey’s recently opened Dexter Sinister

– Just-In-Time Workshop & Occasional Bookstore in New York. In an enlightening
declaration of intent, he reports that the production of printed matter still follows
established lines: from the writing of the manuscript, to the design, then to the pro-
duction and finally the distribution of a book. Throughout the chain of production,
one specialist takes over where another stops. Essentially, this is no different from
the assembly line at the start of the twentieth century, from the first real mass pro-
duction of automobiles in Henry Ford’s factory. The ‘Just-In-Time’ model consti-
tutes an alternative to this and was developed, still according to Stuart Bailey, by
Toyota in Japan during the 1950s. The assembly model requires space, a supply of
parts and many specialists along the line. The ‘Just-In-Time’ model involves the par-
allel production of parts, an infrastructure based on communication, demand and
supply. Smaller stocks are formed, thereby allowing for a quicker response to change.
Adjustments can be carried out by more and less specialized personnel.16 Dexter

Sinister, situated in a basement on Ludlow Street, corresponds to the Japanese model
and is a ‘Just-In-Time’ workshop and bookstore: production and distribution take
place at one and the same location. With this Stuart Bailey wishes to define an alter-
native to the economic models that are generally based on overproduction, on large
scales and almost automatically resulting surplus. There may not be many differ-
ences between a manual silkscreen press, a stencil machine and a laser printer. Today
anyone who has a good software program can put together a book; with a cell phone
and an internet connection, you can be your own publisher. There are internet
printing companies where one or five copies of a book can be ordered. Two days
later this arrives on your doorstep. In his announcement Stuart Bailey borrows, from
Norman Potter’s Models & Constructs, a paragraph that may not be out of place in
summing up Joe Scanlan’s activities: “There are many roles for your own future
workshops, and I hope you will occupy them with devotion, intelligence, and high
good humour. Good luck with your inheritance!”

(translation: Beth O’Brien)
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n o t e s  

1. The title is an amalgamation of and an addition to Daniel Buren’s phrase ‘the unspeakable

compromise of the portable work of art’ from 1971 and the title of the exhibition on conceptual

art reconsidering the object of art, held in Los Angeles in 1995.

2. Albers, Anni, On Weaving, Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1965, p. 71.

3. www.clui.org

4. The bed is delivered unfinished, and can remain that way if you wish. Otherwise, a clear 

varnish or low-lustre oil finish is recommended—preferably two coats—with a light sanding

(220 grit) in between. The bed can also be finished with ‘milk paint,’ a rich, flat, and ex-

tremely durable paint used by the American Shaker communities. For the complete text, see:

www.thingsthatfall.com/sleep.php

5. It is almost impossible, within the Parisian context of the solo exhibition, not to think of the

motion-picture film La Haine from 1995. The film tells the story of a man who falls from the

fiftieth floor of an apartment building and, during his fall, gives himself courage with each

floor: “Jusqu’ici tout va bien, jusqu’ici tout va bien, jusqu’ici tout va bien... L’important c’est pas la

chute, c’est l’atterrissage.” 

6. www.galeriechezvalentin.com/fr/expositions/2005/scanlan

7. Quote from an e-mail written by Joe Scanlan, dated February 8, 2005.

8. Quote from an e-mail written by Joe Scanlan, dated January 4, 2006.

9. A fascinating little exhibition could be made with the invitation cards and exhibition posters

of Marcel Broodthaers in one space and the work of Joe Scanlan in the other. Such an exhibi-

tion could explore the similarities and the differences among ephemera spanning a period of

thirty-five years. Joe Scanlan could hold an interview with one of the descendants of Marcel

Broodthaers’s cat (available as a limited edition on vinyl and as a free download from MySpace).

One of the questions would relate to a basic idea of Marshall McLuhan (1911–1980), who

launched the age of information, that the content of a medium is irrelevant; it’s the way that

medium behaves—and the way it makes you behave in response to it—that is important. 

10. The first version of The Window Stunt was published in: Heynen, Julian, Joe Scanlan, Krefeld:

Krefelder Kunstmuseen, 1996.

11. For a good introduction to Melville’s story, see: www.gradesaver.com/classicnotes/titles/bartleby

12. The original title of the publication is October: The Second Decade, 1986–1996. Joe Scanlan’s

Commerce 1 was given the title Nesting Bookcase: The First Decade, 1989–99. Above the title

stands the row of words that leave little to the imagination: Art, Theory, Criticism, Politics. 

13. Quote from an e-mail written by Joe Scanlan, dated June 20, 2005.

14. See “THE BEST: A Manifesto” signed by Joe Scanlan, Donelle Woolford and Steve Canal

Jones at www.thingsthatfall.com/manifesto.php.

15. Statement made by Joe Scanlan in an interview with Anaïd Demir for Le Journal des Arts, July

2005, see www.thingsthatfall.com/utopias.php.

16. See www.dextersinister.org
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Re-dematerialization 

Things that disappear, 

then reappear again
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Each of us at any moment and at any level may be traded off —

without the notion of exchange, we can have no serious insight into the social structure.

—Jacques Lacan1

The movement of artworks must be at a standstill and thereby become visible.

—Theodor Adorno2

prelude: sameness and civilization 3

Half a year ago I decided to treat myself to a four-month (“junior”) sabbatical in the
Western Canadian city of Vancouver, a place that, from an inevitably Eurocentric
point of view, cannot be thought to exist otherwise than on the proverbial edge of
the world; it is, quite literally, far away from anything and everything. [So much for
the ‘global village’ rhetoric: what village exactly do these rhetoricians have in mind?]

This so-called “terminal city”—a term used rather endearingly by the locals them-
selves—is where the current essay on the work of American artist Joe Scanlan was
primarily researched and written; a drastic change of decor, indeed, from my work
station in Brussels (“Vika Persbo”) where my various writings habitually come into
being.

Why Vancouver? The reasons for my being here are primarily personal in nature
(though I do admit to being slightly enamored with the idea of remoteness and its
therapeutic overtones, too), that is to say they are related to romance —and to the
desire for the various comforts, luxuries and securities of “home life” (settling) which
romance optimistically instills in us.

So yes, here I am, flying into Vancouver, a parody of so-called nomadic life—the
tirelessly romanticized staple of any curatorial diet—deciding to sort-of get settled
(“cease from migration and adopt a fixed abode”). Now what does the newly arrived
(if temporary) settler do to usher in the ritual of habitation? How does one claim 
and “make” living space? Exactly: he or she goes shopping—to IKEA. There are 
two IKEA stores located in the suburban sprawl that surrounds Vancouver—but of
course both the communities of Coquitlam and Richmond will balk at this descrip-
tion. Which inevitably prompts the question why IKEA stores generally spring up in
the far reaches of suburbia, where ‘burbs morph into sizeable cities in their own right.

IKEA is one of a handful of branding phenomena which lend genuine credibility
to the phrase “global village” in that their sheer ubiquity really make the world feel
like a village, namely a place that pretty much can be taken in in a single glance—
and “where everybody knows your name.” Here I am, a long, long way from home—
but sure enough, there is always an IKEA store around the corner to make me feel
“at home,” or, better still, to enable me to reproduce and replicate home-away-from-
home. IKEA outlet stores are pretty much to be found everywhere around the world
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(now counting well over 200 units in 30 different countries), and much like Nike or
the likes of Coca-Cola, Hennes & Mauritz, McDonald’s or Starbucks, their presence
in these various countries and continents—the appearance of a logo more than of
anything else: these corporate brands’ overpowering visual presence surely allow us
to look at the concept of “logocentrism” in a wholly new way4—has come to signify,
rather cliché-like, the pervasive success of global capitalism in covering the earth’s
surface with the triumphal banners of consumer culture. It is this global visual pres-
ence—legions of logos, littered across the planetary archipelago of strip malls—and
the concurring global dissemination of its representations, which of course also help
produce the distinct experience of “sameness” that has become one of the hallmarks
of globalization: the fact that, wherever we may go—no matter how far away from
“home”—we are always immediately immersed in a landscape of staggeringly famil-
iar sameness. Where once venturing out into the great wide open virtually ensured
us of an encounter with Difference and Otherness (why else would we bother leav-
ing the green grass of home in the first place?), we are now more likely to enter a
world of unique monotony and predictability, razed and leveled by the globally
resounding dictates of commerce. [Civilization demands and in turn engenders
sameness.]

Sure enough, it is mighty wonderful that wherever I decide to settle down—that
is, in one of those thirty countries, but who really wants to live anywhere else?—
there is an IKEA catalogue at hand to help me recreate the illusory cocoon of home;
at the same time, however, there is also something distinctly depressing about the
fact that, after having visited the local IKEA store, I will be coming home to the
more-or-less exact same interior as that of my neighbor or the newly married couple
just down the block. (Why do we hate being recognized in these shopping centers,
especially by our neighbors or other people we dream of differing from? Because 
we hate waking up to the realization that the soothing ritual of shopping, so often
performed in a dream-like state of obliviousness to the leveling effects of consump-
tion, does not produce the much sought-after “cultural” distinction from “other” con-
sumers which we assume the very act of shopping will secure for us: we hate being
caught buying the same sofa, the same set of chairs, the same framed reproduction
of Matisse’s La Danse. I sure hated rushing out of that Richmond, B.C. store amid a
sizeable armada of co-consumers sporting sunny dispositions and pushing overbur-
dened carts, knowing that that night, just like any other IKEA customer, I would be
cursing myself for having to assemble my Billy bookcase all by myself...) Now this
is all the more significant, of course, because the allure of consumer capitalism is
predicated precisely on la promesse de bonheur that is implied in the fantasy of dif-
ference—the assurance that, through buying certain goods, you can distinguish your-
self from the anonymous mass of consumers, “be yourself ” as “someone else”—and
there is no one brand that speaks more convincingly about the promise of differen-
tiation and distinction (in the admittedly crude sense that “my pad looks different
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from yours, therefore I am free”) than IKEA. In fact, it is probably here that one
should look for an “explanation” to the remarkable success of the Scandinavian
superstore as a primarily sociological and cultural phenomenon; the founder of the
prefab living behemoth, 80-year old Ingvar Kamprad, is currently the fourth richest

person in the world —sufficient proof, indeed, that Kamprad’s vision of affordable liv-
ing has definitely tapped in on a globally felt desire in ways that should rightfully
shame the likes of Phil Knight, E. Neville Isdell and Jim Skinner 5. A desire for dif-
ference and distiction—to which IKEA has responded with the largely illusory
phantasm of self-realization and self-empowerment through interior design, with
the pre-packaged utopia of affordable, environmentally sound—and above all (or so
it thinks of itself) aesthetically pleasing—“life style”. Indeed, not only does IKEA
offer us a “life style” or customizable “style of self,” it also provides (again, much more
so than its many competitors in the arena of multinational corporations) a strongly
defined aesthetic of sorts—indebted, of course, to the mighty legacy of Scandinavian
design—and an equally brand-specific “ethic” that seems to be woven into the tis-
sue of IKEA produce itself. Taken together, IKEA thus proposes an art of living that
in many ways seems anathema to the extravagant ways of global capitalism, and
much more close in spirit to the utopian thrust of that handful of modernist avant-
gardes that called for the submersion of art into life, for the aestheticization of poli-
tics and the politicization of art, and thus inevitably also for the dissolution and 
disappearance of art, as an autonomous realm of human practice, “into idea, design,
or everyday life.” Socialism, as a political project of social engineering, may have 
had its day, its charred remains still smoldering in the ruins of various (German,
Russian) experiments in communal living, but the shadow of its artful beginnings
in the artists’ and writers’ colonies of turn-of-the-century Bohemian Mitteleuropa
continues to roam, rather perversely I would say, IKEA’s one-way shopping trails: 
it seems fair to assume that IKEA’s (commercial and cultural) success at pursuing
the quintessentially modernist dream of wedding art and life into a seamless Gesamt-

kunstwerk of “populist” design would make the members of the Bauhaus, the Russ-
ian Constructivists, Charles Rennie Mackintosh and the Wiener Werkstätte groan
with envious embarrassment. A “requiem for communism”6 can be heard humming
through the bowels of every yellow-blue-clad windowless box store around the
world—and should one hum along with it?

Consider the following quote by Ingvar Kamprad, culled from Pay For Your pleas-

ure (reprise), Joe Scanlan’s follow-up to Mike Kelley’s well-known piece of the same
name: “Once and for all we have decided to side with the many… What we want,
we can still do. Together. A glorious future!”7 A soundbite straight out of the revolu-
tionary songbook, it smacks of many a KOMFUT, LEF or UNOVIS battle-cry.8

Ever since Karl Marx decided to apply the Hegelian scheme of dialectics to the
astute workings of the emerging capitalist world order, we have come to understand
the centrality of perversion to the “art” of capitalism. The success story of IKEA, in
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no small way achieved thanks to cunningly aggressive marketing methods, is such
an emblem of perversion—a classic example of the insidious ways in which com-
modity capitalism succeeds at conscripting those very forces that seek to contradict
or transcend it. Fortunately enough, however, capitalism also produces (and will for-
ever continue to produce) its own inner inconsistencies and contradictions—and it
is in the “temporary autonomous zone” of such an inconsistency, i.e. in the “free
zones” it simply has to generate in order for the masses to believe they are spoilt for
consumer choices, that art can emerge, exist and flourish—most notably (as was
first made clear by Marcel Duchamp and his tactics of the readymade) by “taking
back” from consumer society that which capitalism itself had embezzled from the
realm of cultural production—say, design. Joe Scanlan is the consummate practi-
tionerof this art of “taking back”, of what Michel de Certeau has called an art of
“poaching”9; armed with his trademark AK-47, we encounter him, “poaching” his way
through the intricately laid-out IKEA labyrinth—yes, for the shortest time it looked
like a perfectly innocent shopping spree—intent on subverting the Order of Things
to which the dictates of commerce have condemned our daily lives to conform.

i. the art of manoeuvre

The thousands of people who buy a health magazine, 

the customers in a supermarket, the practitioners of urban space, 

the consumers of newspaper stories and legends—

what do they make of what they “absorb,” receive, and pay for? 

What do they do with it?

—Michel de Certeau10

I’ve allowed myself this lengthy, partly anecdotal digression recounting the IKEA
experience—and revisiting its ‘political’ overtones—for a variety of reasons, all of
which will now lead us back to the work of Joe Scanlan. My account speaks of com-
merce and consumer culture, both of which in some sense define the theoretical
horizon of Scanlan’s practice as a critically minded artist11; it speaks of design as an
integral part of both commodity capitalism and the revolutionary programs of early
modernism, to which much of Scanlan’s thinking is clearly indebted12; finally, it also
speaks, clearly and squarely, of furniture —and “furniture,” to be sure, seems to be
Joe Scanlan’s idiom or medium of choice, a choice that is obviously meant to com-
plicate the very idea of the medium and of modernism’s stringent adherence to
medium-specificity as a way to secure the artwork’s (or, more generally, art’s) auton-
omy and its consequent opposition to considerations of the work’s possible use
value. These three distinct areas of interest intersect quasi-exemplarily in what may
well be considered Joe Scanlan’s most paradigmatic work to date, a “sculpture” that
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actively employs one of IKEA’s most iconic (if somewhat pedestrian) fixtures, the
world-renowned “Billy” bookcase.13 In this work, prosaically called DIY some of the
artist’s major preoccupations intertwine to produce a momentous piece of “work,”
the critical topicality of which bears down on a particularly wide range of themes
both narrowly artistic (aesthetic) and broadly cultural (political).

DIY was originally conceived for the exhibition Waste Management, held at the
Art Gallery of Ontario in Toronto in 1999; within the context of that exhibition, the
project emphatically addressed issues concerning consumption and consumer cul-
ture, recycling and “waste management,” and showed the artist’s considerable skill
at transforming a generic IKEA bookcase (along with all sorts of IKEA trinkets),
into a bona fide coffin, complete with adjoining columns and vases containing
chrysanthema, making the gallery space in which the coffin was installed look much
like a funeral parlor waiting for business to arrive. In a frame hung on the gallery
wall a small drawing presented a diverse array of elaborate coffin forms from differ-
ent parts of the world: how to unearth the lugubrious truth lodged deep inside a
common commodity and make a cheapskate staple of global design into a display
case for showing off dead bodies. [But whose exactly?] The idea of these forms being
indigenous and therefore somehow emblematic of their origins was later expanded
into a step-by-step how-to guide with the explanatory title DIY or How to Kill Your-

self Anywhere in the World for Under $399, published by Imschoot, uitgevers, thus
freeing the Waste Management project from the shackles of “authorship”—one
object made by one artist—and allowing the sinister knowledge of DIY to travel
freely across the globe. The cover of said book sported a glaringly blue-and-yellow
logo, further complicating the project’s guerrilla-style debunking of the established
“self-made man” mythology of the Swedish flat-pack Leviathan. In an online com-
ment that refers back to both de Certeau’s observations on the emancipation of con-
sumer as user and the interlacing of the idea of design with that of the manifesto,
Scanlan himself has noted that “DIY is a shopping guide, a manifesto for how to get
what you want from the world of commerce rather than accepting what it wants you
to have, an epic tale about the transformation of mundane merchandise into a tran-
scendental escape vehicle”—a vessel, it is herewith insinuated, that will secure our
escape from the prison house of consumer/commodity capitalism, in which the one-
dimensional relationship between “object” and “use” reigns defiantly supreme, while

simultaneously continuing to belong to it… in the shape of an IKEA bookcase.14

Interestingly, to ‘animate’ the rather stark format of the assembly manual, Scanlan
recruited the improbable-seeming assistance of another “artwork,” namely AnnLee,
the Manga figure acquierd by French artists Pierre Huyghe and Philippe Parenno in
1999 to operate as the lead character in the much-lauded collaborative No Ghost,

Just a Shell project. However, the figure really only appears five times throughout
the DIY book, twice to make a phone call ordering flowers for the ‘funeral’; the
expression of suicidal sadness on the Manga character’s perennially lackluster face
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is powerful enough to convince me into believing she (he?) is actually ordering flow-
ers for her (his?) own funeral. Tellingly, the diptych of the AnnLee figure using a
robust, slightly antiquated-looking mobile phone also reappears on the artist’s web-
site www.thingsthatfall.com under the “Idols” header, with one panel sporting the
title “Dial M for Murder” (oh, so this might not be AnnLee’s own funeral after all,
but perhaps that of a hated Manga rival?), the other one simply called “Last Call”.
On www.thingsthatfall.com, I come across an interview conducted by Ph.D. student
Kristel Van Audenaeren in which she seems to impersonate (‘perform’) the Manga
character; one passage contains the following sardonic exchange: “[AnnLee:] You
seem to design objects with other people (or sometimes even “consumers”) in mind,
other people who might use these objects. Did you immediately think that I could
use a coffin made out of IKEA material? [ Joe Scanlan:] Yes. You and IKEA were a
match made in heaven, two peas in a pod. You were destined for each other.” Here,
Scanlan unwittingly paraphrases the Lacan quote with which I opened the current
proceedings: “without the notion of exchange, we can have no serious insight into
the social structure”; the rules of commerce (and its corollary demands of econo-
mizing) render all subjectivities, however ‘fictitious’, equally subject to the tyrant
Law of Capital—that is, null and void as subjectivities. [AnnLee is the prototypic
consumer, both a Kamprad and de Certeau dream come true; perhaps this is why
Scanlan’s contribution to the No Ghost, Just a Shell project can easily be singled out
as its most poignantly ‘political’ moment.] Later in the same interview, when asked
about the legal implications of the use to which the Manga character has been put
in this particular project, Scanlan adds: “I pretty much surrendered my idea of you
to your consumers. There were 2,000 copies of my book printed, which is by far the
largest and most widely distributed example of you. And that’s not counting the pos-
sibility of the book being bootlegged. Anyone who has access to the information in
the book is free to go to IKEA and, based on that information, make his or her own
DIY coffin, which is basically a sculpture of mine. So at this point, I have no idea
how many of ‘my’ sculptures are out there complicating the originality of the one 
I made, or how many copies of “you” are out there, complicating the originality of
the 2,000 books I printed.” Here, beyond merely pointing out the possibility of
emancipating or empowering the consumer (“anyone can make his or her own DIY
coffin), Scanlan already touches upon a series of issues to which we will be turning
shortly—that of the “problem” of originality in a practice that consciously seeks to
obfuscate the disciplinary borders between authorship (“production”) and reader-
ship (“consumption”, “use”), between art and design or art object and commodity,
sculpture and furniture, between the realm of autonomy and that of heteronomy; all
of which are dialectical dyads that are necessarily implicated in the age-old (and
only partially modernist) yearning to wed art to life—a “yearning” that is clearly
present, however adversarial and iconoclastic, in the DIY project. [Of course, DIY is
not so much ‘about’ wedding art to life or submerging life into art, as it is about art’s
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disappearance into the abysmal depth of death, about the art of dying—or, put yet
another way, the art of death as the death of art. Which of course leads us back to
the familiar Hegelian terrain of the purported “end of art”, a trope that has long been
central to modernism’s obsession with self-effacement, to art’s ongoing obsession
with its own disappearance. One final remark concerning DIY or How to Kill Your-

self Anywhere in the World for Under $399.
More than any other project of Scanlan’s—with the telling exception, perhaps, of

Nesting Bookcases, another piece that has inspired an impressive slew of art histori-
cal freewheeling15—DIY is concerned with producing a summary state of autonomy,
however hypothetical or potential, in the viewer as user ; DIY urges the viewer, usu-
ally relegated to the dominion of mere consumption, to enter the realm of produc-
tion: go to IKEA and “do it yourself.” Both this stance and the militancy of its
incitement are in fact redoubled in much of Scanlan’s critical writing, both recent
and less so, showing the question of the autonomy of the art object, and that of ‘art’
in general, to be a central concern to the artist’s practice. In an early piece of writ-
ing, published in the English art magazine frieze in 1998, Scanlan sung the praise 
of the AK-47 or “Kalashnikov”, still the most popular assault rifle in the world and
widely known to be the most easily assembled (hence also most easily “done your-
self”16); in a much more recent essay published in Artforum in 2005, Scanlan con-
fronted the art world’s current infatuation with so-called “relational aesthetics” head
on in a line of argument that took particular offense with relational aesthetics’ artful
internalization of the logic of peer pressure as the governing principle of art pro-
duction and consumption—in fact, the artist likens the inane business of relational
aesthetics to that of traffic 17—and the subtle strands of paternalism that pervade
much of relational aesthetics’ socio-political assumptions with regards to audience
participation and socialization. What Scanlan finds especially unsavory in relational
aesthetics’ continuing obsession with the idea of ‘interaction’ or ‘relating’ is the fact
that, as an artistic method or artistic goal, it often seems to presuppose (or even
demand) the suspension of the viewer’s critical faculties—and hence also his or her
‘autonomy’—in a program of art making and art experiencing that in turn also forces
the artwork itself to abandon its hallowed status as an autonomous entity or Ding

an sich. In forcing the viewer, however innocuously (and Scanlan understands how
this semblance of innocuousness has come to define the success of this particular
type of art), to ‘relate’—to the artwork, to the artist, to the art world, to the rules that
govern the social experience of ‘art’—relational aesthetics in fact helps to undo the
very idea of autonomy that is so dearly central to the canonical, Kantian view of
modernism (“I identify Modernism with the intensification, almost the exacerba-
tion, of the self-critical tendency that began with the philosopher Kant”18). Even
though there are obviously sound enough reasons to propound such a ‘critique’ of
the cult of autonomy—after all, much of modernism’s own zeal went into prob-
lematizing its own penchant towards autonomy and self-contained seclusion as a
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symptom of reification, of commodification even—Scanlan is right in noting that,
sadly, much of relational aesthetics’ fervor to deconstruct the theatre of autonomy
has in fact produced a disquieting amount of underwhelming socially engineered
art. His own investigation, as both an artist and a critic or writer/thinker, of the
autonomy of art, its blessings and shortcomings, seem to be directed not so much
towards reclaiming the sanctity of the artist’s signature (and, concomitantly, owner-

ship of the art object) or the sacrosanct Uselessness of the artwork—far from it, in
fact—but much more towards restoring the consumer-as-user to a degree of sover-
eignty and critical distancing that has become rare in today’s art world, with its
relentless promotion of immersion, participation and, ultimately, complicity in the
cultural sphere as just another market place.19 This enabling of some degree of crit-
ical distance, of allowing the viewer to “do it him- or herself ”—whether he or she
finds him- or herself in the sphere of fine arts or in that of IKEA’s brute commerce,
or, more importantly still, in that huge, largely uncharted grey zone in between art
and commerce that is the theatre of operations in so much of Joe Scanlan’s work—
is what I believe to be most urgently at stake in DIY. 

ii. the acme of skill

“If it is essential to artworks that they be things, it is no less essential 

that they negate their own status as things, and thus turn art against art. 

The totally objectified artwork would congeal into a mere thing, 

whereas if it altogether evaded objectification it would regress 

to an impotently powerless subjective impulse 

and flounder in the empirical world.”

—Theodor Adorno20

Let us head back to the artist’s website www.thingsthatfall.com for a summary
description of the one project in which Joe Scanlan perhaps most defiantly chal-
lenges the art establishment’s border police to produce an artwork that really does

make sense as a piece of furniture—in this particular case, a shelving unit that would
put even Kamprad’s “Billy” to shame: “The Nesting Bookcase is an innovative prod-
uct in that, unlike most shelving systems, it is neither a singular cumbersome unit
nor a pile of parts that need to be assembled, IKEA-style. Rather, each of its solid-
state shelves is free and slightly smaller than the next so as to be able to “nest” inside
each other as one portable, suitcase-sized object. The handy carrying strap also dou-
bles as a tension strap that holds the shelves securely in place when in use. The
shelves can be stacked, ziggurat-style, to a height of six feet.” Scanlan’s riveting sales
rap—the Nesting Bookcases come in at a sweet $995 a piece—continues with the fol-
lowing jab directed at contemporary art’s current infatuation with furniture design,
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which in many cases cannot be said to reach anywhere beyond the realm of the
merely rhetorical: “Most artworks that venture into the realm of design necessarily
retain some aspect of their art pedigree as a safeguard against becoming too ambigu-
ous, too numerous, or too inexpensive.” Indeed, the art world’s persistent love affair
with commodity culture and the logic of mass production—a hereditary affliction,
as it was already present in the art of many an avant-garde—has only very rarely
resulted in the actual production of actual commodities tailored for actual mass con-
sumption; more often than not, these flirtations and overtures have contented them-
selves with a merely rhetorical appraisal of the world of mass-produced objects: no
fearless hurling or diving headfirst into the ocean of commodities here, but rather
tediously, prudishly dipping one’s toes to see if the water ain’t too cold. However,
“the Nesting Bookcase is radical because it has ventured off the monitored play-
ground of contemporary art and run the risk of being design—that is, of actually
being used, loved, and destroyed”—photographs on the website, many of them osten-
sibly taken in people’s generally nondescript, cluttered homes, show the many uses
to which the Bookcases have been put, quite a few of them rather unceremonious
ones.21 Finally, in a paragraph that again recalls both the DIY project and de Cer-
teau’s apology of the Consumer as a heroic Everyman, we are confronted with the
million dollar question: “What is the Nesting Bookcase: Art? Design? Part object,
part sculpture? We’re not sure and, frankly, we don’t care. Besides, it’s not really up
to us. Our favorite thing about the Nesting Bookcase is its ambiguity. We like how
an object that began as a rather clumsily built artwork has evolved into a complex
network of possibilities, a kind of “open source” object whose function is still play-
ing out in the hands of all persons involved. Most of all, we like how this flexible sta-
tus and has created a social give and take that only commerce and word of mouth
can resolve.” If this sounds like a manifesto, then that’s probably because the Nesting

Bookcases —again, much like the DIY project and the line of custom-made coffins it
helped to inaugurate22—are too: what DIY “does” to the artist, to his signature and
authorship, the Nesting Bookcases “do” to the artwork: simultaneously make it dis-

appear as an autonomous, professionally circumscribed category, becoming a seem-
ingly quotidian Design Within Reach object of great practical merit instead, and
make it reappear again in Everyman’s home—as a quintessential Joe Scanlan work of

art. Whereas D.I.Y. shrewdly outmaneuvers the likes of both IKEA and Bauhaus or
Russian Constructivism in enabling Everyman to become an artist (or be the author
of his/her own funeral) merely by purveying Scanlan’s manual, thus effectively ensur-
ing the disappearance of the artist23, Nesting Bookcases enacts the disappearance of the

artwork—and, simultaneously, its reappearance as an object that can be “everything”:
a shelving unit, a stool, a coffee table, a Tatlin tower, or (indeed, why on earth not?)
an artwork. 
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postscript: the productivist sublime

If the aesthetic is to realize itself it must pass over into the political, 

which is what it secretly always was.

—Terry Eagleton24

The utopian longing for this irreversible dissolution of artistic practice into the prac-
tice of everyday life was most consciously theorized and calibrated in the inter bel-
lum avant-garde movements of the German Bauhaus and the Russian constructivists,
whose vitalist zeal was largely defined by their (f)actual complicity in revolutionary
political practice: whether they were effectively called upon to do so or whether
they themselves “felt” this calling—by no means an insignificant nuance—these
were all artists who fervently wanted to abandon the lofty realm of “pure art” (paint-
ing, sculpture) in favor of the so-called “applied arts” (architecture; costume, furni-
ture and/or interior design; agitprop; social engineering) and in many cases also suc-
ceeded in doing so—even if it meant that, once their revolutionary fervor had died
down, most of them were more or less forced to retreat back into the ivory towers of
fine art; most of the Russian Constructivists prove a particularly painful, humiliat-
ing case in point. 

In the tens and twenties, “modern” art and the artwork as we now know and
understand it, went through its first process of evaporation in the ready-mades of
Marcel Duchamp, without whom much of what we have discussed in the previous
pages would not have made much sense, and in the Constructivist calls for an art 
of social transformation; in the late 1960s and early 1970s, art again disappeared, 
into ‘ideas’ and ‘concepts’, in a series of artistic practices that referenced both the
legacy of Duchamp and Dada and that of the Russian Constructivists and Bauhaus;
throughout the 1990s it seemed to be dissolving yet again into its love affair with
(interior) design. In the work of Joe Scanlan, art disappears into both of these loop-
holes (concept and design)—only to reappear again in the artful marriage of idea
and product, theory and practice, concept and execution, as a series of “commodi-
ties” and objects with a clearly defined use value that are also truly “conceptual” art-
works. Indeed, in both the Nesting Bookcases and DIY—as in the Massachusetts

Wedding Bed, the Coffins and Stores, the Fake Nonsites and Shipping Cartons —
Scanlan is concerned with the disappearance of art in ways that invoke the nostal-
gic memory of the golden age of conceptual art, and with its reappearance in ways
that in turn invoke the more recent (hence inevitably less romantic) memory of
eighties’ appropriation art25 and that of nineties’ experiments with design and ‘fur-
niture’; with the reappearance—or, more apposite still, rematerialization —of the art
object as just another object—or as the object par excellence: the artwork as thing.

As the dialectics of disappearance and reappearance (or, as its more historically
relevant corrollary would have it, ‘dematerialization’ and ‘rematerialization’) make
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glaringly clear, it is precisely this “now-you-see-me-now -you-don’t” dynamic that
makes the Nesting Bookcases both Scanlan’s most resolutely ‘Duchampian’ gesture
to date and his most hard-core outing into rigid, forbidding Concept Art terrain—
an affiliation that is exhaustively scrutinized in Michael Newman’s inspired close
reading of the work in question. Recognizing that “what gave the diverse practices
that came together under the name of ‘Conceptual art’ their unity, and connected
them with the first avant-garde, was the desire to disappear as art object, whether
into idea, design or everyday life,” Newman asserts that the Nesting Bookcases exist
in an almost ‘classic’ “tension between display and disappearance. They are at once
the object on display and the means of display that recedes into the background:
both figure and ground.” “The very attempt to make the object disappear” thus
becomes a “condition for its appearance”. Concluding this reflection on the dialectic
of visibility and invisibility, Newman ventures: “To seek as an artist to produce a
generic object is to court a certain invisibility: to present, in the case of Scanlan’s
Nesting Bookcases, something handmade, like a craft object or a traditional sculp-
ture, as if it were factory-produced and bought from a showroom or catalogue; to

make something that will disappear into its own inevitability, simultaneously remain-

ing and ceasing to be art” (my italics). “An impossible demand: to be both visible and
invisible at the same time (...) Such is the contradictory desire of the work of art in
modernity.” This paradox is equally central to Theodor Adorno’s flux-like theory of
the artwork. 

I would like to conclude this essay with a consideration occasioned, in part, by
the following quote from Michael Newman’s essay on the Nesting Bookcases: “One
of the things that the ‘end of art’ that did not happen opens us to is the enigmatic
status of the work. After Conceptual Art the work returns... as a question. What is
a work? How does it occur? Where does a work begin and end?” Newman is right
in noting that these questions have remained largely unanswered, and to his series
of questions we could therefore perhaps add the following: Does there exist a theory

of the work of art at all?

Theories abound as to what ‘art’ is and what being an artist entails, and there is
much talk today of artistic practice—in a sense, ‘art’ seems to be the only place right
now where a distinctly Marxist category such as ‘praxis’ is still allowed to survive
and thrive even. But what about the artwork? The ‘piece’? That object which hov-
ers, slightly uneasy, between the mutually exclusive realms of the Thing and the
Commodity? Regardless of the remarkable revival currently experienced by various
notions of craft in contemporary art—the “return of the hand”, as Scanlan himself has
called this phenomenon in a related context26—and of a concurring resurgence of
interest in the craftily executed art object (in many cases made, not so much by the
artists generally held responsible for this revival, but by their legions of assistants
instead), there seems to be lacking, in much of the ‘critical’ writing surrounding
these revivals and resurfacings, a theory of the artwork as such—an unwillingness to
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go back to the artwork as an entity unto its own, i.e. as the ultimate guarantor of the
autonomy of art.

There are probably many reasons why this has been the case—and further inves-
tigating them would probably warrant another essay—but one hypothesis I would
like to put forward concerns our leisure society’s in-built resistance against the notion
of work per se. Perhaps we are wary of the idea of ‘work’ entering the realm of the
aesthetic, where we ourselves choose to retreat precisely to forget about the fact that
‘work’ dominates every day of our lives and every aspect of society; we resent the
functionalist, utilitarian impulse that haunts all notions of ‘work’, its productivist
impetus—so we marvel at that which does not work, and we are in awe of that which
is not work. We dream of a laborless existence in which there are no vestiges left 
of the compulsion to ‘produce’, nothing that reminds us of that primeval divine
damnation: “in toil you shall eat of the ground all the days of your life... In the sweat
of your face you shall eat bread”. ‘Work’ is the name of the curse of our entry into
this world, and of our taking part in that which is Real—and that is what art wants
us alternately to remember and forget, reaffirm and deny again; this is where art’s
awesome powers of both oblivion and remembrance lie. And it is with its “faculty
of reminding” that Scanlan’s own ‘artwork’ is concerned: if one ‘thing’ can be said to
define the acumen and genuinely critical brilliance of Joe Scanlan’s artistic practice,
it is that it puts art back to work.
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Frank presentation of ominous facts is never more necessary than it is today, 

because we seem to have developed escapism into a system of thought. 

We resent a call to thinking and hate unfamiliar argument 

that does not tally with what we already believe or would like to believe. 

We walk into our future as we walked into the war, blindfolded.

—Joseph Schumpeter, preface to the second edition of Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy

The essential point to grasp in dealing with capitalism is that we are dealing with
an evolutionary process. It may seem strange that anyone can fail to see so obvious
a fact—one that was emphasized by none other than Karl Marx—yet the prevailing
wisdom that forms the bulk of our presumptions about capitalism persistently neg-
lects it. Let us restate the point and see how it bears upon the question of whether
Capitalism can survive, or whether it will become a victim of its own process.

Capitalism is by nature a method of economic change that never is and never can
be stationary. This evolutionary character is not merely due to the fact that eco-
nomic life goes on in a social and natural environment that changes and, through
these changes, alters its economic behavior. This fact is important, but the changes
effected by wars, catastrophes, religious uprisings and so on are not the primary rea-
son that Capitalism evolves. Nor are increases in population or capital or the
vagaries of monetary systems. The fundamental impulse that sets and keeps Capi-
talism in motion comes from the new forms of organization, new markets, new con-
sumer goods and new methods for producing and transporting them that capitalist
enterprise creates.

The working man’s budget from, say, 1760 to the present has not simply grown
arithmetically but has also undergone a process of qualitative change. For example,
the history of the productivity of a typical farm—from the beginnings of crop rota-
tion, plowing and the fattening of livestock, to the mechanized grain elevators and
railroads of the modern era, to the agri-business of today—is a history of revolutions.
Likewise, the productivity of the steel industry, the modern power plant, trans-
portation, and information technology has been duly overturned over time. The
opening up of new markets, foreign and domestic, and the organizational develop-
ment of production from the craft shop and the factory to Martha Stewart and
Microsoft illustrates the same process of industrial mutation—if I may use a bio-
logical term—that continually revolutionizes the economic structure from within,
continually destroying the old one and continually creating a new one. This process,
which I call Creative Destruction, is Capitalism’s essential trait. It is what Capital-
ism consists of and what every capitalist must contend with. This fact bears upon
our question in two ways.
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kind of competition presents a much greater threat to art as usual than the infinitis-
simal gerrymandering of traditional competition. It is so much more important that
it makes no difference whether traditional competition functions more quickly; in
the long run Creative Destruction, the perpetual force that expands output and low-
ers prices, has altogether different motives.

It is hardly necessary to point out that the kind of competition we have in mind
exerts its destructive influence not only in actuality but also as a virtual, ever-pres-
ent threat. Creative Destruction disciplines before it attacks. The artist feels she is
in a competitive situation even if she is alone in her field. In many cases, though not
all, this will enforce behavior that is very similar to perfect competition, even when
there appear to be few if any competitors on hand.

Many theorists take an opposing view of capitalist competition that is best con-
veyed by an example. Let us assume that there are a certain number of artists in a
district who try to improve their relative position by providing service and “atmos-
phere” but avoid price competition—a stagnating routine. As others drift into the
trade the quasi-equilibrium is upset, but in a manner that does not benefit their
audience. The economic space around each of the artists having been narrowed,
they will no longer be able to make a living, and they will try to remedy this by rais-
ing prices in tacit agreement. This will further reduce their sales, and so, by succes-
sive pyramiding, a situation will evolve in which increased supply (overproduction)
will be accompanied by higher prices instead of the lower prices that usually accom-
pany unsold merchandise.

Such cases do occur, and it is right and proper to work them out. But as the evi-
dence usually shows, they are fringe-end cases to be found mainly in those realms of
commerce furthest removed from characteristic capitalist activity, such as the art
world. Moreover, they are transient by nature. Normally, the competition that mat-
ters most arises not from additional shops of the same size and type but from the
chain store, the mail-order catalogue, the supermarket, and the Internet, all of which
are bound to destroy such quaint, protectionist pyramids sooner or later. A theoreti-
cal construction of Capitalism that neglects Creative Destruction neglects all that
is most typically capitalist about it.

joseph schumpeter (1883–1950) was born in Triesch, Czechoslovakia, to owners of a textile factory.

He earned a PhD from the University of Vienna in 1907, and soon after began teaching Economics

at the University of Graz. He fled the Nazis in 1933 and landed at Harvard, where he was Professor

of Economics until his retirement in 1949. His books include Theory of Economic Development (1911),

History of Economic Analysis (published posthumously in 1954) and Capitalism, Socialism and

Democracy (1942). 
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First, since we are dealing with a process whose every element takes considerable
time to reveal its ultimate features and effects, there is no point in appraising the
performance of Creative Destruction ex visu of a given point in time; rather we must
judge its performance over time, as it unfolds through decades and centuries. A sys-
tem—any system, economic or otherwise—that at every given moment is fully uti-
lizing its possibilities to the best advantage may yet in the long run be inferior to a
system that never does, because the latter’s failure to do so may be a condition of the
level or speed of its long-term performance. In other words, we shouldn’t discount
the corner grocer on the basis of having glimpsed a supermarket.

Second, since we are dealing with an organic process, analysis of any one part of
it—say, in an individual sector or industry—may indeed clarify details of how that
part works but is inconclusive beyond that. Every piece of business strategy acquires
its true significance only against the entire background of Creative Destruction and
the situation it presents. All businesses must rise to its challenge; they cannot be
understood irrespective of it, or, in fact, on the hypothesis that there is a calm in its
perennial storm. 

But artists who, outside of a point in time, look at the behavior, for example, of
the art world—and observe the well-known moves and countermoves that seem to
do nothing more than maintain high prices and restrict output—are making pre-
cisely that hypothesis. They accept the information presented by a momentary situ-
ation as if there were no past or future to it, and think they know what there is to
know about the behavior of art based on that limited data. The usual theorist’s paper
and the usual institutional critique rarely understand art as, on the one hand, a con-
sequence of past history and, on the other hand, as an attempt to deal with a situa-
tion that is sure to change presently—as an attempt to keep one’s feet firmly planted
on ground that is constantly slipping out from under them. In other words, they ana-
lyze how art inhabits existing institutions when the real problem is how those insti-
tutions are created and destroyed. As long as this is not recognized, we do a mean-
ingless job. As soon as it is recognized, our outlook on art, Capitalism and their
social consequences changes considerably.

The first thing to go is the traditional misconception of competition. Artists are
at long last emerging from the stage in which price competition was all they saw. As
soon as quality competition and sales effort are admitted into the sacred precincts
of art, the price variable diminishes in importance. Nonetheless, this type of “com-
petition” still operates within a rigid pattern of invariant conditions, established
markets, methods of production, and management structures that monopolize our
attention. In capitalist reality—as opposed to its art world version—it is not that
kind of competition that counts but the competition from a new commodity, a new
technology, a new resource, a new type of organization—competition which would
command a decisive cost or quality advantage and which would strike not at the
margins of current art practices but at the foundations of their very existence. This
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Raimundas

Malasauskas 

talks to 

Donelle Woolford

Are you Donelle Woolford?

(laugh) Is that really the first question? 
To answer, “Yes, I am Donelle Woolford.”

Another first question could be “Who are you?” One of the rea-
sons I am asking this question is because of a project that Loris
Greaud, a French artist, did for the Black Book of the IX Baltic
Triennial, which was curated by Sofia Hernandez Chong Cuy,
Alexis Vaillant and myself in 2005. At some point during our
multiple email exchanges in preparation of the project I noticed
that Alexis Vaillant was using two email addresses in the corre-
spondence between the three of us. Not the most striking fact
given the common practice of the same person using several dif-
ferent email addresses, but when a time came for artists to sub-
mit their contributions to the Black Book (which dealt with black
markets, undercover strategies, shadow networks, fake identities,
etc.), Loris Greaud sent us a wiretap of all our email correspon-
dence, which he entered using the name of Alexis Vaillant and a
specially created email address for that. So we suddenly faced a
mirror of our own strategies and ended up publishing the wire-
tap in the publication including the parts that we’ve censored
due to a number of obvious reasons. I think Loris Greaud did a
really interesting project and it made me very much aware of the
“shadow identities” one might encounter not only on Internet,
but at the corner bodegas as well. How does it sound for you?

I am Donelle Woolford. But I do believe that we all have alter egos or
shadow selves. I might define who I am differently from day to day.

Do you know why
I contacted you?

I would guess that you want some answers from me, un-
less you are just feeling a little lonely over in London...

So who are you today? And weren’t you part
of the same Baltic Triennial one year ago?
Can you tell me more about it? 
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Today I am Donelle Woolford because I choose to be (that’s my daily mantra). It’s
nice to be able to don personalities like a wardrobe. But in the end “Puffy”, “P. Diddy”,
“Diddy”, or “Sean Combs”... doesn’t really matter what people call you. A name is just
a name, but it’s how you put yourself out there that counts. I was a part of the Baltic
Triennial a year ago. I can’t believe it’s been so long. That show was a great excite-
ment. The idea of undercover systems and black markets was something I had been
dealing with abstractly in my work for years, and am still toying with those ideas
today. I have a fascination with authenticity or lack thereof. Who is really to say
what is real or what’s original? People are always hiding and revealing different parts
of themselves, consciously constructing their image from pieces of others. 

It pays my bills.

So which stage of your formula of Do It (1. Get Rich._2. Become an artist._3. Get Rich.) are you at now?

There’s a formula?! Things would have been so much easier if I knew that.
Why don’t they teach that in math instead of all those useless algorithms!
Well, regardless, I don’t think I’m fully at any stage of that equation.

“Multiple solitude”—this is how Deleuze was talking about
Godard. Can you share some loneliness with me? 

I would share my loneliness with you, but I prefer my solitude!
It’s interesting that you bring up Godard though. I always think
of how he calls attention to the inherent plasticity and perfor-
mative nature of things on display. It seems we are all on dis-
play now-a-days. We have taken Hollywood to heart and have
begun to perform ourselves. Your next door neighbor could be
the next American Idol! You begin to play roles, to construct
your image. Life is getting so performative, full of escapism and
disguise. The people we seem to admire most achieve greatness
by embracing a level of reality lower than the average person.
We know it and love it none the less. 

“All of us invent ourselves, some of us just have more imagination than others” claimed Cher.
Do you agree? And do you invent other people (or help them to invent themselves)?

Quoting Cher ehh? You are well versed! I do agree with her though.
We all play a very active role in constructing our identities. I do dab-
ble in the creation of identities, my own and others’, but then again I
work in advertising by day... I think it’s fascinating how people can
really feel connected to personas, even if they are clearly constructed.
Madonna (or is it “Esther” now?), Napoleon Dynamite, Superman...
There are teams of people who work behind the scenes to construct
these personalities; yet we enjoy their persona and performance so
much that they become endearing to us in very real ways. 

You work in advertising? Does it overlap with your
artistic practice? Or is it a continuum?

Talking about the Baltic Triennial—Yes, it’s been a long time indeed—exactly one year since
we’ve received an email from Joe Scanlan, an artist whom we wanted to participate in the
Baltic Triennial, introducing you as his assistant and a very particular type of collaborator.
He wrote (let me quote this big chunk of his email): 

For the past five years I have been developing an artist named Donelle Woolford. First was

she was my studio assistant, then she did some editorial work for me, and finally she became my

publicity officer. Many people correspond with her and she performed her tasks well.

Now she has left my employment and set out as an artist in her own right. Having heard that

there was a very lively market for hot young artists in New York— especially recent Yale gradu-

ates — she has moved to there to try her hand with the rest. She is currently living in Clinton Hill

and working as a graphic designer.

I mention her because she is, on many levels, a black market artist. First and most obviously,

she is a black artist and she markets her work, ergo, she is functioning in a kind of “black market”

that is, as you say, both obvious and indiscernible in the context of the contemporary art world.

Second, her work is a smart, satiric remake of classical cubism. That is, she is taking back for

her people an aesthetic that was stolen from them almost 100 years ago. Rather than oil on can-

vas, however, her cubism is constructed out of found scraps of wood to have the approximate

appearance of cubism. Thus her work is both real (made) and fake (counterfeit), just as the origi-

nal cubists’ works’ were both real (painted) and fake (bastardized African culture). Her works

are mere shadows of the originals, outcasts lurking about the alleys of art history, waiting for

their big score. Her works are stolen goods.

Third, I have been acting as a “front” for these works of hers, pawning them off as my own in

the backrooms of my various galleries but never showing them in the light of day under my

name. So far, I have sold every work she has made, and this has allowed her to work at her own

pace, in private, like a ghost.

She has become tired of this arrangement, however, and both of us feel it is time for her to

break out. I think the Triennial presents the perfect opportunity, and so I propose that my con-

tribution to the Triennial be the involvement of Donelle Woolford as a young black artist. She

would need to show work, travel, attend the opening and be publicized to the same extent as all

other artists in the show. She would have her marginal bio published just as everyone else. And

she would do her best to make her contribution to “Black Markets” (working title) to be as beautiful

and subversive as possible.

Can you explain more about your relationship with Joe? Is he your collaborator or a men-
tor or a shadow self ? What is your current role in Things that fall? And why do they fall?
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I have known Joe for many years. He was my first sculpture
teacher. I worked as his assistant for some time, biding my
time and observing how things worked because I didn’t
really know how to insert myself into the art world. I was
intimidated at first by the challenges I saw as not only an
unknown, unconnected artist from the south, but also a
black female in a white male dominated world. For a long
time I decided I would just be invisible. Pawn my works off
as someone else’s, don a mask. After promoting my works
under Joe I realized that being invisible was ridiculous. I
appreciated all Joe’s help, but it was time for Donelle Wool-
ford to have her own voice, her own space, her own work. So
here I am. As much as they try to keep the two worlds apart,
art is politics; I just got tired of sitting on the sidelines.
Labels aren’t so important to me, call me what you will: A
collaborator, an image, an avatar. All I want is to achieve
things that are beyond my perceived identity, beyond what
my physical appearance in the art world will allow. I am a
part of Things that fall—I take up some space on the site,
and helped out for a bit. Everything falls really, is there any
object on earth that ascends in perpetuity? 

Why did you decide you wanted to insert yourself into the art world? 

It’s difficult to create work and not to want
people to experience it at some point.

Why did you decide to become visible at some point?

It was more painful to watch from the sidelines and complain
than I anticipated. I thought by not taking part it all the poli-
tics I could forget about it. But I love art and will always be
around it so there was really no separating myself away from it.

Were you making works of different stripes under those dif-
ferent names or was it a more homogenous production?



I haven’t released my works under many different names. I’ve stuck mainly to
my wood works. But I could understand reaching a certain point where you feel
locked into a style. People can be very inflexible and expect a certain work from
you. In that scenario I could see creating and releasing a new genre of works
under a different surname. It’s like how celebrities put on hats and glasses to
escape the paparazzi.
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So if one day someone asks you to produce a work
in someone else’s style under someone else’s name,
properly paid, would you?

Yes, that’s what I used to do for a living as an art assistant,
use my hands as instruments of labor to create someone
else’s vision. I don’t like it much.

What would you do if one day you saw a piece by Donelle Woolford
that you’ve never seen before on E-bay?

That’s a strange thought. I guess I would be flattered and
outraged. People copy, you can’t really stop that part of
human nature. I do believe that when something is made
by a person it carries a unique energy, and that can never
be copied. If my works are so well liked that people are
bootlegging them and pawning them off on E-bay I don’t
think I’d worry about the sale of one fake knock-off. 

Would you ever consider producing an invisible work?

I have actually.

The above? Or something else? Tell me, I am really curious.
Don’t you think invisibility has become almost a matter of
style, not only an ideological statement?

It was a different project to actually create an invisible piece... it was interesting,
very freeing, I liked it a lot. I think the obscure and unknown have always been
in vogue.

Do you have a blog? Where is your home? Thinking about
home (or rather about a house) I remember John Waters
who claimed that “My life is a reality show. Everybody has a
great reality show if you go out, if you live a life. I think the
only people who really love reality show don’t go out of the
house.” Do you ever see your life as a reality show? Or a film?
Or a funk song? I think it was Jill Scot who said that “You
become what your sing about”—she was talking about funk.
Is it true that the art-work you do can have a transformative
power on your life?

I don’t have a blog, my daily stream of consciousness is not for
public consumption. My home is where I can breathe and cre-
ate, right now somewhere between New Haven and Brooklyn. I
often see my life as a film or at least an hour-long sitcom. In cer-
tain moments I can even hear the music cue up. I don’t really
think my art transforms me. I am not separate from my art. It is
just an extension, an action, a part of me that reflects myself just
like a best friend or an enemy would. 

I think my home is writing, or maybe travelling. Kathy Acker was saying
“travelling is just like having an endless orgasm. You just go and go and go.”
Do you know her work? I remembered her thinking about the way you re-
appropriate Cubism—I think she did similar things with centrepieces of
male writing like Don Quixote. Can you tell me more about your Cubist
period? Did it come from Fauvism or Conceptualism or…?

I grew up with cubism. Jazz, scratching and breaking, even beat boxing
with my sister. I grew up looking at African sculptures and masks and
kente cloth dolls. So when I went to school years later and saw the
works of Klee, Mondrian and Picasso I was like... oh ok, I see where
they are pulling from. Breaking things down to basic elements, flatten-
ing, refracting and re-combining to approximate life—and maybe even
create a better vision of it—seemed very familiar to me and natural.

To envision life? Do you like to define what art means to you? And how
does this definition change?
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That sounds like a very philosophical question Rai. I say “en-
vision life” because I think all pieces are made through their
creator’s eye, from their vantage point. Life is consumed, fil-
tered through our beings and regurgitated back into the world
through various forms of creation. Art is just another form of
communication. One that can reach you in ways that pure dia-
logue cannot. I like the freedom it allows for; to comment on,
express, re-envision, or supplement life however you see fit.

I like what you say about freedom. To me art provides a possibility
to be at both sides of the door at the same time.

And do you just stand there looking at yourself ?

I look at myself fully aware that I become different in this act of looking.
Almost-someone-else. Have you ever appropriated Joe’s work?

I have never purposefully appropriated Joe’s work, but I can’t promise that I
haven’t been influenced by it or his thought. I’ve never been one to believe that
copying is the highest form of flattery. To me it’s much closer to plagiarism, crimi-
nal almost. But we are all guilty of it. It’s impossible to see something and to not
be affected by it and have it seep into you, but it still bothers me that it happens.
What does new and original even mean? Without a trace of influence or origin? I
do know and like Kathy Acker’s work. I always like thinking about how her inten-
tion was not to be a feminist voice per se but she wrote from a female point of view
in a sexist world. People get so used to looking at things from a certain perspective
it can be hard to flip it around and really see it from another vantage point. 

So would you mind if I flip around and say that Joe Scanlan
is a creation of Donelle Woolford and this is how the femi-
nist machine works? Is it true that Joe is an actor performing
the scripts you’ve created—I am sure you know the story of
the buried coffin in Vilnius. Did he tell you any details about
it when he returned to US? 

(By the way, I really like the way Russian poet Joseph
Brodski talked about the power of one’s creative practice to
influence one’s everyday existence. He was saying that in
artistic production he was trying to make things in a differ-
ent way each time and thus to avoid clichés, and the same
attitude would move to his everyday life existence where he
would try to avoid clichés of living.)
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That sounds like Joe. Sometimes he thinks he knows more than he does,
though he is much smarter than he lets on. I do feel an inherent sadness
for people that seem to ‘know too much’. It seems to always come with a
loss of innocence. Look over your shoulder and tell me if you see him.

Yes, I think it’s him. I am just trying to decide whether he is a projec-
tion or a screen. Or both. Who are the other characters in this sitcom?

Well the usual cast. My very sexy romantic lead, best friend, my ex, my two
sisters, mother and father, roommate.... they are a lively bunch. Love, lies,
betrayal. I’ve been waiting for MTV to call me for my own reality TV show!
Still waiting…

Would you like Madonna or P Diddy to have a cameo appearance
in your reality show? Who else if not them?

Prince. Do you know how to get in contact with him? 

Call him. By the way, why Prince?

He’s one of the greatest artists I know and he dances better in heels than I do.

By the way, what are the materials and skills you are using in your
current work? Would you like to tell more about what you do? And
would you agree that you share some love for craftiness with Joe?

I use wood scraps and recently have begun integrating a layer of beau-
tifully corrugated cardboard to the pieces. It gives them a wonderful
new depth and texture. The pieces I make are cubists paintings, made
out of wood scraps. My studio is on a giant reclaimed lumber factory.
So there is a ton of free material there that just so happens to come
from the Industrial Revolution. It’s funny; part of cubism’s original
motivation was to re-inject an element of ‘Primitivism’ into industrial-
ized modern life. So it’s cool to be able to flip it a bit and re-inject
industrialized modernism and physicality into our media-driven post-
modern living. I really love working in a very physical way. I always
have. As an adolescent I used to carve things out of wood, blow glass
and melt metals. I like working with the elements. We don’t labor
much anymore in our society, there’s something really sad about that.

As intriguing as the idea is, Joe is definitely not my creation. And
nothing against him, but I don’t think a feminist machine would ever
use Joe as its front! Unfortunately, I don’t know much about what
happened in Vilnius. Joe was travelling so much around that time I
never got a full account. I wish I had been there to see it. 

Well, I can tell you what happened: he arrived in Vilnius late at night in
August and after a brief conversation went to the hotel. The next morn-
ing we had breakfast, and then Joe took a hammer and a drill and started
to make a coffin out of IKEA standard parts designed for a bookshelf.
To my surprise the coffin was ready in a few hours. We put a dark blue
pillow inside, which looked like the whole family size, and at night
attached the coffin to the roof of the car and brought it to a dark forest
outside of Vilnius (almost 30 km off the town.) There, under the light of
hand torches, we buried it deep in the ground. It asked for some real
physical effort, so we had a serious dinner after the burial and the next
morning Joe flew away. The whole action was filmed and shown on
CAC TV. “Anyone who finds the coffin will win a trip for two to London
for an opening of the 33 Hours Baltic Triennial at ICA” announced our
press-release which was distributed via TV, radio and newspapers. To
my biggest surprise almost after one month when the coffin was buried
suddenly two teen-age girls turned up in the corridors of CAC. They
were holding a printed certificate that they had found… under the pillow
in the coffin. It was signed by Joe. Still not many people believe that the
whole story is true and the young goths found the coffin themselves.
Well, this was the first time I saw them. And they were scared that we
would reveal to their parents that they were not at friends’ house as they
said, but deep in the forest that night. Even if the opening of the Baltic
Triennial in London was over, Elena and Gabija went to London. I did
an interview with them afterwards. They said not many people in
London believed that a found coffin in the forest was the reason they
had come to the city. Does Joe have a role in the sitcom of your life you
were talking about?

Joe definitely has a role... he is kind of like Big Brother, or the man
behind the camera, coaching, guiding, advising...

When we were burying the coffin Joe intro-
duced himself in a rather Hitchcockian fash-
ion as “the man who knew too much” at the
grave of the coffin. Would you agree? Is he fol-
lowing our conversation now?
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Where did you find a place to blow glass and melt metals?

I was fortunate enough to have parents who supported my love of the arts so
they put me in programs initially that had those classes and facilities. I really
admire that because if I had a daughter who came to me at 14 saying she
wanted a blow torch I can’t say I’d so readily oblige.

What do your parents do? And where are they?

My mother works in real estate and my father is a lawyer.
They still live in Atlanta.

And do you consider originality a sin as well?

I could never see true originality as a sin. I’m just not sure I’ve
even witnessed such a thing.

A sin or originality?

Either.

By the way, do you ever go to Frank’s Lounge in Fort Green in Brooklyn?
It’s very near Clinton’s Hill where you live. A fantastic place to dance.

I used to go to Frank’s all the time. It has a wonderfully unpreten-
tious decor and crowd; and yes the music is fantastic. I feel like I’ve
stepped into a vintage 1970s flick when I walk through the door.
Might I have seen you there?

Were you the woman whose nail I broke in the midst
of a dance in the 2005???

So that was you. I knew there couldn’t be too many Rai’s out there.
I’ll never forget those pants you had on, I just knew you weren’t from
the States!!! Oh, and you still owe me a drink for that. 
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I cannot believe it was you, but I will definitely get you a drink at
Frank’s. Do you know Judi Werthein, NYC artist? She once did a proj-
ect in Brooklyn Museum where she would choose different artworks
from their collection and would transplant them to the artificial nails
women wear. So an abstract painting would become a miniature on
the nail. Which artwork you would love to have on your nails?

Come on Rai, because I’m black I have to put pictures on my nails?
I did hear about that exhibit though and really like the idea. If I
could customize I would go all the way and ‘graph’ my nails! Now
that I think about it, that would be really hot! (laugh)

What do you mean ‘graph’? 

Writing, graffiti…

There are definitely more pictures on nails than black people in
Lithuania. Yet the most striking image to come to my mind if I
think about nail paintings is from the States: a woman had an
American flag painted on all her nails. I didn’t count the stars, but
I think she did really well with the stripes. So what about America?
Do you subscribe to American identity? 

I am definitely American.

I was told recently that the Black Panthers became active again in New
Orleans after the Hurricane Katrina. Their members would come and
restore a house for people who couldn’t afford to do it and whose lives
where severely destroyed as much by natural as well as social disaster.
Do you know anything about it?

I don’t, but sounds like something they would do. Thank god someone is doing it!

Do you believe in God?

See above :-)
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