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Whereof One Can Speak
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The art world is full of talk . Behind almost every exhibition 

there lurks a symposium, a moderated panel, a public 

dialogue or a celebrity lecture  –  all organized to legitimate 

the art on display . Yet despite talk ’s increasingly instrumental 

role in the experience of art, this ‘ ecstasy of communication ’ 

produces agony for discourse . The more talk there is, the 

less it seems to be valued and, at the end of the day, a 

familiar refrain returns : Talk is cheap . Art should speak for 

itself . This kind of street wisdom will also command that, like 

a good joke, art loses its magic if it needs to be explained . 

But the talk goes on, and perversely, it needs to : both to 

foil that age - old idea that ‘ art is beyond language ’ ( if there 

was no talk around art, how could such an idea even 

emerge ? ) and to further the notion that talking through things 

is the basis of good society . ( Is this not why we have parlia-

ments ? ) Does art then become a social phenomenon when it 

is talked about ? Not exactly . For all its legitimizing force, talk 

is rarely acknowledged as a powerful domain in the realm 

of art . Most often, it is digested like harmless, zero - calorie 

sweetener . Until, that is, talk appears in the place of art . Or, 

to be more specific, unless someone summons the art of 

conversation, challenging the art/conversation binary, and 

giving informal talk a form charged with new responsibilities . 

What you are about to read are ( minimally edited ) transcripts 

of The New York Conversations, six sessions that took place 

on 26, 27 and 28 June 2008 in the new e - Flux space, a former 

Rabbi ’s office on Essex Street in New York ’s Lower East 

Side . Added to that are two more sessions held in Brussels 

at the Beursschouwburg . They are a result of this journal ’s 

collaboration with three artists : Nico Dockx, Rirkrit Tiravanija 

and Anton Vidokle . In a fundamental challenge to our usual 

working method, the three feature artists accepted our 

invitation with a proviso : our format proved problematic for the 

representation of their collaborative working methods and they 

proposed that we meet and make the magazine differently .

For the past seventeen issues, A Prior has consisted of 

special paper projects by invited artists who are encouraged 

to treat the journal as an exhibition site, and monographic 

essays that constitute ( often the first ) in - depth written 

engagements with their work ; as well as an increasingly 

lively ‘ visions ’ section of independent essays, interviews 

and speculations about contemporary culture . 

Dockx, Tiravanija and Vidokle chose to invite interlocutors 

that would contribute to the experimental making of the 

journal . Their guests included Liam Gillick, Martha Rosler, 

Louwrien Wijers, Jan Verwoert, Miwon Kwon, Marti Peran, 

Sis Matthé and Egon Hanfstingl, Raqs Media Collective 

and Maria Lind . Lawrence Weiner was invited on a more 

impromptu basis, once the conversations were under way . 

It should be noted that the editorial team  –  at first somewhat 

anxiously, but soon deliberately  –  did not define any ‘ themes ’ 

or ‘ topics ’ to be discussed . Early attempts at planning had 

yielded resistance from the artists that we soon took for an 

opportunity . We would improvise . Though, not unlike the 

protagonists of the ‘ free jazz ’ era, we soon discovered just 

how fraught the freedom of improvisation is . The planning 

was minimal : there would be an afternoon and an evening 

session on each day and alongside the guests specifically 

invited by the artists, the public was welcome . Rirkrit, along 

with a team of helpers, would provide food . ( And, if ‘ cook-

ing ’ designates exceptional communication among jazz 

musicians, this ingredient also came to mean more than 

may be initially surmised . ) We, Anders and Monika, would 

moderate if needed, and occasionally summarize the 

discussions for newcomers, albeit with a light touch . 

The conversation flowed unevenly, as conversations tend to 

do, and it took different directions, depending on who was 

present at a particular moment and on those asked to take 

centre stage for a particular session . This is obvious from 

the transcripts . All good improvisation has some structure . 
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Modalities of power and status were a topic of conversation, 

but also the self - reflexive question of what we were actually 

doing around that table, apart from speaking  –  often about 

ourselves, and with our mouths full of delicious noodle salad 

or cucumber soup . To be sure, a certain amount of introspec-

tion was necessary in order to understand why we would 

continue without a script for three consecutive days . But the 

open format also made us talk about many other things . 

The relative desirability of ‘ speculation ’ and ‘ planning ’ 

as methods in art and beyond was one such topic ; should 

we ‘ make do ’ with speculation, if planning ( understood 

as a specific form of ‘ plotting ’, an employment of fiction 

to achieve certain goals ) can make us more ‘ powerful ’ ? 

The issue of alienation in the professional art field 

was another . How can we ‘ own ’ our alienation ? The 

possibility of establishing ‘ criteria ’ for talking about art, 

and talking as art, was discussed . Do criteria kill the faculty 

of judgment, or are they a necessary prerequisite for it ? 

The disappearance of bohemian sociability was brought 

to the table, along with some consideration about 

how this has yielded to an art sphere dominated by 

professional structures such as schools ( with the 

legitimating forces of MFA or PhD degrees in tow ) . Here 

we had a reminder that certain questions, confusions and 

discomforts regarding our own gathering in this somewhat 

informal way ( or was it the formalization of casual talk ? ) 

may be a product of an all - too - regulated artistic culture . 

Another theme, ever - present under the surface of the 

conversations, but only occasionally addressed directly, 

was the difficulty of discussing practice without making it 

sound less interesting than it is, at least to the practitioners 

themselves . Those to whom public speaking and writing is 

practice might find this problem abstruse or peripheral, but 

to many of the participating artists it was of great, if insuf-

ficiently articulated, concern . As readers will understand, 

the documentation and mediation of live events like this one 

are fraught with difficulties . This question of representation 

pursues us : how can the nuances of speech, silences, miles, 

even blank stares or other atmospheric aspects of The 

New York Conversations be shown on a printed page ? 

Several discussions ensued during and after the event 

about how a journal could be made from this unique 

encounter . Apart from transcripts, a number of the 

participants who chose to stay silent, some who wanted 

to say more, and others who could not be there, have 

been engaged via additional texts or interviews . 

Working with these particular artists and thinkers interested 

us because we ( and, we assumed, our readers ) are seek-

ing a fuller perspective on certain rather elusive cultural 

practices that have been called ‘ relational ’, especially as their 

retrospective moment looms and there is a drive to make them 

simpler and more digestible . Consciously, we avoided the 

term ‘ relational aesthetics ’ and our engagement was anything 

but semantic . In many ways, The New York Conversations 

did stay true to an experimental, improvisational and convivial 

ethos that underlies the three organizing artists ’ decision to 

organize them in this particular way . The space was always 

full ; the atmosphere sometimes uncertain, sometimes 

easy, at times very electric ; and words continued to flow 

in unpredictable ways . For all the reluctance of the three 

feature artists to talk about themselves  –  by the final session, 

we were even privy to some very frank thoughts about their 

politics, publics, art and its administration . Needless to 

say, we also felt that we had just begun to warm up, and the 

potential of the ‘ art of conversation ’ remains to be fulfilled .
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Intermezzo

Sis Matthé

Ten Statements on Invitation





1 . An invitation is serious . It is not just an invitation .

2 . An invitation is an active gift of participation . It is a start .

3 . An invitation is not a question or a demand . It is a possibility . An invitation is always open, 
never closed or determined . It carries generosity .

4 . An invitation doesn ’t need judgement or meaning, and can not be evaluated . It is a vector that 
starts from subjective practice . Sometimes a practice creates more of an athmosphere of connection 

than at other times, but this does not determine success .

5 . The vector that determines the value of an invitation is incomprehensible from the perspective 
of the participant . It is a projection on a screen, which feels like a space, with nothing behind or 
beyond, blocking what insists and turning the desire for distance into a space . A screen is a space 

that can not be occupied . It is a safe zone . A screen is not a space at all .

6 . The vector of invitation does not regard distance . An invitation is an invitation to improvise . 
It doesn ’t demand skill or technical ability .

7 . An invitation is a relation . It is about continuation and addition . An invitation is 
based on trust .

8 . An invitation can always be renewed or reactivated . Every start is a re - start .

9 . An invitation is meant to provoke other invitations .

10 . Invitation is enjeu .
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Day 1 : June 26 , 2008

Lunch Session ( 11am - 3pm )

Location : E - flux, Lower East Side, New York, New York

Speakers ( in order of appearance ) : Joe Scanlan, Nico Dockx, Sis Matthé, Rirkrit Tiravanija,  

Egon Hanfstingl, Miwon Kwon, Marti Peran, Anton Vidokle, Louwrien Wijers, Jan Verwoert,  

Monika Szewczyk, Dieter Roelstraete, Andrea Wiarda, Anders Kreuger, Els Roelandt, 

Liam Gillick, Simon Rees, Daniel Faust and unidentified members of the audience





( Mumbling, modest protestations, 

snickers, and then finally, starting off 

introductions with the person standing 

against the wall closest to the front door )

“ Hi everybody … I am Joe Scanlan . 

I ’m an artist, I wrote some, I live up 

in Harlem, and I teach at Yale . ”

“ My name is Nico Dockx, I ’m an 

artist living in Antwerp, and I ’m 

part of the group of three artist 

who organized this event . I teach 

a little bit in Antwerp, I work in 

many different media mostly  –  in 

an immaterial way let ’s say . ”

“ Hi all, Sis Matthé from Belgium . I ’m 

a musician and I ’m close to finishing 

my PhD in the philosophy of history 

at the University of Ghent . I ’m dealing 

with the work of Alain Badiou there . ”

“ I ’m Rirkrit Tiravanija … And I ’m 

a cook . I ’m here to cook for you . ”

“ My name is Egon Hanfstingl and 

I ’m also here to cook ; I ’m part of the 

cooking team . I live in Amsterdam, 

and I have been working closely with 

Louwrien Wijers for some years . ”

“ I ’m Miwon Kwon, I live in Los 

Angeles where I teach art history at 

UCLA . I write  –  when I can … It ’s 

good to see some familiar faces here 

that I haven ’t seen in a while ! ”

“ Marti Peran, from Barcelona . I teach 

art history at the University, and I also 

teach at the fine arts school . Whenever 

possible I try to curate some, or 

organize workshops or events . ”

 “ I am Louwrien Wijers from 

Amsterdam and I ’ve been working in 

the arts for the last forty years, maybe 

even longer . I call myself a sculp-

tor, and consider my writing to be 

sculpture too  –  as a student of Joseph 

Beuys I ’d like to think everything is 

sculpture, including sound . I don ’t 

do jobs really, I just go with the 

flow  –  this time with Nico ’s flow …  ”

“ My name is Jan Verwoert,  

I am a writer and critic based in 

Berlin, and I teach at the Piet Zwart 

Institute in Rotterdam . I write for 

various publications . ”

“ I am Monika Szewczyk, a writer 

and editor, and I work in Rotterdam 

as well ; I ’m really here today as a con-

tributing editor to A Prior Magazine . ”

“ I ’m Dieter Roelstraete, I work at 

the museum of contemporary art 

in Antwerp ( Muhka ) and live in 

Berlin, where I work as a writer 

and editor  –  of Afterall and 

A Prior Magazine among others . ”

“ Els Roelandt, A Prior Magazine ’s 

editor in chief . The magazine is today 

based in Ghent, but was actually 

born and raised in Brussels . I also 

teach at the Royal Art Academy 

in Ghent ( KASK ), and of course 

I ’m very happy that we have all 

come to gather here to work on the 

next issue of A Prior  –  I hope it ’s 

going to be … Well, real good . ”
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Joe Scanlan : spoken like a true 

chief editor !

Rirkrit Tiravanija : We ’ll print that 

big  –  “ real good ” . On two pages .

“ My name is Andrea Wiarda, I ’m 

based in Milan and I am here as one 

of the editors of A Prior Magazine . ”

“ My name is Anders Kreuger, and I 

have several affiliations, one of which 

is to the journal  –  as a member of its 

editorial board . I am the director of 

the Malmö Art Academy in Southern 

Sweden and a curator of exhibitions 

at Lund Kunsthall . A curator and 

occasional writer, let ’s say . ”

“ And I am Anton Vidokle, 

recently released from Ryker ’s Island 

Correctional Facility and I am real 

happy to be here . And perhaps now 

that we all got to know each other 

we can move on to the issues 

at hand ? ”

Els Roelandt : Alright . Perhaps a brief 

introduction of this project is in 

order … In a normal procedure, A 

Prior Magazine invites three artists to 

work together to produce a new issue 

of the magazine . So far ( and we have 

been doing this for quite some time 

now, almost ten years ) this has worked 

out just fine, but it has sometimes also 

been rather conventional and conser-

vative in its results  –  we invite artists, 

the artists invite writers, the writers 

write their essays, the artists hand 

in their magazine - specific project 

and that ’s that . A few months ago, 

we invited Nico, Rirkrit and Anton 

as participating artists, and almost 

immediately they took a different 

approach, suggesting that they would 

not invite writers to write about their 

work, but rather opt for a different 

formula  –  something that would 

require a deeper kind of commitment 

on the part of everybody who was 

willing to participate in their proposed 

project . They invited artists and 

writers to work together with them 

to actually create the next issue of the 

magazine on the spot, actually bring-

ing all of them together in one and the 

same room so as to create content in a 

radically different way . This is what 

we are experiencing today : we will all 

sit through six sessions together here 

in New York, at the E - flux space and 

talk about any -  and everything that 

touches upon the topics which have 

been singled out by the artists and 

writers alike as the central concerns 

of these conversations . Later on, in 

the fall and in Brussels Raqs Media 

Collective, and Maria Lind will join 

in the conversation and add their own 

ideas to the mix of this conversation . 

So in the end we will have our printed 

matter, but as of yet we have no idea 

whatsoever this is going to look like .

Nico Dockx : Well, whoever is present 

here and feels like he or she would 

like to ‘ just ’ contribute in writing is 

of course free to do so as well . 

Rirkrit Tiravanija : Okay, how 

many vegetarians at this table here ? 

We ’re going to start off light, with 

some light food  –  just so we don ’t 

fall asleep immediately … A cold 

soba noodle and a green salad with 



Tofu . And Marti here made a 

special guest appearance  –  with a 

Tortilla . And then in the evening 

we ’ll have some spicy food .

Monika Szewczyk : Okay, but how 

spicy is spicy exactly ?

Dieter Roelstraete : Perhaps we can 

also say a couple of things about the 

structure of the event  –  or, better still, 

its lack of structure, which should 

allow for a great deal of improvisa-

tion . Which is the point, of course, 

but we should also be mindful that 

improvisation by people who are not 

well - trained at it can easily result in, 

well, utter silence . And that can ’t be 

the point of this meeting because then 

we won ’t have an issue ! So I think 

that ’s why we have ‘ chosen ’ Anders 

and Monika to act as the animators 

or moderators of these conversations .

Jan Verwoert : well then, when it 

comes to the question of content, one 

thing that I would be interested in 

finding out is … Well, to understand 

what we really want to do here . And 

it seems to me that with regards to 

the question of immaterial labour, 

which has been raised a couple of 

times before, there would be two 

tasks  –  first of all to really describe 

what the problem is . Even though 

there is already a certain amount of 

words and descriptions that are 

available to us, to try to describe the 

situation of precarious labour . It would 

be good to briefly go through these 

descriptions and perhaps come up 

with our own terminology, to avoid 

reproducing certain dead ends, which 

so often happens when you revert to 

a terminology that is already in use . 

I guess that means that to describe 

really means to redescribe a certain 

situation in ways that may allow us 

to think about it differently . And then 

as a second task or challenge that we 

set for ourselves I would like to find 

out how to describe our own agency in 

such an exact situation . Because often, 

especially when they ’re really good, 

descriptions can result in a sort of 

sociological apocalypticism where you 

describe a certain situation so perfectly 

and exhaustively that there really isn ’t 

anything left to do . I think it ’s im-

portant that we avoid exhausting our 

intelligence by describing the problem 

so exhaustively that in the end we do 

nothing but describe our inability to 

do anything about it . So description 

would definitely be one task, but more 

important perhaps would be to invent 

or propose new paradigms of agency 

to describe our trajectories .

Anders Kreuger : Just to clarify here,  

Jan, you seem to be referring to the 

German terminology of “ das 

Prekariat ”, right ? 

Jan Verwoert : Well, it seems 

“ precarious labour ” is definitely 

one specific term that seems to be 

circulating at the moment . Certain 

vocabularies are in place already, and 

I think we can use certain elements, 

but hopefully with an eye on arriving 

at a different description, one that 

doesn ’t necessarily foreclose the 

possibility of agency . We could take 

the example of precarious labour as a 

starting point, with its description of 
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precarious living conditions  –  to try to 

understand what it actually means and 

whether it can be meaningful to us .

Miwon Kwon : Is this a term 

that comes out of a particular 

discussion in Europe with regards 

to precarious living conditions ?

Anders Kreuger : I believe it was 

coined after a sociological survey that 

was held in Germany a couple of years 

ago where the German working 

population was divided into new 

segments quite unlike the old ones of 

a working class and various middle 

classes, but instead in a way that would 

more closely reflect working condi-

tions as they exist today . One part of 

the population was thus named “ das 

Prekariat ”, a neologism denoting those 

people who live very precariously .

Jan Verwoert : that ’s funny  –  I 

actually wasn ’t aware of the actual 

origin of the term, which I thought 

was more closely related to the 

discussion of immaterial labour . What 

attracted me to the term initially is 

the fact that it so clearly describes 

the conditions of labour that all of us 

here, people in the creative industries, 

seem to be working under … 

Anders Kreuger : As well as the 

jobless of course, or people with not 

enough education … Rather than 

calling them “ proletariat ”, which 

in some way or other always seem 

to imply manual labour, the notion 

of “ precariat ” points to the absence 

of any kind of professional or 

economic security in the present 

socioeconomic conditions .

Miwon Kwon : Is the implication 

here that accumulation of capital 

no longer happens mainly through 

manual production ? 

Jan Verwoert : I think the term 

sets out to describe forms of labour 

that are no longer connected to 

traditional forms of rights or 

structures that help to stabilize 

work, such as working hours 

and the like . 

Anders Kreuger : Especially in 

the field of intellectual labour that 

corresponds to project - based work, 

working on temporary projects .

Jan Verwoert : But it does not 

solely concern workers in the 

creative industries  –  it applies 

to all temporary work .

Anders Kreuger : The point of the 

survey was to show that some people 

with unquestionably high intellectual 

prestige may actually belong to the 

precariat, to the lower scales of society 

in narrowly socioeconomic terms .

Jan Verwoert : That is what ’s 

interesting here, and potentially 

allows for a new form of solidarity . 

Just a stupid example perhaps, but in 

the course of the last year I had been 

working on an exhibition in the north 

of England and always found myself 

on cheap Ryanair flights going to 
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Eastern Midlands  –  on the way out 

it was always full of British punters 

flying out to get drunk in Berlin 

because it ’s so much cheaper, and on 

the way back in the plane was always 

full of Polish plumbers … Of course 

in the end you just wonder what the 

difference is between the jobs they 

are doing and the job you are doing . 

Of course to a certain point I am 

sitting there as a highly qualified … 

( Laughter ) 

Or maybe not . I don ’t even have 

a degree  –  and I ’m sure the 

plumber has .

Dieter Roelstraete : You ’re just an 

intellectual plumber .

Jan Verwoert : To a certain degree 

then the conditions of such precarious 

labour are shared : they go where the 

work is and they stay there for as long 

as there is work  –  exactly the same 

as me : I go there to work until there 

is no more work, which is when I 

disappear again … And of course the 

pressure that is put on them is also put 

on me : you have to prove your talent, 

because that really is the only thing 

you bring along with you . Other than 

your skills there are no securities that 

tie you to a more stable job structure .

Anyway I almost called myself “ highly 

qualified ” earlier because I also 

wanted to avoid … See, the problem 

with constructing new solidarities is 

that it is too easy to over - romanticize 

our current condition and create 

or imagine similarities where there 

really aren ’t any . Some time before 

we had this universal metaphor of the 

nomad, denoting people who are both 

mobile because of their cultural and 

financial possibilities and because they 

are forced to travel or need to travel, 

which of course caused confusion 

that glossed over these considerable 

differences … In this sense I think it 

is important to see the potential of 

new solidarities but also mark the 

differences that exist, or appreciate 

the different directions from which 

people have arrived at this present 

condition .

Marti Peran : Is this where you 

propose to bring in the idea of agency ? 

Because that is a really problematic 

concept of course, which I understand 

to be something absolutely differ-

ent . I view it not just as a platform, 

but as a dynamic, as an energy .

Jan Verwoert : Well it ’s certainly 

interesting to clarify these terms as 

a preliminary to the discussion that 

will follow . When I used the term 

“ agency ” I really meant that in the 

most neutrally possible way . I know 

the term is related with a certain 

activist discourse, as well as to the field 

of post - colonial theory, where it is part 

of a discourse of empowerment . But I 

would rather stick to the most neutral 

meaning of “ the capacity to act ”  

–  in German I would probably use 

the term “ Handlungsvermögen ”, the 

possibility or potential to act . Agency 

and activism for me are not the same 

thing, I am much more attracted to 

the discourse of Giorgio Agamben 

and his notion of potentiality  –  the 

notion of an “ I can ” and an “ I can ’t ” . 

I don ’t embrace this heroic discourse 

of venturing out into … Well, let me 

just say I ’m kind of nervous when it 

comes to some of these well - intended 

descriptions of power structures that 

end with an apocalyptic conclusion 

where the intellectual energy is really 

spent on describing a world in which 

change is actually no longer possible . 

For instance with regards to the 

overpowering monster of the capitalist 

machinery of co - option … What is 

the point of proving how successfully 

this co - option works, where in the 

end you almost become involuntarily 

the prosecutor by showing that we 

are all co - opted ? That leaves us with 

a pretty dire picture . Even Kosofsky 

Sedgwick has written beautifully 

about that, basically rejecting it as a 

paranoid tendency . She has called 

for accuracy, not paranoia  –  for an 

accurate description of the trajectory 

of possibilities rather than closures . 

In a broader sense I think agency just 

describes the way in which we can un-

derstand creative potentiality, and this 

not ecessarily in a heroic activist sense .



Miwon Kwon : I wanted to bring the 

discussion back to the issue of termi-

nology . I think that here in America 

the word “ immateriality ”, at least in 

art discourse, has most often been 

related to objects, to the dematerializa-

tion of the art object . Most of what 

you have described until now has more 

commonly been called “ service ” in 

this country . I wonder  –  is there really 

such a thing as immaterial labor ? 

That ’s my fundamental question : 

can labor ever be truly immaterial ?

Marti Peran : Immaterial labour as 

I understand it is related to the fact 

that under the present conditions, 

our subjectivity is more or less 

produced by neo - capitalism itself . 

We have to conceive of the current 

capitalist system as a big factory that 

not only provides mere material 

products, but now spends most of its 

energies producing subjectivities . The 

real problem concerns the question 

how we should respond to that 

dynamic . Should we criticize it on 

an economic level first and foremost ? 

Or rather respond from a cultural 

perspective ? Traditionally the realm 

of culture had always been a fantastic 

laboratory from whence we were 

able to create critiques of existing 

economic realities ; now of course 

culture has merely become part of 

the general system of economy, and 

an important factor in its production 

of our subjectivity . This, to me, is 

what immaterial labour means : that 

capitalism has become a factory for 

the production of subjectivities .

Jan Verwoert : You ’re pointing out 

an interesting perspective here that 

would allow for the criticizing of that 

discourse . On the one hand we can 

understand it as meaning  –  immaterial 

labour as the production of subjectivi-

ties and communalities and sociability ; 

but on the other hand, I think Miwon 

is right in asking whether subjectivity 

and communication and so forth are 

ever really immaterial . Maybe we ’re 

just using the wrong term  –  we are 

dealing with material culture after 

all, with life and lived existence .

Marti Peran : Experience would be 

a key term here .

Miwon Kwon : That ’s precisely what 

I mean  –  experience itself is material . 

I would like to not forget that there 

are material aspects to what we are 

here describing as ‘ immaterial ’ : 

experience, service, subjectivity, socia-

bility, participation, eating together … 

Whatever the framework of our 

understanding may be with regards to 

what constitutes labor, or what a work 

of art may be  –  it is never without 

material preconditions or possibilities . 

And even as we engage on a critical 

level with these changing conditions, 

with the established dominance of 

immaterial production, we must 

be aware that there is an aspect of 

romance there  –  a romantic forgetting 

of the fact that material conditions are 

always at the basis of what we do .

Dieter Roelstraete : This is probably 

also related to a drive within the 

art world to mimic the triumphant 

models of economic, i .e . capitalist 

production of the last couple of years 

and decades  –  the desire to mimic 

the dynamic of venture capital, for 

instance . Andy Warhol ’s Factory was 

modeled after an emergent service 

industry, and today ’s romance, within 

the art world, of immaterial labour 

may be modeled after, say, hedge 

fund financy wizardry and hyper-

speculation . Because there is definitely 

a romance of speculation taking 

place in this slight fantasy of he idea 

of immaterial labour . Perhaps 

“ service ” indeed is the more interes-

ting term  –  or at least allows for a 

different angle .

Jan Verwoert : There are two direc-

tions, right ? On the one hand, there ’s 

the romance of the immaterial that, 

as you say, forces us to go back to 

material conditions . On the other 

hand, one could say that maybe these 

terms ‘ immaterial ’ and ‘ material ’ 

and their relationship have to be 

reconsidered . Their relationship might 

change fundamentally when life is 

the main resource in the cultural field 

that is constantly put at the disposal 
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of that industry . Life is, on the one 

hand an immaterial condition, be-

cause it consists in communication, 

but it ’s also a very material condition, 

because bodies live under precarious 

conditions and with precarious 

desires . So, what does ‘ immaterial ’ 

and ‘ material ’ mean then and 

do we have to work with the 

descriptions that already exist, or 

could we actually produce new 

ones concerning the relation of 

the material and immaterial ? 

Anders Kreuger : But there is 

also Hannah Arendt ’s distinction 

between labor and work that might 

also be useful here . Labor is basically 

what you do when you are detached 

from the result, when you don ’t have 

any investment in the actual use of 

the material, but you just use your 

own detached labor to do something 

that somebody else has commis-

sioned . Work, on the other hand, 

implies that you are responsible 

and directly interested in how the 

material is transformed into 

something else . Then there is 

action, and then, there is thinking .

Louwrien Wijers : And how does 

money and salary fit in here ? 

Because, you know, much of the 

artist ’s work cannot be bought with 

a salary, or even with money .

Anders Kreuger : True . 

Louwrien Wijers : What I ’m 

hearing here seems to have a lot to 

do with money .

Anders Kreuger : Hannah Arendt ’s 

model, of course, is based on slave 

labor . Labour was the slave work, 

work was for the craftsmen, and 

action was for the free citizen . 

Monika Szewczyk :  … and it never 

involved any thing .

Anders Kreuger : Action involves 

language .

Monika Szewczyk : Yes, but it ’s not 

tied to any material the way work is .

Anders Kreuger : But how can 

you apply these distinctions in 

the money economy ? That ’s 

an interesting question . That ’s 

where the problem arises, I suppose

–  when you talk about immaterial 

labor in a money economy . 

Miwon Kwon : Or the problem is 

the collapse of those distinctions 

between labor and work and action ?

Anders Kreuger : Very much so .

Monika Szewczyk : Maybe the 

money economy has to be tied 

to other economies, because I 

don ’t think we ’re only operating 

within a money economy .

Louwrien Wijers : You see, the 

word economy actually means a 

household, so it has nothing to do 

with money . It means that we are one 

household, around one table, and we 

all have to eat, because there is only 

one dictator, and that is hunger .

Jan Verwoert : Money is a medium to 

validate the value of production, but 

what this discourse around immaterial 

labor also suggests is that money is 

not the only measure, but that there 

are other cultural currencies that 

come into play when immaterial 

labor is validated, like symbolic 

recognition . For instance, as an intern 

in an advertising agency, or a young 

doctor at a hospital, you are expected 

to work if not for free, then for a very 

low salary, for a very long time, 

because what you working for is 

not financial compensation, but 

symbolic recognition . So there are 

other economies, parallel to the 

money - system, that seem to be at play .

Anders Kreuger : I ’m also thinking of 

Duchamp, of what you might interpret 

as his ‘ fetishization of moderation ’ : 

he says I only need so much money 

to have my independence and I will 

never go for more, because then I will 

loose something else . The moderation 

that he promoted becomes somewhat 

fetishized in monetary terms, because 

it becomes a challenge to other people 

who seek more . He forces them to 



acknowledge that his option can 

also be of higher value than theirs .

Louwrien Wijers : The latest in money 

that I know of is that maximizing is 

not the thing that people go for . 80% 

of the people go for satisfying and not 

maximizing . We ’re making a kind 

of economy that goes for growth, 

but nobody wants growth, they 

just want like Duchamp, ‘ Enough 

is enough, I don ’t need more . ’

Anders Kreuger : That is a luxury 

position .

Louwrien Wijers : But it ’s not a luxury 

position, it ’s a human position .

Anders Kreuger : Unfortunately, 

for many people it is .

Monika Szewczyk : Also, Duchamp ’s 

inheritance places him in a position 

that is a bit ambiguous in relation 

to the discourse of moderation, 

because he also came from a back-

ground that started him off in 

a certain position already . 

Dieter Roelstraete : It ’s very upper 

class not to want more .

Louwrien Wijers : I wouldn ’t 

think so, I don ’t think it ’s the 

right way to describe it . It ’s the 

mind of Duchamp that produces 

this, it ’s not his background .

Joe Scanlan : Ideas come from 

somewhere and I think Duchamp 

was performing a way of being in 

the world that has roots . I think 

that ’s what I hear Dieter and Monika 

saying . I agree that a cultivation 

of a satisfied, or leisurely, or moder-

ate life - style, whatever you want to 

call it, comes from somewhere … 

from the devotion of the church 

in the Middle Ages, from … 

Louwrien Wijers :  … But I would 

like to look further down the road … 

at the hunter - gatherers . I think they 

were so happy to sit down and relax .

Joe Scanlan : I think that ’s really 

impossible to know and incredibly 

romantic to say that they were happy 

on the rock, chewing on their bone … 

Louwrien Wijers : I ’m just quoting 

a scientist who has studied the 

hunter - gatherers ’ society, who says 

that in today ’s economy we are really 

putting in too many working hours .

Miwon Kwon : That I agree with, but 

I feel a kind of resistance to what you 

put on the table, because it naturalizes 

these kinds of choices and desires . 

In some ways it moves against the 

necessity to account for material, 

historical, social conditions that are 

all, in fact, part of subjectivity, of 

what we desire and what we think 

as aspirationally possible  –  even 

what we think is possible is 

determined by those conditions .

Jan Verwoert : Coming back to 

Duchamp : these gestures of the 

rejection of productivity and their 

resonances could also be understood 

as a kind of nostalgia for aristocracy 

as this one class that is removed from 

the vulgarity of the market place . 

Even Adorno sometimes speaks of 

the nostalgia for the aristocratic, as 

the culture that is removed from that 

give and take of the market place .

Miwon Kwon : And also if you look 

at Duchamp ’s anti - production, it was 

all performance in a way, especially 

if we take immaterial labor back to 

what he was involved in  –  he was 

a dealer, an advisor to collectors, he 

was continuously an artist  –  so, you 

know, we can ’t take him at his word . 

( Laughter )

Anders Kreuger : That ’s the point . 

But his gesture is still radical for our 

students . When our students hear 

of at least partial rejection of some 

possibilities, they are thrilled by it . It 

still has the potential to excite people .
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Dieter Roelstraete : Well, we all 

dream of escape . 

From the Audience : We shouldn ’t 

forget the affirmative side of 

Duchamp ’s non - production . It ’s 

easier to explain his non - production 

through history and social and 

cultural phenomena, and it ’s a lot 

harder to try to understand what the 

affirmative idea about it can be .

Dieter Roelstraete : That‘ s what 

Anders is describing when he talks 

about the success that he continues 

to harvest with the students .

From the Audience : I believe one 

should not reduce it to students 

only . It seems to me that it should 

be possible to find more affirmative, 

positive thinking in this radicality . 

Anders Kreuger : There is a difference 

between aristocratic detachment 

in luxury and an active, as you 

say, decision to go for moderation, 

and that is a very interesting dis-

tinction in economic terms . 

Miwon Kwon : What do you think 

your students are really responding to ?

Anders Kreuger : I think they are 

responding to the liberation from 

loyalty that this moderation implies .

Miwon Kwon : Loyalty to …  ?

Anders Kreuger : Loyalty to 

an employer, or a system, or to 

maximization of profits … 

Dieter Roelstraete : It ’s also about 

a life - style, I guess . That ’s prob-

ably why he is the most influential 

artist of the 20th century . It ’s about 

the glamour of detachment .

Jan Verwoert : But that ’s again 

explaining it in terms of a situation .

Dieter Roelstraete : But he is the 

master of exploiting and choreo-

graphing a situation . 

Anders Kreuger : Your question is 

really important : What constitutes 

the radicality and the attraction of 

his gesture ? Because it is a gesture, 

obviously, as Miwon pointed out .

Miwon Kwon : I ’m also thinking 

more broadly beyond Duchamp . I ’m 

teaching art history to young stu-

dents who were born in the nineties, 

they don ’t know much about what 

happened before ( they ’ve heard of 

Duchamp, like, he ’s a big guy ) . I 

think the general attraction to art for 

young people to want to study art, to 

become an artist, is the fantasy of 

complete power  –  to have control of 

your own life . This is a false under-

standing, but still a very powerful one . 

That translates somewhat to being 

detached, disconnected from social 

pressures and such . That ’s one side 

of it . The other side is perhaps more 

utopian  –  it ’s about freedom . I can 

see it in the eyes and the minds of the 

students that art holds out this thing 

for them, not even just Duchamp 

versus some other artist, it ’s just art 

in general . 

Jan Verwoert : Could that not be 

tied back to what Anders was saying 

about these ideas in certain modernist 

discourses   –  that art is a form of 

unalienated work or action, rather 

than unalienated labor ? Then, on 

the one hand, we could say that this 

discourse has been turned on its 



head completely, because what was 

previously described as conditions 

of unalienated labor  –  where you 

wouldn ’t divide between work 

and free time  –  have now become 

conditions of alienated labor  –  where 

no - one can tell the difference any 

more . So you can say that this promise 

is an illusion and that art does no 

longer offer an alternative, because it ’s 

a prototype for new forms of exploita-

tion where no - one can draw the line 

any more between work and free 

time . So, that discourse is lost . Or, we 

could say that, perhaps exactly because 

of this, we need to reinvestigate this 

concept of unalienated work or action, 

to see if any of that can be redeemed 

in reality or even in imagination .

Miwon Kwon : I ’ve often said I 

would like to have somecontrol over 

my own alienation . 

( Laughter )

I sort of gave up reaching that 

unalienated place . I take it as a 

given that alienation is the terms 

of my work . Given that, I ’ll even 

take illusion of autonomy . Maybe 

this is too modest a thing to ask 

for in the field today … I often feel 

that my alienation is what people 

want to capitalize on, too . 

Monika Szewczyk : There is a 

romance to it, especially in a way 

that we can discursively turn it .

Anders Kreuger : Alienation makes 

possible a certain articulation … 

Dieter Roelstraete : It makes 

critique possible .

Jan Verwoert : Even though there is 

skepticism towards the validation of 

the work through money, we shouldn ’t 

give up on this discourse on money, 

or the right to claim money . Under 

the conditions of precarious, creative, 

labor these conditions are often 

facilitated by the fact that people are 

still ashamed to ask for money . The 

right to ask for money is something 

we should also discuss . I love this 

Morrissey quote  –  ‘ England is mine 

and it owes me a living ’ . We ’re talking 

about the self - empowerment through 

certain rights that have maybe disap-

peared, like the right to ask for money . 

Miwon Kwon : I think if we take it 

as a kind of a given condition that 

capital and money economy really 

is a dominant frame, and that we 

work in the field where the value of 

particular kinds of production or labor 

are completely unregulated and not 

understood ( I mean, my colleagues 

and I don ’t talk about our salaries, 

artists don ’t share the information 

about what they got for this project 

from this or that curator … money is 

always a little difficult ), rather than 

trying to avoid what is seen as degra-

dation of my labor through attaching 

a dollar - figure to it, I want to attach 

a dollar - figure to it and make it even 

more transparent .

( Entrance of Liam Gillick … 

who joins the conversation )
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Liam Gillick : In a strange way 

the Peter Friedl affair shows the 

complexity and the intertwinement 

of all these things … He pulled out of 

the Vincent Award at The Stedelijk 

Museum recently . An event that can 

provide some interesting reflections on 

this subject . Also we could tie it into 

my work on production in general 

and specifically car production . I 

am very aware of Volvo ’s situation 

historically . But I have to say that 

most of my understanding about what 

happened to Volvo came from my 

reading of academic papers written 

outside of Europe, in South America 

primarily, about developments in 

European post - Fordist economies, 

about ameliorated labour techniques . 

Anders Kreuger : So you mean that 

the analysis of Sweden that you 

referred to is generated by contrast 

to other contexts … by people from 

other contexts .

Liam Gillick : Yes, exactly .

Anders Kreuger : That makes sense 

but it means misunderstandings .

Liam Gillick : One of them is, 

of course, the projection of what 

Swedishness is and the idea of there 

being base - level cultural values that 

are inherent in a culture . The idea 

that there ’s a basis to society that 

allows certain things to happen 

that have been perceived as not 

possible elsewhere, which is, of 

course, always complicated … 

Anders Kreuger :  …hahahaha .

Liam Gillick : Just to finish it : what 

really pissed them off in Holland is 

that they felt they are not a corrupt 

culture  –  they are Calvinist and kind 

of an open culture . They see them-

selves as honest and serious, and not 

as corrupt . Friedl ’s accusation that 

the whole prize was corrupt was an 

accusation against the whole society .

Monika Szewczyk : Why could the 

accusation not have been about 

the vacuum, the curatorial vacuum 

we talked about . We ourselves began 

with a little bit of a vacuum ( there 

was silence ), we kind of asked our-

selves how are we going to do this, 

how are we going to improvise our 

discussion and then slowly it got 

going . Jan has talked about refusals, 

about not performing . So, there has 

been on the table this idea that, in fact, 

a vacuum is necessary for anything to 

happen . I ’m curious about what every-

body thinks about that space, and 

if curators can assume that role ? Or, 

are they the ones who, in place of 

artists who create vacuums, have to 

be content - providers or something

along that line ? 

Jan Verwoert : Before that … Liam, 

can I just ask you something ? We 

were talking about two things . 

One of them concerned the kind of 

experience where a non - productive 

absence is being felt and being 

criticized . But before that you also 

talked about the notion of being the 

architect of your own obsolescence . 

So, on the one hand, we have an 

absence that is perceived as the lack 

of someone taking responsibility, but 

what about that idea of being the 

architect of your own obsolescence ? 

How does that fit into the picture ?

Liam Gillick : Peter Friedl refused 

to improvise and to fill the discursive 

void that should surround his work 

and which he would like to be inher-

ently made visible by his work . And 

it was impossible to do that, because 

the only way he could do that would 

be to create his own meta - structure 

around what he produced, because 
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the museum refused an active, 

serious engagement with what he 

was proposing . And that comes from 

his particular understanding about 

how art can be critical, effective, 

transparent and progressive . He 

refused to be the improviser . It ’s a 

bit like if, on a notional date such 

as January the 16th 1974, the Volvo 

workers refused to accept flexible 

working practice, because they knew 

if they involved themselves in the 

flexible working practice, in the end 

20 .000 people would get sacked, 

because there was no clear definition 

or end to flexibility . Peter Friedl 

wanted to retain a clear boundary 

and refused to fill the void with his 

own kind of substandard replacement 

for the discourse around the work .

Jan Verwoert : But interestingly ( I ’m 

adding this as a footnote ), they asked 

me to do an introductory talk, but 

I declined the invitation, not only 

because I did not want to improvise 

and provide content, but also be-

cause I didn ’t want to formulate 

someone else ’s desire that I didn ’t 

know anything about, I don ’t want 

to formulate a curatorial choice 

that seems to me not really present . 

So, this is maybe not just a refusal 

to improvise, but also a refusal to 

formulate a desire for someone else . 

But what is this idea of the architect 

of your own obsolescence ? How 

does that fit into the picture ?

Liam Gillick : In this case ?

Jan Verwoert : On the one hand we 

have a void, and as an artist you ’re 

brought in to perform in relation 

to this void, and there are several 

strategic, political choices that you 

can make . But when you talked 

about the idea of one being the 

architect of one ’s own obsolescence, 

were you insinuating that a country 

like Sweden, people becoming the 

architect of their own obsolescence 

strengthens the state form or … What 

does it mean to play the role of the 

architect of one ’s own obsolescence ?

Liam Gillick : It ’s arguable that cer-

tain artists function in a way that 

allows them to continue regardless of 

this void, because they are well trained 

and well versed in certain working 

methods . And perfectly capable of 

building a typically understandable 

and processable middle - brow museum 

context for themselves, even without 

other people forcing them to do it . 

That ’s because they are so well versed 

in how to do it . So what ’s interesting 

is that technically speaking, everyone 

could do what they wanted for the 

exhibition, because they were given a 

big long room to do what they want . 

If you go to see it  –  and I ’m implicated 

of course  –  it ’s technically indistin-

guishable from any other exhibition 

done by a curator at the Stedelijk ; 

because people just seem to somehow 

know how to behave, because they 

have this kind of skill, this sense of 

multi - tasking, they are very good at 

doing it . I don ’t know if this answers 

your question . I think it has something 

to do with what we ’re talking about . It 

reveals it . 

Dieter Roelstraete : Is that re - skilling ? 

So much of the 20th - century art has 

revolved around the idea of de  skilling, 

the castigation of mastery, craft and 

all that . Is the 21st - century artist being 

re - skilled to produce contexts in which 

his or her work can be processed …  ? 
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Joe Scanlan : To me it sounds closer 

to … for example : when you ’re going 

to the airport, you check out your own 

material, you process your own ticket, 

you scan all your tools . And I under-

stand Peter is saying, ‘ No, I refuse to 

scan my own tools, get a check - out 

person in here now, or I leave the 

store and I don ’t buy anything . 

Miwon Kwon : I feel suspicious 

and resistant and a little annoyed 

with invitations that are, sort of, 

presented nicely, but without enough 

of a parameter, or a set of questions, 

or some explanation of ‘ why me ’, 

or what ’s going to happen . Yes, to a 

certain extent, having these agendas 

articulated in advance probably 

defeats the purpose of wanting a 

reform . But at the same time, I feel 

a little set up to contribute to a void . 

Sometimes it produces, at least from 

the invitee ’s perspective, a kind of 

ambiguity in which I don ’t know 

how my cultural labors are gonna 

be contextualized, rearticulated, 

reframed . I want to share something 

here that is relevant . I was invited to 

participate in a conference that was at 

Karlsruhe in Germany in February . 

It was called ‘ Our Literal Speed ’, and 

it was a 3 - day event that is supposed 

to happen over 3 years, organized by 

the University of Chicago, ZKM and 

the Getty . It was supposed to be sort 

of like this . It ’s open, ‘ we don ’t really 

know what ’s going to happen ’, ‘ you 

come and discuss the conditions of 

current practice or conditions of our 

own performativity, the nature of 

our work basically ( artists ’, critics ’, 

academics ’,  …  ) ’ . Out of practical 

reasons I said that I could not come . 

And they said that was OK and that 

I could produce a wall of silence if I 

liked, that I could do anything . So, 

then I wanted to make something of 

my absence as the contribution, and 

that ’s what happened : someone else 

read a statement about this pressure 

to be present, pressure to contribute, 

to perform, to fill the void . I got an 

e - mail after the event from one of the 

organizers thanking me very much 

for not coming to the conference and 

asking how to process my honorarium . 

Liam Gillick : But I think we need to 

distinguish between the idea of there 

being an exhibition at the Stedelijk, 

where there is no curatorial position 

and what you are describing . What 

you are describing is a discursive 

framework, definitely a recognizable 

element within the art context which 

produces certain things : it produces 

ideas, it does not produce nothing . 

It is not a void in the same way … 

Miwon Kwon : It ’s not the same, but 

there was a way that I felt that the 

organizers of this conference were 

refusing to clearly articulate the frame, 

purposefully, so that whatever my 

contribution might be, I will have that 

sense of ‘ how will it make sense ’ or 

‘ not make sense ’ . I was being asked 

to trust . Perhaps ‘ trust ’ is another 

word, a question here .

Monika Szewczyk : Absolutely . We 

may come back to that .

Liam Gillick : Did you feel that 

therefore this invitation to an 

open - ended discussion was in order 

to get hold of you, in order to try 

to incorporate you, or use you ?

Miwon Kwon : Oh, absolutely . I 

felt that it was about Miwon Kwon 

 –  that figure that needed to be part 

of the publicity, the literature, com-

motion, material .

Liam Gillick : Sure . But did you 

feel that beyond that there was any 

other sense in which  –  since people 

respect your position and your writing  

–  there might be something good 

about not going ? Did you feel you 

ought to be available somehow ?

Miwon Kwon : Well, part of me, for 

sure . But the point was that I really 

could not go . But then the e - mail 

came back saying that it was really 



fine . So I gave it some more thought 

and realized that not being present 

could be a contribution . Yes, I felt 

guilty ( as a critic, as a writer ) . 

On the other hand, there was this 

sense of them not doing their job . 

Jan Verwoert : I think there are 

two possible directions in which we 

can take this . One is what Liam 

highlighted at the beginning  –  an 

absence . Because when we talk about 

immaterial or precarious labour, we 

never really talk about absences . We 

talk about the fact that the pressure 

is on . You go somewhere, you have 

to prove your talent, there ’s pressure 

to perform . However, against that 

presence of pressure you point to an 

absence, an absence of accountability, 

or even an absence of vision . What 

we could talk about is the discomfort 

of the content - provider, as something 

that is articulated through this pres-

ence or absence . As a content - provider 

you are constantly under pressure to 

produce something and the discomfort 

comes from the fact that it ’s just 

whatever, that it ’s just a format that 

needs to be filled by whatever content, 

because there ’s a magazine to be 

done, space to be filled . Then you ’re 

faced with this responsibility that no 

one else assumes  –  that responsibility 

often being to formulate the desire 

of someone else, which is impossible . 

So, that would be one direction 

we go in . The other direction is 

that of distinction and reputational 

transfers . This applies to certain art 

professionals who have a reputation to 

transfer, who can bestow distinction 

on an institution . That ’s part of the 

politics of our jobs . The question is, 

what does refusal mean when you 

are already within the economy of 

distinction ? Of course, that refusal 

counts as a contribution and you are 

awarded for that . An example that a 

friend of mine once gave me is that 

Gerhard Richter has a poster next 

to his phone that says ‘ No ! ’ . Of 

course, his refusal to perform already 

operates within a clearly defined 

economy of supply and demand, 

where that ‘ No ’ has a value . This 

separates him from a lot of people 

for whom a ‘ No ’ has no value, it just 

means denying yourself a certain 

possibility, because you are not al-

ready in that system . So, we can talk 

about this system of distinctions, or 

about the discomfort of the content 

provider, or about the freedom of 

the provider, i .e . about the idea of 

the carte blanche, an idea that I 

would not readily discard . To be 

faced with an empty space is a great 

possibility and, at the same time, 

something very awkward . We have 

to perform in relation to nothing .

Miwon Kwon : It ’s never nothing .

Dieter Roelstraete : But, Miwon,  … 

when you talked about your students

 and the fantasy of freedom that 

art promises everybody, and not just 

artists, but also those who write 

about art, because they can write 

anything … 

Miwon Kwon : Yes and no . I ’ve 

often encountered no, but ok .

Dieter Roelstraete : What ’s the ratio 

between this void and freedom ?

Liam Gillick : I don ’t think that we 

should use these words like void or 

vacuum, because that really does 

not describe it . You could say, from 

maybe a ridiculous perspective, that 

we erected real and imaginary walls 

further and further down towards 

this one long room in Amsterdam … 

and what actually happened in this 

case is that a couple of the walls were 

removed, and Peter Friedl felt that he 

should negotiate with the museum 

director and the museum itself  –  but 

because a couple of the walls were 

broken down that normally would be 

protective  –  some discursive moment, 

some curatorial presence, something 

that would ameliorate the reality of 

the fact that you ’re basically showing 

in a certain type of space was miss-

ing, because you could suddenly see 

through these now absent barriers to 

this other site  –  and that made new 

problems : the director himself would 

be accountable and he would have 

to engage, someone else would have 
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to be involved . Of course, you can 

extend this analogy and say, well, 

where are the tolerable layers that 

make a progressive practice ? It ’s really 

a hard image, that ’s the problem ; does 

this make any sense at all ? Or, you 

can say, we are basically working here 

under a kind of a North - American, 

Western, system . Of course, we know 

that they are these artificial real bar-

riers that separate us from that awful 

truth, as it were, that may justify 

sitting around and talking, rather 

than going somewhere now and 

doing something about it . Peter 

just saw that a couple of these 

layers were removed and the reality 

was that he was left showing in a 

kind of a tedious, uninteresting, 

museum environment . And that 

would be a problem for his work .

Dieter Roelstraete : The problem 

was also that the only context that re-

mained was that of the prize, namely 

the equation of art and money .

Liam Gillick : Now, would it not 

have been better if they had had 

three days of discussions and a decent 

curator and many side events ? Yes, 

it ’s arguable that that would have 

been more tolerable for him .

Dieter Roelstraete : For him maybe, 

yes . I know his history of refusing, 

and I know also that Peter Friedl is 

really interesting in the context of 

this discussion because he has a really 

fraught relationship with Duchamp . 

It ’s quite odd, of course, that he would 

be part of a competition . You know 

Béla Bartók said that competitions are 

for horses, not for artists . How did he 

agree to be part of a competition in 

the first place ? Because it seems 

to be so incredibly antithetical to 

many of the most basic premises 

of what he does .

Liam Gillick : Because of the jury . 

Because on the jury were Manuel 

J .Borja - Villel, Viktor Misiano, Beatrix 

Ruf . And because he ’d worked with 

Manuel J .Borja - Villel a lot on his 

retrospective, he trusted that if the 

jury is so smart and so interesting 

and so principled and so intellectual, 

then it can ’t be that bad . This is quite 

common . If we ’re talking about ‘ what 

is this strange open framework ? ’, 

well, it ’s not open ; we ’re actually 

talking about precise things, precise 

relationships and precise formula-

tions . If we don ’t like it, we might 

need to change it . And one of the 

things that we came up with was 

that we decided that there should 

be artist - representatives on the jury . 

So, my point is that we ’re talking 

about real power structures, real 

displacements, concrete issues .

Jan Verwoert : In an attempt to discuss 

this in a more general framework, 

how do you operate in a structure 

that incites your creativity by offering 

you undefined spaces or absences ?

Liam Gillick : I don ’t see any unde-

fined spaces, which undefined spaces 

in culture are we talking about ? 

Jan Verwoert : In the beginning you 

were talking about the fact that there 

was an absence … 

Liam Gillick : Yes, but that ’s different, 

that ’s like someone left the room . 

That ’s not undefined . The room is 

still there .

Jan Verwoert : The problem that I am 

very often facing is this open invitation 

to provide whatever . I would under-

stand that as the discomfort of the 

content - provider  –  that you just feel 

that some content has to be provided 

to keep the structure alive . There are 

particular people, there are particular 

power structures, they need to repro-

duce themselves, but to be able to 

reproduce themselves they need 

whatever content . The question is 

how do you relate to that ? You and 

Miwon mentioned trust … you gave 

the example of the reasoning ‘ if 

that and that curator is involved, it 

can ’t be that bad ’, and I don ’t wish 

to be cynical about it . What is the 

distinction between different forms 

of open invitations ? On the one hand, 

when you ’re asked to provide content 

only so as to keep some space going ( or 



to keep, say, a Danish magazine 

alive ), you can wonder why you would 

do that, and therefore perceive this 

as alienating . On the other hand, 

the invitation to do whatever is the 

most fantastic thing, because you 

want to do whatever you want . So 

what ’s the distinction ? Is it because 

you trust particular people ?

Sis Matthé : I think it ’s about 

responsibility .

Jan Verwoert : But sometimes I 

also trust very irresponsible people, 

because I kind of … like them . 

Dieter Roelstraete : But when you ’re 

faced with an invitation to perform 

in this empty space, Jan, isn ’t that 

where also the power relations 

governing the art world are being 

confirmed and established ? Is not 

the first thing there the confirmation 

of your prestige ? It ’s like, ‘ Look at 

him . He can come to the empty space 

and do whatever ’ . It ’s again the idea 

that we settle for symbolic capitalism 

in the absence of real capitalism, 

as the one defining feature of our 

investment in immaterial economy .

Jan Verwoert : You could say that it ’s a 

deep feeling of alienation to be invited 

to do whatever, because you feel that 

you are just perpetuating these 

symbolic structures that are already 

in place, you are a distinguished 

performer and that allows another 

structure to be productively undefined 

and to just continue to exist . On the 

other hand, you could also describe it 

as circumstances where you experience 

your own agency . Whatever will 

materialize out of these discussions 

with people you trust to say something 

interesting, once you bring them 

around a table with good food . What 

on the one hand can be described as 

an experience of creative freedom, can 

on the other hand be described as a 

feeling of alienation and the reproduc-

tion of certain power structure .

Liam Gillick : You have to remember, 

from a sort of Maurizio Lazzarato 

position, that immaterial labor is an 

attempt by Marxists, mainly Italian 

Marxists, to account for more things 

in culture than have traditionally 

been accounted for by old - fashioned 

or older forms of Marxist analysis . 

So, it ’s not a passive tool to describe 

some sort of a hopeless situation . 

It ’s actually an activated attempt 

to account for these various voids, 

barriers, barricades, shifts, absences, 

presences, content, etc ., and to include 

them into a bigger framework of 

analytical critical understanding . 

Having been on a panel in Miami 

with many newspaper art critics, 

talking about the function of the 

critic, I realized that discussions of 

this kind  –  about immaterial 

labor, voids and contents you are 

talking about  –  are absolutely 

essential, because there was hardly 

anyone on the panel who would 

acknowledge it would even be a 

role of anyone to try to analyze or 

understand all these apparently 

immaterial, yet very important 

factors . They weren ’t accepting 

any of this stuff . It ends with art 

for them . 

Anders Kreuger : Isn ’t it also a 

question of value just as much 

as of trust ? You validate each 

other by trusting each other .

from the audience : That ’s part of 

the discomfort I hear Jan describ-

ing . When I get an invitation like 
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that  –  to do what ever I want  –  I 

often feel that they don ’t really care . 

They actually are completely not 

interested in what is happening in 

so many column - inches of their 

magazine or so many square feet of 

their space . They just need something 

to happen . I value my own work 

and I like to think of it highly most 

of the time . I do not like that degen-

eration of what I invest so much 

time in . And that ’s when I like 

to refuse . 

Jan Verwoert : When we ’re talking 

about the discomfort of the content 

provider, the criteria that are being 

brought in now are trust and care, 

or specificity .

Liam Gillick : I think that ’s a better 

word than trust . I don ’t think Peter 

Friedl trusts Manuel J . Borja - Villel 

but he knows that they ’ve had an 

ongoing discussion, that they have 

certain shared interests, that they share 

a kind of a critical framework, and 

that if ( and this maybe a misunder-

standing ) that same person you ’ve 

just worked with on a great big thing 

somewhere also agrees to be on a 

jury, then you ’ll be continuing a 

relationship . It ’s not that you trust 

them, you assume that this will be the 

case, and it turns out not to be the 

case, or needs to be accounted for in 

a new way . So, I don ’t know if 

trust is a better word .

Jan Verwoert : So, what would be a 

better word ? Intimacy ?

Liam Gillick : Understanding .

Dieter Roelstraete : Solidarity, maybe ?

Monika Szewczyk : I think what 

trust brings in is the fact that if you 

are brought together with people and 

it ’s because of trust, you can make 

mistakes, you can say whatever and 

you can trust them enough to … 

Maybe the best way to get the best 

things accomplished, said, is to actu-

ally really screw up at the beginning . 

So, in that sense trust is important .

Liam Gillick : But that could be a 

nightmarish scenario, there would 

be no development and no political 

consciousness, it wouldn ’t produce 

anything . I think the dominant 

culture often uses words like trust, 

it ’s like if you look at the older forms 

of gender - relations, they ’d often 

be based on trust or something . I 

think it ’s the wrong word . It ’s real 

and we know what it means, but 

if we are going to actually produce 

anything new, then we better think 

of a better way of naming it . 

Joe Scanlan : Well, I ’m not willing 

to throw out the possibility that 

Peter Friedl decided that this was 

going to be the best gesture to get 

the most effect out of this exhibition 

opportunity . It looks like he was 

successful if that was his ambition . 

So, I can almost leave it at that, 

that this was his work of art  –  to 

withdraw, and that the curators trust-

ed that Peter would do something 

unexpected, whatever it was, even if 

it meant withdrawing, and so every 

contract was honored . It was busi-

ness as usual  –  Peter Friedl making 

trouble and being talked about . 

Jan Verwoert : The question that 

I find really relevant is the question 

of criteria in relation to possible 

agency and how to specify these 

criteria . So, we put terms ‘ trust ’ and 

‘ care ’ on the table, that are kind 

of morally and even spiritually 

loaded, and Liam is making a kind 

of a pragmatist proposal by saying 

something like, ‘ Let ’s not bring in 

all this moral baggage, let ’s keep it 

simple, let ’s go for “ understanding ” 

because that ’s a more open pragmatic 

term that allows for negotiation . ’

Liam Gillick : It allows for absolute 

disagreements as well .

Jan Verwoert : I appreciate pragma-

tism, but I also like to go for the 

emotional and the spiritual . One 

simple reason why we may want to 

look at the emotional and the spiritual 

is that this is about the spirit of agency . 

Two days ago I had this conversation 

with Jörg Heiser about the question 







of immaterial labor, and he said that 

when you look at these scenarios of 

co - option, one thing that is rarely 

mentioned is that it does make a 

difference ‘ for what ’ you are working, 

or in what spirit you are working .

Liam Gillick : Can you explain 

that again ? I think I understand, 

but still … 

Jan Verwoert : I ’m talking about the 

criteria that may set different forms 

of performing in the cultural field 

apart from others : what could we 

defend as a productive, legitimate, 

liberating form of productivity, and 

what could we reject as something 

only helping to reproduce the system ? 

Also, we mentioned ‘ care ’ and 

‘ trust ’, so we ’re looking at certain 

patterns of negotiation, but perhaps 

we could also speak about … not 

about ends or goals, but just a spirit, 

or something that you dedicate 

yourself to ? Certain performances 

may be set apart from others, 

because you are actually performing 

for something that you believe 

is valuable ?

Liam Gillick : But surely, doesn ’t 

Jörg Heiser think he ’s performing 

the role of a semi - autonomous 

intellectual, that his job is to have 

a critical perspective without 

being overly implicated in too 

many things ? 

Jan Verwoert : Completely, but 

the idea of criticality as a value to 

which you dedicate yourself  -  this 

dedication in itself might make a 

difference . Maybe with ‘ dedication ’ 

I ’m throwing in another term that has 

a funny moral and emotional reso-

nance, like ‘ trust ’ and ‘ care ’ . Perhaps 

as an alternative to your legitimate 

pragmatism, I wouldn ’t want to 

give up terms like ‘ trust ’,  care ’, 

‘ dedication ’ … maybe so as to reclaim 

a bit of the modernist ground .

Miwon Kwon : In Liam ’s rejection 

of the term ‘ trust ’ there was the 

implication that it both requires and 

produces sameness . Why is that 

necessarily the case ? 

Liam Gillick : It does not account for 

enough things . That ’s my problem .

Miwon Kwon : Because it comes from 

a naturalistic base or something ? I 

would think that the challenge of trust 

is precisely in the encounter with the 

difference . Trust is produced not 

automatically or organically, but 

through actions over a long period 

of time . It ’s not innate between two 

people . I was curious about your 

connecting the conditions of trust 

with lack of difference .

Dieter Roelstraete : What kind of 

difference are you expecting to 

encounter ?

Liam Gillick : Look at, for example, 

recent postcolonial local European 

history, say, Northern Ireland . The 

British would talk about needing 

trust . We need to set up a situation 

where everyone can trust each other 

and talk to each other, and the IRA 

and Sinn Fein wanted a free country 

and wanted the British out . There is 

no trust in that scenario . The only 

people who want trust are the domi-

nant people . The dominant culture 

will always suggest that trust will be 

sufficient to make it all work . The 

people who have a natural, precise, 

concrete grievance and want concrete 

change, maybe for slightly odd reasons 

and strange fantasy - nationalist projec-

tions and so on, will fight against it .

Miwon Kwon : But internal to the 

group, trust would be required .

Liam Gillick : Yes, or an understand-

ing . I understand, if we all decide 

from this day onwards, we will leave 

this building, not meet very often, 

but make sure that in a concrete way, 

certain things about society change, 

in a direct way . But we won ’t meet 

after this point . I ’m not sure that I 

trust him, or you, necessarily, because 

you might immediately go and tell the 

police . And we know from history 

that this is what happens . But I have 

an understanding with him that this 

is what we are agreeing for now, 

and we will go off and do it . I don ’t 
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necessarily trust him . I am not sug-

gesting there isn ’t this notion of trust 

that exists, but I am not completely 

convinced that I am happy with the 

way that everything is . If I am not, 

trust is not going to be good enough 

for me .

from the audience : Interestingly, 

There seem to be different uses of 

the word ‘ trust ’ . There is trust as 

it is used in political rhetoric . In 

the Blair political lingo, he brought 

in a lot of moral terms … 

Liam Gillick : Yes, well he ’s a 

Christian . He believes that Jesus is 

his Lord and a supernatural being 

is ultimately controlling his actions . 

That means he uses these words .

from the audience :  … to gloss over a 

lot of existing contradictions, but isn ’t 

there another manifestation of trust 

that is totally inherent to our produc-

tion ? I realize that when I work with 

students or on work, or when I look at 

artwork, there is this moment when 

you suddenly realize that a work is 

totally self - controlled, to the point of 

being utterly anal . It usually comes 

from a lack of trust, the artist not 

trusting him self or her self, and not 

trusting the viewer, and therefore 

they take recourse to some ideology .

Liam Gillick : I have no idea . You 

would have to ask a psychiatrist or 

something, because I don ’t know . 

I don ’t agree with your definitions 

of what is anal and what is not . I 

think these are hundred - year - old 

psychological terms . I make very 

shiny, precise things, but they are not 

anal and neither am I . I would not 

even recognize that terminology from 

a psychiatrist or psychotherapist .

from the audience : I am not talking 

about you . What I wanted to say is 

that I recognize it as a quality that 

certain works have . They trust me 

to get it, to understand it . A work 

meets me as a spectator, with a certain 

openness, which actually recognizes 

my capacities or my freedom to relate 

to it, while other works apparently 

don ’t trust me and in turn impose 

something on me, because they don ’t 

trust my freedom, in a way . This is 

a big category, but this is how I ap-

proach work and the way I recognize 

trust as a certain quality that seems 

to be at play in works that perform 

in a certain way, allowing me to 

perform in relation to them . I would 

actually embrace that as a criterion . 

Liam Gillick : One of the things con-

nected with immaterial labour is this 

idea that learning or education has 

to become continuous . It becomes 

this endless project . One of the side 

products of immaterial labor is the 

understanding that education is 

endless . It used to end . It doesn ’t end 

anymore . You notice that even with, 

say Goldsmith ’s, it used to be the 

Goldsmith College, London . Now it ’s 

the Goldsmith College, dedicated to 

lifelong learning in the arts, which 

implies that you are stuck in this 

endless process of education . If you 

decided to, you could try to become 

infinitely educated about all forms 

of art . Therefore, your feeling of 

having this description of empty, or 

understanding what you feel is 

emanating from this stuff, would be 

better than mine, because you would 

know more . You would be infinitely 

knowledgeable, so all art would appear 

to be communicating with you . It ’s a 

kind of Wittgenstinian paradox . It is 

pointless . It is discussing whether or 

not one feels empty or understanding 

with art, whether one trusts some-

thing in that way . I do not see any 

fundamental, philosophical grounds 

for that being definable .

Jan Verwoert : In the beginning of 

this conversation we talked about 

alienation . What you are ending 

up with here is a sense of this 

alienation . You were saying  

–  Miwon  –  that you wanted to 

capitalize on your own alienation .

Miwon Kwon : I want to own my 

own alienation . I do not believe in 

a space of ‘ unalienated ’ state of being, 

given that I would like my alienation 

not to be instrumentalized by others . 



I don ’t know if that links to trust 

or not . I think the last few words 

took us to a very different sense of 

trust : the kind of interaction between 

subjects, rather than the trust of an 

artwork or the relationship of an 

artwork . A relationship to an artwork 

is a very different kind of mediated 

thing . I think you are thinking of 

trust rather specifically, in relation 

to a kind of activism, like social 

change, how one can be part of a 

collective body, and whether trust 

or understanding is the grounds for 

that, in order to change things .

Liam Gillick : I am mostly trying 

to suggest that it is connected to the 

fact of artworks and the way that art 

changes, that art is not stable, and 

what counts as art does not remain 

stable over time . I am interested in this 

lack of stability . I am not uninterested 

in it  –  do you see what I mean ? It has 

been fought for, and is the only way 

you can get around these problems or 

questions about voids or feelings of 

unease … The problem is that the 

horizontality that people fought for in 

the past suggests that there might be a 

better way of structuring things . Is the 

answer then to build new hierarchies ? 

But just different hierarchies . I 

think Peter Friedl wants there to be 

a hierarchy . He wants things to be 

much clearer . He wants people to be 

accountable for what they do . That ’s 

what pissed him off, that there was 

this unaccountability . That is one 

way of doing it, and a number of 

artists are involved in a practice that 

argues more and more strongly for 

accountability .

Miwon Kwon : I would agree with 

that if we have an understanding that 

those hierarchies are situational and 

contextual . That hierarchy will not 

hold in another institution or another 

setting . If you are talking about hier-

archy in terms of being truthful to the 

condition of power in that situation, 

then I think the hierarchy should be 

transparent and that people are ac-

countable, rather than this mishmash, 

where we are all kind of doing some-

thing together, with the implication 

that we all trust each other, but that 

it is actually not completely true .

Liam Gillick : But most hierarchies 

are historically from a military 

culture . Where would be the place 

you could borrow something from 

now ? Would it be the late 1960s ’ 

Volvo team - working model, or 

would it be the model of, say, the 

North Vietnamese ? Where would 

you get it from ? Do you see what 

I mean ?

Louwrien Wijers : Monasteries ?

Liam Gillick : Or monasteries . Is 

there a point to looking for a model ? 

Because there are many advantages 

to the situation we have now . At the 

conference in Miami, there were a lot 

of people on that panel who are a bit 

older than me, who really view them-

selves as mainstream critics and who 

all claim to miss the idea of a strong 

voice . They want to know who is the 
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big critic now, where is the Clement 

Greenberg, where is the person who ’s 

got a voice . I felt embarrassed, saying 

I was glad there wasn ’t one big fat 

guy with a cigar telling me what was 

good and bad . This is all fairly recent .

Louwrien Wijers : But you only find 

that person when a new situation 

has been created in art, as was the 

case with Clement Greenberg . 

Liam Gillick : That ’s America . I 

think there are multiple parallels, all 

of which think they are controlling a 

discourse that will define history . 

There is another little group of people 

having lunch at the Guggenheim, 

who have another art world going 

on, parallel to ours . I think they 

might not have the right one . But 

they believe they are doing it and 

that they are building it today . That 

is why these are real questions . I do 

not know if I can trust that we will 

all just understand everything and 

it is all fine . I think that unless one 

works on it, things do slip back, into 

another model, and older model .

Louwrien Wijers : All the time ?

Liam Gillick : Yes … 

Louwrien Wijers : We have seen that 

happen for the last 40 years .

Liam Gillick : Exactly … 

Jan Verwoert : One thing that 

briefly emerged here as a possibility 

in talking about art is on what level 

we actually want to situate or locate 

that agency . So far, we have been 

talking about strategical, profes-

sionally political choices in relation 

to institutional structures . Do you 

participate, on what terms do you 

participate and how certain criteria 

determine how you want to engage . 

This is a level of professional engage-

ment within institutional possibilities . 

But we also started talking at the 

art production level, of how you want 

to perform, or live your life, or in 

writing or in art production . There 

might be something inherent to 

creative production that can articulate 

an attitude, so then we have politics 

in two different contexts . One would 

be professional decisions in relation to 

institutional conditions . The other 

would be a philosophy inherent to 

your writing or to your production, 

which articulates a certain attitude 

towards how you want to live your 

life and do you work . 

Miwon Kwon : I think it is impossible 

to disconnect, but I think it is helpful 

to try to think about them as discrete 

conditions or ideas .

Jan Verwoert : But how would you 

connect them ?

Miwon Kwon : How would I connect 

them ? I feel that one negotiates it 

all the time . If I am asked to write 

something, if it is a magazine, if it ’s 

a catalogue for a show at a major 

museum, it is a kind of space given 

to me to do my thing, but one would 

always have to be aware of what that 

parameter is, and how far I can go . 

There is a sense that I have  –  this is 

maybe a peculiar way of thinking 

about writing  –  that I try, even given 

my understanding or what I can 

understand of my context of produc-

tion, that I am pitching it to my sense 

of audience, my sense of where the 

words will go, and that is the future . It 

sounds rather romantic and abstract . 

Liam Gillick : You ’re not the first 

person to say that in this city, who I ’ve 

met in the last year . It ’s interesting . I 

haven ’t met anyone in Duisburg who 

has said that .
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Miwon Kwon : Maybe because I am 

also a teacher encountering young 

people a lot . It was also advice that 

was given to me sometime ago when 

I was a student, writing a dissertation, 

thinking I wanted to find my place 

in this field . One could actually be 

more free thinking about writing 

to future students, future artists 

rather than to the field as it exists . 

I feel that it ’s not just the content of 

what I say, but I want to put into the 

writing a sense of my own freedom . 

Liam Gillick : But I ’ve always 

been very interested in this thing 

that Philippe Parreno used to talk 

about years ago, the fact that his 

problem with the people who came 

just before him who were real 1968 

people, was that they had merely 

provided him space to do things, 

because they thought the idea was 

to occupy space, so they would 

proudly present him with a building 

in Grenoble, and say do what you 

want . He always thought it would 

have been better if people had 

fought harder to occupy time rather 

than space, if people had decided to 

occupy the next 50 or the next 100 

years things might have been better . 

What is weird about this is that 

the US has an intellectual culture 

and an academic culture which does 

still have this idea of the writing 

for the future or thinking about 

the future .

Miwon Kwon : It seems to be a very 

American thing .

Liam Gillick : Yes, absolutely . I have 

never heard it anywhere else . It may 

be something people think privately . I 

don ’t think it . It never even occurred 

to me to think about this . 

Louwrien Wijers : Isn ’t this coming 

from the model from science, rather 

than the model of art ?

Liam Gillick : Maybe . It ’s interesting . 

Maybe I should think this way too . 

Miwon Kwon : I was just saying 

jokingly that maybe it ’s because I am 

partly, maybe overly focused on one ’s 

own death .

Simon Rees : The condition of time 

is also relative to the condition of 

capital … I live and work in Eastern 

Europe . Other people have visited 

me there . I live and work in Vilnius 

in Lithuania and I am closely associ-

ated with one of the artists from my 

country on the Vincent Price . We 

work and live in a different relation 

to capital . So if I am offered to write 

something, or edit something, I 

almost always say yes, because my 

wages do not actually pay me enough 

to live on . So I can only think about 

the instantaneity of that . The artist 

from Lithuania -  in making the work 

for the Vincent Price and thinking 

about how he can finance it -  does not 

have the option to protest in the same 

way as someone from New York 

would have . He is very successful, so 

he probably does, but … 

Liam Gillick : I know what you mean, 

but I think just for the sake of the 

argument and discussion I will dis-

agree with you because I think that in 

this case, he doesn ’t want to withdraw, 

any more than I do .

Simon Rees : No, of course he doesn ’t . 

Liam Gillick : Well, while I actually 

disagree with Peter, I have a different 

position . It doesn ’t involve such 

gestures .

Simon Rees : I don ’t agree with the 

position either . 

Liam Gillick : The possession of 

time within one ’s own sense of self is 

very interesting …

 

Jan Verwoert : To make a strong 

work, this idea of dedication is 

obviously a messianic structure, 

writing for the future . I think it 

has been used very interestingly by 

Virginia Woolf and Gayatry Spivak . 

Virginia Woolf formulated her 

feminist politics by saying that women 

writers of today will write for the 

return of the ghost of Shakespeare ’s 

sister in the future . Gayatry Spivak 



picks up on that argument in her 

book on the death of discipline, 

where she asks what the politics 

are of teaching today, in relation to 

skilling and deskilling, and, in the 

politics of the university, how can 

you actually make a difference ? She 

says it all depends not so much on the 

methods you use, but on to whom 

or to what you dedicate your work . 

So for which future are you actually 

working ? That determines your politi-

cal, spiritual position . That would be 

another criterion for how to engage, or 

how to provide terms for engagement . 

One way to define terms for your own 

engagement would be to dedicate your 

work to a certain future, which is not 

like this prophetic, messianic thing 

that you actually knew, that you had 

this knowledge that you could supply, 

that you would know what the future 

would be like, but you just define 

your position by dedicating yourself 

to one future, and not to others . You 

do not even have to know what that 

future is . You can just write in a 

certain spirit, which makes it clear 

that your attitude is pointing towards 

one future rather than another .

Miwon Kwon : I don ’t necessarily 

want to romanticize it that much, 

because I think there are some 

negatives to that, too . In the space 

or the process of writing, that 

means that I am elsewhere, in other 

words, I am projecting myself to 

not be present in some sense . That 

could be interpreted, I suppose, as a 

kind of a checking out, potentially 

a rather desperate move .

Liam Gillick : It could be understood 

as not attending to the present, so 

you deliberately absent yourself from 

the actual traumas of the present .

Miwon Kwon :  … exigencies of 

the present . I think those are 

choices one makes . Our conditions 

are privileged, too . But I found my 

sense of my work there . I do not 

think it is any more or less engaged 

than other ways of writing .

Liam Gillick : Are you excited about 

the future when you write for it ?

Miwon Kwon : Excited …  ?

Liam Gillick : Do you have a concept 

of the future when you write, or is just 

the idea of the writing not for now, 

for this context, but for another ?

Simon Rees : To understand what 

she said, maybe it is important to 

remember the difference between real 

capital and symbolic capital . When 

you are talking about the future, 

maybe it is symbolic capital, in the 

Western context . All the spaces are 

institutional, so the real fight is a fight 

between real capital and the kind 

of symbolic capital in which you are 

creating . For example, thinking about 

the future . Why not ? I think this 

question is close to what you proposed, 

to the context . I have to exist some-

place that is non - institutional, where 

it is possible to think about how to do 

nothing, maybe producing nonmate-

rial things, perhaps not exactly 

nonmaterial, but maybe it is necessary 

to revisit this dialectic process between 

real capital and symbolic capital .

Liam Gillick : The reason I am 

interested in this territory so much 

and it is sort of the framework 

around which I operate, is that the 

most dynamic forms of capitalism 

today are all obsessed with trying to 

possess the near future . That is what 

they do . The head - to - head battle is 

going to happen in the near future . 

Every business “ projects ” . They make 

scenarios . They have advisors to think 

about the near future, about trends .

Jan Verwoert : Maybe to introduce 

a possible difference here, there is 

an uncanny similarity between a 

certain form of venture capitalism, 

which is about risk management, 

and future scenarios . What is the 
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difference between that and this idea 

of working, of putting your stakes 

on the future ? I would distinguish 

the difference by saying that, for 

example, when we look at Virginia 

Woolf, the future is the return of 

the ghost of Shakespeare ’s sister . 

In working towards the future, it 

is a pact with a particular past, so 

you are opening up a much wider 

temporal continuum, where risk 

management is not possible .

You are courting certain ghosts that 

might not be manageable, so there 

is a different pact with time, of not 

owning your time but immersing 

yourself in time, because you cannot 

own ghosts . There is also your own 

position of possession or being 

possessed . So there is another space 

of engagement, which opens parallels 

to the space of institutional engage-

ment . It is this strange continuum of 

writing, thinking, loving, making art .

Miwon Kwon : Maybe you should have 

that as a logo for the magazine .

Jan Verwoert : The strange thing is 

that this is the condition of freedom, 

but it is also the condition of alien-

ation, because it is the reason why 

most people who spend too much 

time in the arts eventually become 

cynical . They cannot negotiate the 

constantly conflicting experiences of 

being dependent on real conditions 

on the one hand, and being completely 

free in this kind of continuum . Oddly, 

it is also a question that is raised as one 

of the insolvable problems of ethics of 

practical reason, that we can always 

understand our actions as being deter-

mined by the environment, but we also 

experience them as free . 

These two worlds constantly coexist, 

and he ( referring to Peter Friedl ) only 

solves it by acting as if we were free . 

That is not very satisfying . That part 

of our working experience is the real 

experience : that we constantly live 

in the world of dependencies and of 

freedom, that sometimes when we are 

completely engaged, we are disengaged 

and when we are disengaged, we are 

fully engaged . Maybe these contradic-

tions cannot be resolved, but they still 

define the experience of our practice .

Miwon Kwon : They are the terms 

of these conditions, and someone 

like Andrea Fraser and her work on 

service production and immaterial 

labor asserts precisely that . She would 

probably argue what I have already 

articulated, that our job is to perform 

that freedom in that context, which 

is basically what you are saying . If we 

wanted to have a critical or resistant 

relationship to that condition, it would 

perhaps be to not perform that free-

dom in that economy, but to deliver 

the goods, exactly . The contradiction 

or the complication is that what we 

need to deliver is our freedom . There 

is something about the fantasy of 
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art, as a space of freedom, which I 

think we should abandon, because 

it is not true . But, because it is a 

fantasy, an illusion, or a delusion, I 

think it is a very powerful idea .

Jan Verwoert : It ’s a very real 

experience . I think we have two 

conflicting experiences here . We 

have to affirm the reality of both . 

There is the experience of depen-

dency and alienation that has to 

be addressed, but I think we often 

become completely defeatist by 

renouncing another experience, 

which is equally real, which is that 

of creative freedom . It is not just as 

an illusion, but as a very real 

experience of moving through the 

ages in that continuum, where 

you have free intercourse with the 

spirits and specters of previous 

decades . That is an experience of 

joy that defines writing for me . 

I am being very Germanic here . I 

need to bring that to the table .

Liam Gillick : As in Germany 

versus England

( Laughter )

Louwrien Wijers : My idea is that at 

the moment, art is very important 

because it gives us an opportunity of 

thinking in a different way . It used 

to be science that was the new way, 

and had a very future - oriented view, 

as you said . A hundred years ago, 

we looked to science as a view, and 

before that, we had religion as the 

idea of freedom . So times change, 

and at the moment, really, art is he 

structure or the strength that can 

bring us into a different way of 

thinking and living . That is why … 

Liam Gillick : I reject this notion of 

art and freedom . Just so I can get

that down on the table . Even philo-

sophically speaking, when you 

look at the history of 20th - century 

philosophy, it ’s only in Germany and 

France that people would refer to art 

and or culture as a reference point 

in their philosophical writing in a 

major way . There is no general trend 

about freedom in that writing . It is 

more an analytical structure . This is 

a projection .

Dieter Roelstraete : Who here 

honestly thinks he ’s part of the 

entertainment ,industry ?

Miwon Kwon : I do, partly . But I come 

from Los Angeles

( Laughter )

Miwon Kwon : At our art academy, 

we had a very successful course, 

which was about the genius, talk-

ing about what is a genius, how it 

is constituted and what it means . 

There is a relevance between that 

discussion and the discussion about 

artistic freedom, obviously, because 

it ’s probably there to sell the image of 

the genius . The genius is a product 

that you sell, even if you don ’t use 

the word, because you ’re ashamed of 

using the actual word . You can still 

sell some other concepts around it .

Simon Rees : I would say, in the phase 

of new communism, of course, artists 

were at the very top of official culture 

under communism, along with the 

nomenclatura . Not all artists, but in 

smaller countries, they were actually 
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high up in the stakes . New capitalism 

has delivered them all the freedom 

and all the outsiderism they want, 

but all they want to do is get back . At 

the moment, we don ’t belong to the 

entertainment industry . We live right 

on the outside . But nobody wants 

to be there . They all want to swim 

their way back to the top of the box .

Liam Gillick : Can ’t we describe it 

negatively ? I think it is debatable 

whether art is inherently connected to 

any notion of freedom on one level or 

another, but what seems to be the case 

is that repressive regimes of various 

types tend to try to stop it at some 

level, which is the only evidence I can 

find that it might have something 

to do with freedom . I don ’t know 

why they do it . I think they are nuts . 

In Venezuela, they have stopped 

verpesting contemporary art because 

they realize that … it ’s actually used 

as a kind of marker, for example, by 

the Rand Corporation, the CIA, they 

check . When places start closing 

down exhibitions, then it ’s time to … 

Jan Verwoert : There is a beautiful 

caricature in the book called The 

Man Who Was Thursday, by the 

British writer GK Chesterton, where 

he describes the failed attempts of 

an anarchist to become invisible, so 

he tries being a priest, and he tries 

being a politician, and he always 

fails to get the rhetoric right, and 

they always catch him . In the end, 

he realizes that the best way to be an 

anarchist and to be hidden is to be 

a poet, and to constantly speak about 

anarchy, because he knows that no 

one will take him seriously .

Liam Gillick : I am going to repeat, 

that immaterial labour doesn ’t poke 

its head up . It ’s an analytical structure 

to understand the flows of capitalism 

that are normally not accounted 

for … It is not counterfeit . It ’s not 

like the new fashion . It ’s a thing .

from the audience : There is a moment 

from the thing to the pressure . How 

does it not become that ?

Jan Verwoert : I think it is all about 

inhabiting these terms . Do you want 

to live with these terms ? Do you want 

an ongoing relationship with them ? 

It is about whether you want to date 

these terms on a steady basis, if you 

can inhabit these terms and they allow 

you to think differently, or not . If 

it ’s just a fad, if it ’s just for the press 

release, it is not really a form of in-

habiting these terms, to describe your 

problems to yourself . With this whole 

idea of describing your problems to 

yourself, we are always drifting back 

to this attempt to contextualize our 

own problems and desires . It is a 

critical approach, to ask how we can 

view this in the wider picture : the 

picture here seems to be capitalism . 

There is this constant self - caricature 

of the intellectual, where he fails to 

see that contextualizing his fears and 

desires does not make them go away . 

It ’s like when you have a fight in a 

relationship : you can ’t keep on contex-

tualizing your own situations if you 

never address your real desires . That 

is why I always like talking about 

ideas of futurity, trust, care . I would 

think it best to address the desire, and 

not contextualize it all . Maybe the 

attempts to address desire makes me 

lapse back into a romantic rhetoric . I 

would willingly give up that rhetoric 

as long as I felt that we address the 

desires, and not just the context .

Liam Gillick : That is precisely why 

I asked Miwon if she is excited about 

the future when she writes for it, be-

cause being excited about something is 

of course to desire it . I once made an 

exhibition where I tried to differenti-

ate between the future and utopia, 

because for most people, most of the 

time, the future is more of the same .

It doesn ’t make it predictable, but 

it certainly does not equate it with 

utopia . When you talk about the 

future, it is very important to keep in 

mind that the future is not necessarily 

utopian . That does not leave us with 

any less desire for the future . I think 

in fact that the future is one of the 

best topics for this kind of discussion 

because there is no information to tie 

you down . It is the only thing about 
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which we have no information. 

Unless you live in a kind of fiction, 

where you believe yourself to be 

producing your own future .

Jan Verwoert : I do like that term, 

‘ fiction ’ . It ’s very strong, because 

fiction can be a medium to articulate 

about the future . I was talking to this 

group, recently, and they were refer-

ring to Jack Smith as the idea of an 

artist bringing his own fiction and in 

closing the fiction on an institution . 

Liam, you are also doing that . In your 

recent retrospective, you turned what 

other people might strategically call 

your career into a fiction, and you 

bring your fiction to an institution . It 

is not entirely pragmatic, is it ? You 

articulate your desire and your future 

ideas through a fiction .

Liam Gillick : Absolutely, but that 

is because I am interested in who 

controls the near future in what one 

could even call a consensus or non - 

consensus situation . Historically, 

for people interested in progressive 

politics, the dilemma was quite simple .

Do we merely sit and wait for the 

collapse of government, which will 

happen anyway, and 20, 30 or 40 years 

ago, there would have been a number 

of people in this room who just be-

lieved that capitalism will inevitably 

collapse, in tension with the people 

who want to speed it up . That would 

be the dialogue . Now, when that 

seems to have gone, as the two things, 

when hard - core Marxism is gone, 

who controls the near future, when 

we don ’t have a consensus about what 

to do ? Because those two choices in 

the past were both future - orientated . 

One of them was a passive projection 

of ‘ that ’s just the way it ’s going to be ’, 

it will eat itself and collapse, and the 

other one was about being active . 

Jan Verwoert : So, in terms of gener-

ational dynamics, what do you think 

with regards to the possibility of 

its collapse ?

Liam Gillick : My obligation at least, 

because it ’s all I can do, is to look at 

this near future control question and 

try to immerse myself in the language 

and the structures that have been put 

in place to control the near future .

Jan Verwoert : What about your 

fiction ? The fiction as a medium ?

Liam Gillick : That allows you to do 

it, because in the fiction you are de-

scribing . In the exhibition – I describe 

a situation which is a post - situation, 

don ’t I ? It is a closure of a factory, 

and the people who had worked there 

start to go back there every day and 

they start to try to account for things, 

account for all the material relation-

ships in the world . This becomes their 

pastime, and it goes on from there . 

I am starting from the day after the 

closure of the experimental factory . 

It is a possession of the next day, or 

the day after . This is very interesting, 

so that is where I have situated my 

‘ thing ’ . You can analyze this, saying, 

well that ’s a typical English guy 

around this age, who probably read 

too much JG Ballard, who never 

saw a functioning factory in his life, 

because they had all closed before 

he got to see one . But I remember 

what they looked like, vaguely : these 

kinds of things . The reason why I 

am interested in these things can be 

analyzed, but effectively, if you are 

going to be generous to me, as it were, 

this is because I am interested in that 

territory, and I actually think that it 

is a deeply important area to look at . 

Jan Verwoert : Would you not agree 

that it is so important because it 

allows you to articulate certain de-

sires, and enact a certain freedom to 

build that fiction ?

Liam Gillick : No . It ’s got nothing 

to do with freedom .

Jan Verwoert : You are inventing it, 

come on !

Louwrien Wijers : Has it got some-

thing to do with control ?

Liam Gillick : No, it ’s not even that . It 

has to do with trying to take part in, or 

reclaim, a territory, which has very 



little to do with freedom . Reclaiming 

territory has nothing to do with free-

dom . A good analogy would be that, 

on the way into Derry, in Northern 

Ireland, they had this phrase written 

on the side of a house, that said, Free 

Derry : You are now Entering Free 

Derry . When you saw it, it also meant 

free Derry, as in let it go, let it be free . 

But it also meant Derry is free . Yet 

of course, paradoxically, it was one of 

the most controlled environments I 

had ever been in, at that time, because 

it wasn ’t controlled by the state, it was 

controlled by a paramilitary organi-

zation . They had their own justice, 

which I tell you, was tough . It could 

be very brutal . We could say that 

of freedom, let ’s agree . My idea of 

freedom is Free Derry, so my idea 

of freedom isn ’t like Tom Sachs ’ 

making Hello Kitties underneath 

Lever House . That is not a freedom 

I acknowledge or accept . Actually, I 

am against it . But he thinks he is 

operating in a free zone of creativity . 

Am I going to go and stop him ? Am 

I going to go and pull up a truck and 

take it away ? Probably not, because 

that would be fascistic, but I will still 

argue that I have a different concept 

of free, and freedom . It is not passive . 

It is constantly activated .

Joe Scanlan : I think that you presume 

a lot when you presume what his moti-

vations are . How do you know that he 

thinks he ’s being free ? 

Liam Gillick : I have no idea . He 

probably doesn ’t think that at all . 

Yeah, you ’re right .

Joe Scanlan : So it all just seems 

to crumble at a certain point . I 

keep hearing Jan argue, and it is 

something I would like to argue 

for, too, is that we all have the right 

to be delusional, as artists, and we 

have the right to ignore the present, 

and not be engaged, and not be 

responsible, and not be political .

Jan Verwoert : No no no, that is 

totally not what I am saying . I am 

just saying that there are two worlds 

of experience that constantly collide 

and I am making a plea for inhabiting 

both . The world of dependencies is 

an engagement with structures, but 

not to go for a literalist realism, not 

insulate yourself from the conditions 

as they are by understanding that that 

is the only possible reality . Because 

then all you can get is a paranoid 

cynic, and you disempower yourself . 

To just engage in the world of reality 

usually means that you methodically 

disempower yourself . I am saying 

that to hold on is a point, to hold on 

to a certain sense of possibility and 

freedom, the experience of freedom 

may be the only condition for engag-

ing with that other experience .

Joe Scanlan : What I am saying is, 

why is there always an obligation 

to engage in that dilemma you 

set up ? No matter what path you 

go down, it always seems to come 

back to : I must engage in present 

conditions in order to address it, or 

change it, or place myself in it . 

Jan Verwoert : Maybe I would not 

say ‘ must ’ . I wouldn ’t even construct 

it morally .

Joe Scanlan : It sounds like it is a must .

Jan Verwoert : No,  no, but when you 

inhabit two experiences, it can either 

drive you mad or you just address it . 

Liam Gillick : But what we are 

describing could still come under the 

subset of freedom . It doesn ’t matter .

Joe Scanlan : Can ’t we move this 

argument – how do we put more 

facets on this stone ? 

Jan Verwoert : I am not against 

more facets . It ’s just saying that often, 

when you critically contextualize 

your own work in sociological terms, 

you reduce, or you deflate, another 

experience, which is equally real . 

And people, especially artists, seem 

to be apologetic : no, it ’s just an illu-

sion . Why even renounce the source 

of your own pleasures ? I ’m not 

making a moralist argument . 

I ’m making more of a hedonist 

argument to say that … 
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Joe Scanlan : I guess that ’s where I 

am overlapping with you and agree-

ing with you, with that part of what 

you are arguing for . I want to argue 

for that, too .

Jan Verwoert : It ’s more like a guilt - 

free form of engagement where you 

don ’t decapitate or castrate the source 

of your own empowerment and joy . 

Then you can add as many facets as 

you want, but I think, especially in 

a left - wing discourse, it is very often 

that people feel compelled to subscribe 

to a certain realism, which just affirms 

things as they are . It seems that this 

is a reality without alternatives .

Liam Gillick : Like I said before, 

in writing stuff about speculation 

and planning … On the left, it was 

all planning, historically . It was an 

Enlightenment project to deal with 

planning and representation, and 

not speculation . Speculation is 

bourgeois, capitalist rubbish, right, 

a bourgeois illusion ?

Jan Verwoert : You could say that 

certain terms are so incredibly cor-

rupted through their use, in their 

real implementation reality, that you 

had better not use them . That ’s fine . 

But I think that right now, in a very 

simplistic way, the system we are 

facing now is a society that pretends 

to be without alternatives . To reclaim 

the ground of possible alternatives 

is not a must, but it feels as though 

there is some urgency to that, if you 

want to reclaim something like a 

good life . I would argue that the 

ground for reclaiming good alterna-

tives is the work, that as artists and 

intellectuals, you are immersed in .

Liam Gillick : Traditionally, a 

dynamic, motivated, progressive 

cultural operator would never 

assume you could do this alone . 

They would always look for 

parallel people . They would look 

for other groups and groupings .

Louwrien Wijers : Such as ?

Jan Verwoert : Such as this one ?

Liam Gillick : From the workers, 

as it were, as a concept : unions, 

freedom fighters, other groups . It 

is interesting, to come back to this 

Ireland thing, when I first had an 

exhibition in Derry, the people who 

were wanting to align themselves 

with the idea of the exhibition 

were Sinn Fein, because they view 

themselves historically as constructive, 

as a progressive, freedom - fighting 

organization that believes in progres-

sive culture . The people were often 

quite conservative, personally . They 

didn ’t really care for what I had 

done, but they were going to stand 

beside it because whatever it was, it 

represented something … It wasn ’t 

freedom, though . It was possessing a 

different discourse, that was harder .

Jan Verwoert : Would you make a 

cause for planning now ? Would you 

propagate planning as a method ?

Liam Gillick : I became very inter-

ested in that as my idea . I started 

out speculating, and like most other 

artists, I believe, it ’s interesting  –  

conceptual art and collaborative art 

practice and so on . In the beginning, 

I would always go to exhibitions, and 

then, it ’s like the old Seth Sieglaub 

thing  –  he would send artists, not 

artworks . And I would turn up, and I 

would improvise . And then I realized 

that, well, if I started planning, this 

could be quite productive . If I am 

super - planned, and I control … I 

started in 1993, in Vienna, by oper-

ating completely in parallel to the 

exhibition itself . So I turned up when 

I chose to turn up . I came up with 

other names for the exhibition . I set 

up a completely parallel information 

service to the exhibition itself . In 

itself, it ’s not particularly radical or 

interesting work, but in content form, 

it was distinctly different from earlier 

conceptual re - nomination of things, 

because it was an activated, content - 

heavy exercise . It involved planning . 

I did it all by planning . I had to plan 

for the duration of this show . I had 

to plan for the duration of the show, 

plus a little beyond and before it . It 







gave me more time . My involvement 

in the show changed in terms of the 

possession of time and projection .

Jan Verwoert : But you still didn ’t 

renounce speculative thinking as 

the basis .

Liam Gillick : There ’s something 

in this planning thing that is very 

interesting .

Anders Kreuger : Why ? I think it ’s 

really interesting . Why ?

Liam Gillick : It ’s like today . It de-

pends . It ’s very different if we make 

a plan, or speculate that we will all 

come back together at some point . If 

we have a five - year plan for how to 

change something, it is a very dis-

tinct thing, but of course it is tainted 

historically, because it has associations 

with authoritarian regimes that we 

may or may not like .

Anders Kreuger : And failure 

of planning .

Liam Gillick : And failure of plan-

ning . Then someone is going to end 

up possessing the plan themselves or 

doing it themselves, on their own, 

and before you know it, you ’ve got … 

Miwon Kwon : Or just practically, you 

can ’t really plan for things . There are 

things that might come up .

Dieter Roelstraete : Which would 

suggest that there is really no 

difference between planning and 

speculation . Planning is just the 

delusion that you have control .

Anders Kreuger : Isn ’t there an 

interesting aesthetic difference 

though ? If you shift your aesthetic 

focus from speculation to planning, 

you aestheticize something that is 

usually not aestheticized in this par-

ticular context, and you are the 

winner because you have found a 

new thing, that brown is the new 

pink, or whatever .

Liam Gillick : That ’s slightly cruel .

Anders Kreuger : No, but I think 

it ’s interesting . I would be interested 

in seeing what your planning would 

be like and if it will succeed .

Louwrien Wijers : Why ?

Anders Kreuger : Because it is turning 

things around . Because speculation 

has been fetishized by artists, theore-

ticians and thinkers .

Liam Gillick : There is a merging 

with the notion of freedom and 

speculation . There ’s the notion that 

planning cannot create freedom, 

and this is a very clearly understood 

thing by people in both the left and 

the right, who both seem to agree 

with this, so I don ’t necessarily see

 why planning should imply lack 

of freedom .

Jan Verwoert : You could say that plan-

ning is a sub genre of fiction .

Liam Gillick : It ’s a script . Could I ask 

another question ? What about the 
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idea that, actually, there is no problem, 

that the art context finds itself unique-

ly, historically, in a situation where it 

is in a position where there is a lot of 

information, and ability and ap-

propriateness or something, in relation 

to a bigger system, and that actually 

this isn ’t because we are victims of 

the bigger system . It ’s actually just 

a strange ideological alignment . Is 

that possible ?

Dieter Roelstraete : Do you mean 

like a kind of peaceful coexistence ?

Liam Gillick : Not peaceful coexis-

tence . It ’s just that we are in a really 

good situation to do a lot of things . 

Dieter Roelstraete : In that sense, we 

wouldn ’t be part of the entertainment 

industry, but part of, for example, a 

government, a government agency or 

something, that is there to produce 

the illusion of possibilities of imagin-

ing other things or something ? 

Imagining otherness . Is that what you 

are alluding to, like the court jester 

or something ?

Liam Gillick : I am so low on 

nicotine, my brain is … 

( Laughter )

Miwon Kwon : More generally, you 

mean that art is not a bad place .

Liam Gillick : Strangely enough, be-

cause of the odd accidental alignment, 

it is in a very critical, functional zone . 

It isn ’t because art is a victim of imma-

terial labour or advanced neoliberal-

ism . It is actually a strange coming 

together . It ’s a bit like when the two 

soldiers come around the corner and 

find each other face to face and decide 

not to shoot, not kill each other . They 

think ‘ Oeps ’, and go back the other 

way . They find themselves in this 

psychological and physical terrain of 

proximity that they never expected . 

That ’s not how it ’s supposed to be . 

They didn ’t train to bump into each 

other like you might bump into 

someone in the supermarket, so they 

disengage briefly from their roles and 

return back to their proper position . 

This happens, of course . It ’s very 

common . It is accounted for in a 

lot of historical texts  –  this kind of 

chance encounter with the enemy . 

I am wondering if this is in fact the 

case, that we find ourselves butted 

up against this other structure, and 

we understand it perfectly . It seems 

really obvious to us, really straight-

forward and very comprehensible .
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Dieter Roelstraete : The difference 

being that we are not armed .

Anders Kreuger : But isn ’t this what 

you ’re describing ? It is interesting in 

the way that it makes sense, but will it 

make sense when the recession kicks 

in, really seriously ? I am thinking 

in terms of … the market . Yes, tradi-

tionally recessions have been periods 

where art has been clearly forced to 

reinvent itself … 

Liam Gillick : I wonder about this . 

I ’ve been thinking about that it quite 

a lot . I find it really weird that people 

are even interested in it, because I do 

not know if I can find much concrete 

equation between art produced in the 

last hundred years and recessions and 

booms . Maybe it is there . Is it there ? 

Jan Verwoert : What you are describ-

ing in this scenario of two opponents 

meeting is maybe a certain intelligence 

of survival and it is interesting because 

it offers an alternative model to that of 

romantic conflict, where you could say 

that not just recently, but throughout 

the centuries, ever since artists co -

 inhabited the court, that people had 

these strategies for living side by side 

with the intolerable monarchs . Maybe 

that would be interesting to look at, 

but at the same time, trying to come 

back to certain modernist motives . 

I think there is a dignity in playing 

the hysteric . There is the idea that, 

when we say we have a problem 

or not, we over - dramatize certain 

problems just to embody them 

provisionally . Not forever, but pro-

visionally, so they can be shared, 

made public and discussed .

Daniel Faust : When the New York 

market crashed, in the late 1980s and

early 90s, I think … 

Liam Gillick : The art market 

didn ’t go down until later . They 

are not totally synchronized .

Daniel Faust : But art decidedly was 

different when the money was gone 

and when the money was back . 

When the money is there, there 

is a lot of fat, entertaining art and 

when the money is gone and there 

is no market, in a way there is … 

Liam Gillick : But the work is 

not being bought by the same 

people, so there is not a stable, 

parallel structure of people buying . 

Do you see what I mean ?

Daniel Faust : No, the art is being 

made because the art is being made . 

It is not being produced to be sold . It ’s 

not advertising, or commercial, where 

it creates or is a certain market … 

Liam Gillick : But the people 

buying it are different people .

Joe Scanlan : The market may be 

going down . That doesn ’t necessar-

ily mean that a bunch of artists are 

going to start making paper clip and 

cardboard art . It could just mean that 

the people who have the power to 

show us what ’s going on decide that 

they need to change their notion of 

art to match the times and just start 

looking for different art . It ’s not as 

if big fat art is not still being made 

all through a recession . It is . It just 

doesn ’t match this idea of the instru-

mentalizing  … mood . So I think that 

there is all art going on all the time . 

As for Liam ’s question, for me, there 

are people who feel obliged to match 

the mood of the moment by what 

they choose to show, and that gives a 

false impression that there is somehow 

some kind of link between … so 

I agree with Liam . There isn ’t . 

There just isn ’t . People are always 

depressed or are always happy and 



every time, making work about being 

depressed or being happy or for … 

Liam Gillick : A good example 

would be Sean Landers, who I know 

is not a revolutionary communist . I 

just know . He ’s an old friend of mine . 

We started showing up the same 

time, in some of the same galleries . 

His work was mainly, misspelled, 

very narcissistic and complex, funny 

text about himself, written on a 

yellow legal pad . This was written 

about a lot at the time, as a kind of 

stunning critique of the art market 

and a rejection of all the values of the 

1980s and all that . Of course, that 

wasn ’t what he was actually doing .

Joe Scanlan : But it matched .

Dieter Roelstraete : To what extent 

are we going to care about the inten-

tion of the work ’s production ? When 

you say that art is being produced 

by artists, is this regarding a certain 

intent to represent a certain mood ? 

Among the public, and the public 

includes writers and intellectuals and 

also other artists, there is going to be 

that desire to just read the mood into 

the art, or read art as a representation 

of the mood .

Liam Gillick : You ’ve got to under-

stand that different people are buying 

this work . There are new people who 

arrive during a boom, who then disap-

pear again . They come, and they are 

around for a while, they buy certain 

things and they disappear . They 

stop buying things and you have an 

apparent recession . That ’s what ’s hap-

pening . They are not the same people .

Joe Scanlan : What I thought you were 

going to say, Dieter, is that at any one 

time, there are also many moods going 

on, depending on your view and your 

situation . I guess this follows what 

Simon, from Vilnius, is saying, that 

what you make, if you are somehow 

interested in representing your time, 

varies greatly because there are many 

different times at one time, and that is 

the contest of whose time dominates 

what gets written or gets seen . 

Dieter Roelstraete : That is the 

contest, I guess, of what Liam referred 

to when he said the Guggenheim 

is having the exact same lunch . 

It ’s a contest of control like the 

multi - narrative of the naughties … 

Liam Gillick : Do you know 

what that lunch is ? It ’s actually a 

development lunch, about how to 

develop in the next ten years .

Dieter Roelstraete : Well it ’s the 

same lunch .

Liam Gillick : No, it ’s a completely 

different lunch, because their agenda 

is to talk about development . They 

are speculating on what will happen 

in the near future, while we are re-

flecting on what has been happening 

in the recent past .

Jan Verwoert : The original question 

that you provocatively asked was : “ is 

there a problem ? ” . Of course there is : 

various problems have been named, 

such as recession, precarious labor, 

and you could say that these problems 

exist and they exist as part of our 

experience . We run up against them . 

So as we run up against them, we have 

to face them . We suffer from their 

consequences . That would be one 

realistic way of looking at it . Another 

way to say what you said, that art has 

always been in a kind of okay position, 

so that while you are in touch with the 

problems, in a funny way, you actually 

have to reinvent them to dramatize 

your own productions . By saying, 

oh, we are the involuntary art of the 
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avant - gardism of the new liberalism, 

we are also kind of dramatizing 

ourselves or putting ourselves in a 

new avant - garde position, so that we 

can take ourselves more seriously . 

That ’s what I meant by asking isn ’t 

there something of a dignity in 

playing the hysteric when you run up 

into a problem . You can choose not 

to face it, but when you choose to 

do face it, how do you do it ? How 

you dramatize it ?

Liam Gillick : What you ’ve got to 

understand is that my description 

of proximity didn ’t imply passiveness . 

It didn ’t say, well here we are, and 

let ’s not do anything . It actually 

implied that one was uniquely capable 

of being critical and functional, in 

fact . Actually for me, mainly the 

problem actually is just to bring along 

the last few groups of people who 

didn ’t quite get on the bus towards 

making things better 40 years ago . 

They were mainly art historians 

and critics, who either kind of mutated 

in a kind of Lucy Lippard way into a 

kind of implicated position or, and 

this suggestion that we should join 

the jury as observers during the 

Vincent Award is a kind of extension 

of that … 

Anders Kreuger : Do you mean that 

you artists who have been invited … 

Liam Gillick : The art is no problem . 

The problem is to kind of do the same 

as critics and historians and critical 

theorists have done in the past  –  with 

progressive curators, artists and so 

on  –  which is to really examine where 

their limits are and where the expec-

tations around their practice are . My 

theory in the last couple of years has 

been that the people who define the 

next step are actually this generation 

of young artists or art historians, or 

people coming through critical theory 

in art history, who will have to make 

a decision about how they are going 

to function, how they are going to 

behave . That decision that they make 

is what will affect the next step in 

terms of art, the way we perceive 

art practice . There are too many of 

them around suddenly, who have 

been educated by the kind of post - ‘ 68 

generation, who are tolerant . It ’s very 

interesting, because in Europe, they 

have professors who are tolerant of 

writing about contemporary practice 

even though it cannot be supervised . 

So you have … There are three people 

whom I just met in Europe who are 

finishing their Ph .D . ’s, who have 

professors who are not capable of 

assessing them, but because they are 

post - ‘ 68 people, and they believe it ’s a 

good thing that they are doing this .

Miwon Kwon : It is the model that 

the adviser or the dissertation chair 

is an expert in the field and can then 

be the legitimating stamp on that 

work . I think that this challenge is 

not just contemporary . I think that in 

allowing students to study the thing 

that you don ’t know is also happening 

in relation to geopolitical terms . I 

have students who want to study 

contemporary Chinese art history, 

and I can ’t really advise them on that 

at all, yet we accept them and they 

will be the force that changes at the 

least the discipline of art history .

Liam Gillick : Exactly . And that will 

affect things, because when you have 

a situation where the tensions and the 

dynamic of the conversation are rather 

rarefied and complex, like trying 

to analyze questions of immaterial 

labor in relation to neoliberalism or 

in relation to a discursive model of 

art practice and all these parallels . It ’s 

very complicated and rather nuanced . 

There is more room for people to 

arrive in that terrain who have trained, 
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or are trained to break down problems 

in complex questions, maybe .

Miwon Kwon : But I think that at 

least in the US academy, it ’s going 

to be a struggle .

Liam Gillick : I know, because I had 

an argument with James Meyer about 

this, who swore that it ’s impossible 

that someone could have written 

a Ph .D . about my work . I said, I ’m 

terribly sorry, it ’s not only one person, 

either, and he said this wouldn ’t be 

accepted here . There is none of this 

rubbish about writing … 

Miwon Kwon : There would be a 

fight about it at UCLA .

Liam Gillick : There ’s none of this 

rubbish of writing crappy Ph .D . ’s 

about contemporary artists . He was 

trying to be provocative of course .

Miwon Kwon : But also real to 

the conditions .

Liam Gillick : But he may have 

been right .

Miwon Kwon : And how the 

discipline sees itself . Although I 

think art history, academic struc-

tures for contemporary art, is so 

different from other art historical 

fields . in that doing art criticism is 

already part of doing art history . 

I think that ’s going to change .

Jan Verwoert : In a funny way, we 

are all almost coming full circle back 

to the beginning, because again you 

are drawing up a scenario where cer-

tain parameters are undefined . There 

is a performance, but it operates in 

this kind of space of emptiness . 

There is this openness provided by 

these ‘ 68 people, and in that sense, 

here you are defending the pos-

sibilities that emerge from that .

Liam Gillick : Yes, absolutely . And 

I think that maybe it ’s not finished . 

The project is not finished .

Jan Verwoert : Because it ’s linked to 

its temporary suspension of certain 

criteria of evaluation .

Liam Gillick : Absolutely, and I think 

that just because aspects of postmod-

ernism talked about endgames and 

after endgames, it doesn ’t actually 

mean that structurally, in the cultural 

terrain, that certain jobs are done and 

finished, because they ’re not, as far as 

I am concerned . It ’s useful to critique 

this . It ’s for a reason, which is because 

when you come across a really big 

institution, it ’s required . It ’s urgent .

Jan Verwoert : I have to sell you this 

term of trust again, but doesn ’t that 

mean that when you are suspending 

these criteria of evaluation, these 

professors just trust that their students 

will come up with something . 

Liam Gillick : But then they also ask 

them, like me, to tell them if this is 

real . Is Joe Scanlan real ? Can you 

read this stuff, because I don ’t know 

anything about it . It sounds as if there 

is a kind of chaotic disaster taking 

place, but of course it ’s not . There 

are very serious people involved and 

I am simplifying it . But there is an 

attitude which will – It ’s to do with 

the transfers, not necessarily trust but 

saying, ‘ I accept that you are capable 

of understanding . ’ It could be that 

art history has to change . That ’s the 

thing . It ’s not about trust . It ’s that 

they believe art history has to change .

Miwon Kwon : They will have a hard 

time . Those who seek to change it will 

have a hard time .

Liam Gillick : Maybe, but, well, you ’ll 

see ! Think about all the things that a 

museum directors and curators used to 

face just 30 years ago or 20 years ago . 



It is a total shift now . Because if you 

ask the question, where is the change 

coming from and where is the sit-

uation, I think that this is maybe 

one of the areas . 

Monika Szewczyk : Sorry, I have 

to interject . This has been great . 

It ’s three o ’clock . Some of us need 

a smoke break, some of us need 

to breathe .

Anton Vidokle : And we need to 

clean up … 

Louwrien Wijers : For dinner ?
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Jan Verwoert : Our discussion has been going in two 

directions . It has been about the terms of engagement, 

professional criteria, or how you define your own ter-

minology or how you engage with certain institutional 

structures . On the other hand, we began to speak about 

the foundations of creative practice . These are not 

necessarily the same terms, because one might determine 

your professional decisions or your professional ethos, 

and I think we work towards some criteria that might 

determine when, how and why you would really 

engage and when you would potentially not engage .

Such terms as ‘ trust ’ and ‘ care ’ came up, as opposed to 

an unspecific request to deliver content . When we began 

talking about the foundations of creative practice, it 

seemed interesting that the word ‘ freedom ’ appeared, 

and that it was partly referred to as an illusion, a myth 

or a promise . At the same time, we also spoke about it 

as a real experience, so that we are constantly confronted 

with two experiences : one being material dependency 

and the other being the joy of producing . It would be 

worthwhile to talk more about the criteria of engage-

ment and, on the other hand, the idea of the foundation 

of creative practice might lead us to discuss what art 

practice  –  the form that we choose to articulate our joys 

and problems  –  what form that might take and how art 

as a practice might be a vehicle to articulate certain 

attitudes towards work .

Nico Dockx : This ‘ joy of creativity ’ is important . For me, 

it is somehow the point of what should be happening here, 

how I conceived the making of the magazine . I found the 

discussion this morning very interesting . However, the 

topics that were raised were all more like analyses of certain 

structures, methods and terminology . But I would really 

like to put it into practice . For example, how are we going 

to work together on this magazine ? How do we want to 

shape it, make it, as a text, or something else ? How can 

we do this together ? That is my main concern here . 

Jan Verwoert : It makes perfect sense to talk about particu-

lar choices . However, this morning, since we started to talk 

about models of people and artists ’ practices that might 

serve as models, I would suggest that we could also talk 

more about that . We mentioned Duchamp as a model for 

refusal . In the earlier discussions, we also met the figure of 

Bartleby, who today is often referred to as a paradigm for a 

particular form of non - cooperation  –  not really resistance, 

because Bartleby never says ‘ no ’, but instead says, ‘ I would 

prefer not to . ’ Duchamp was almost a kind of a Bartleby 

figure, with this aristocratic nonchalance in the face of 

pressure to perform . That is all very tempting, but the story 

of Bartleby ends sadly, as he deprives himself of all ability 

to act and then withers away in prison . What other figures 

could be proposed, other than Duchamp or Bartleby ? Are 

there any other saints or heroes or other models to propose ? 

Dieter Roelstraete : What would you say about Beuys ? 

Monika Szewczyk : I wanted to ask Martha to talk about 

a project that I think is relevant to our being here, the 

If You Lived Here exhibition project . 

Martha Rosler : You are referring to a project from 1989, 

which was a different moment in New York ’s history of 

urbanism . I was invited to do a solo show at the Dia Art 

Foundation, not in their then new and fancy Chelsea art 

centre space, but in a space that they were leaving at that 

moment, in SoHo, a far more central location . Nobody 

went to Chelsea in those days . There was nothing there, 

except Chelsea, the neighborhood . SoHo was very central . 

It was the space that later became Printed Matter ( now 

also in Chelsea ) . Walter de Maria ’s Broken Kilometer 

was accessible then through a secret back door . The Dia 

Art Foundation decided to invite Group Material and me 

to have that space for half a year each . I told them what 

my theme or subject was : housing and homelessness . 

Thinking it through, I realized that it was absurd that 
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I should do this work the way I had done things before . I 

had discovered that there were a lot of people doing things 

on questions of homelessness . It was becoming a highly 

visible phenomenon in metropolises around the Western 

world, and Africa and Asia, and certainly in the US . 

I also decided that having a show on ‘ homelessness ’ made 

no sense . That was a classic liberal approach, as it involved 

setting up some distance between the audience and the 

object of attention, and that was not my intention at all . So 

I decided there should be three shows . One of them would 

be on contested housing and fighting back against displace-

ment . Another one should be on homelessness in its various 

forms, including living in other people ’s houses, which is a 

very common way in which homelessness occurs, particu-

larly in urban locales . The third show would be called City 

Visions and Revisions . It centered on architecture and urban 

planning  –  real, utopian and satirical plans for remaking 

the city fabric . At its heart was a piece representing the 

undocumented migrants living in the canyons of San 

Diego, the displacement at the heart of suburban sprawl . 

I intended to ask artists to submit work for these shows . 

I also wanted to work with activist groups, organizers, and 

advocates . There was a group of self - organized homeless 

people who had held a 100 - day vigil in City Hall Park the 

previous summer . They had formed an ad - hoc group called 

Homeward Bound Community Services, trying to seek work . 

While they were in the park, they were registering people 

to vote . I had approached them and asked if they had any 

interest in working with me ‘ on a project that had to do 

with these issues ’ and they agreed . We started planning the 

shows, including their participation . A housing activist sent 

me a contact for a group named the Madhousers, a group 

of young graduates and graduate students out of Auburn 

University in the South . The Madhousers were building a 

bunch of in - your - face demonstration houses  –  huts really, 

for homeless ‘ clients ’ on disused public land in Atlanta 

and environs . I got into contact with them, asking if they 

would like to work in New York, and they said no . Why 

not ? ‘ Because ’, they said, ‘ we don ’t have clients up there, 

we don ’t know the community . ’ I said, ‘ Well, we do . ’ 

I had met a graduate student at the Whitney Program, 

where I was teaching, a guy named Dan Wiley, who was 

working on very similar issues, who in fact had scores 

of contacts . I could never have organized this project 

without him . He had begun studying urban planning 

at Columbia University while still an art student . 

We went through all Dan ’s contacts and all my contacts 

in the city and beyond . We researched and put out a call 

for artists working on the issues I mentioned, also film 

and video makers and poets, people making all kinds of 

work . We told the activist groups that we would love to 

have them participate in any way they liked and offered 

technical help . At the centre of the project was a reading 

room that changed configurations . It contained a couch 

and chairs, posters and photographs, and of course books . 

There were also flyers and pamphlets, so you would be 

met with all levels of address . You could read a big text or 

a small one, you could research an issue, take something 

home to read, find out about a meeting, and so on . There 

were four public forums, associated with the topics . The 

most difficult one was on artists ’ housing, because the 

art community was deeply divided about whether artists 

should have specialized housing and subsidies . At one 

point, people had to be physically separated . 

One of the interesting questions in relation to the project 

was about audience building . The groups we contacted 

had their own constituencies, and of course, local elected 

representatives . It was good that the project was in SoHo, 

accessible via so many subway and bus lines . There 

were cross - cutting networks and groups like Artists and 

Teachers Concerned, who had had their students working 

on projects related to housing . 
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The only criterion I had for the work in the shows 

was that there would be no photographs of people 

lying on the ground . Even then, I featured a printed 

debate on the wall with a photographer friend of mine . 

He had written that we must take pictures of people 

lying on the ground, to jog people ’s consciences, 

and I wrote about why I thought we must not . 

So there were various levels of textual and public engage-

ment . There were flyers on the street, and so on . The 

Madhousers built two of their huts on sites in the city, 

along with one in the gallery . When the newspaper got 

wind of it, we did not think it was at all interesting to say 

it was associated with an art project . There were ways in 

which I was trying to embed the project in various social 

strata  –  starting with the art world, of course, because 

that is where it was based, but more particularly in the 

communities engaged with the questions of housing 

and homelessness, urban planning, architecture, and so 

forth . We had panels with some well - known academics 

and architects, artists, filmmakers, activists, reporters, as 

well as members of Homeward Bound . They wanted an 

office in the middle of the Homeless show, the central 

show of the cycle, and they engaged in advocacy and 

held workshops for other homeless people, including 

workshops on how to use computers and technology .

Doug Ashford, one of the members of Group Material, 

had been a student of mine, and we were pretty close . 

Their project had preceded mine, and after his experi-

ence, he warned me in advance that not only would Dia 

Art Foundation not share the budget numbers with 

me, making it hard to make plans, but they were not 

going to use their mailing list for my shows and would 

keep us segregated from their usual constituency, even 

from their board of directors . I had to put together my 

own mailing list . They sent us installers, but did not 

come to the shows until the openings, because they 

were terrified of what they would see . Finally, there was 

no dinner for the participants . Because all our groups 

had networks, there were really robust audiences, and a 

gospel choir from a church refuge asked to sing at one 

of the openings, while some artists served soup . 

When it came to the publication, which was very impor-

tant to Dia Art Foundation ( their series of Conversation on 

Contemporary Culture was more important to them than 

our shows ), they intended to put Group Material ’s project on 

democracy and my project into one book . We had meeting 

after meeting, for months on end, until finally Brian Wallis, 

their designated editor, convinced Dia Art Foundation that 

they had to produce a book for each of our projects . That 

turned out to be a very good thing, for both projects .

Monika Szewczyk : This is interesting in the context of 

what we were talking about this morning, because the 

models of making art that came up did not include this 

type of activism . It was a very different discussion than 

the one we were engaged in . 

Dieter Roelstraete : The discussion was very produc-

tion - centered . Nico, you spoke about the joy of creating, 

and the joy of producing had already come up . There 

is always this ‘ productivist ’ ethic, or this Fordist, 

productivist impulse in art making . So far, the debate 

has not included radicalism . One thing I am wondering 

about is because I do not know what status If You Lived 

Here has in your own oeuvre . I also do not know what 

the status is going to be of the output of this event in the 

oeuvres of Nico, Anton and Rirkrit . I am wondering to 

what extent this is a production unit . Is this like a fac-

tory for the production of their artwork ? Where is the 

authorship in all this ? Are we like crude materials ?

Nico Dockx : I do not think this is an artwork of ours . 

Let us say that most of my work is collaborative, so I 
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am used to working with other artists on a project . But 

I never worked with writers on a magazine . Instead of 

sending some images of mine and then having you write 

about Nico, who did an intervention in the museum in 

Antwerp, and it turned out like this, and this is the 

reference to that, etc … I am not so interested in that kind 

of writing on my work . I am interested in seeing what 

your knowledge is and what my knowledge is, and 

bringing it together to do something different . I am very 

interested in all these models, examples and discussions, 

but that does not bring us to making the magazine . Then 

we just publish a magazine that reflects all these models . 

Instead of creating a project, we are analyzing it . 

Jan Verwoert : Dieter, could we stay for a while with what 

Martha just proposed ? Before we speak about questions of 

authorship, we should talk about activism and try to apply 

some of the terms we discussed this morning to this case, to 

see whether they fit or not . Martha, you were talking about 

terms of engagement with the institution, as well as the 

foundation of a practice . Basically, the question would be 

whether you understand this work as an activist exhibition . 

If so, how do you think that determined the terms of your 

engagement with Dia Art Foundation ? As you said, you 

were not operating in the role of the demiurge, but ex-

changing the role model . You were appearing as another 

agent, another performer . Would you say that was a case 

of activism, and in what way did it change the terms of 

your engagement with the institution ?

Martha Rosler : I am not very comfortable with trying 

to characterize or categorize my project in that way . It 

certainly was engaged, but was it activist ? It allowed a 

platform for people to develop conversations and routes 

to activism, for people to make connections with each 

other and various groups, as well as artists who insert 

themselves  –  which seems something that a lot of 

people seemed to want to do, particularly on the Lower 

East Side, a site of great turmoil and colliding popula-

tions  –  to figure out ways of working and of activism, 

including vis - à - vis government . I do want to say that 

many things I do are institutionally specific . They 

often pose some kind of challenge to the institution 

hosting them . However, that is much less inter-

esting to me than the way in which they step out of 

the institution . In this case, inadvertently or not, I 

think the way I was working was so far beyond the 

bounds of what the art world considered acceptable, 

that no one would review it . The funny thing about 

it is that it fit the classical, romantic mode of recep-

tion : the farther away professional visitors came from, 

the more likely they were to write about it . Thus, 

Europeans wrote about the project because it was not 

about their community . In their opinion, it was about 

exotic New York, although in many ways, it was not 

about New York at all . There were many projects about 

other cities and countries . So, the further away we are 

from it  –  we are talking about a project from 1989  –  the 

more romanticized it becomes . It is seen as some kind of 

model from a mythical golden age of art engagement . 

That troubles me, because the art world is perfectly 

willing to canonize and sanctify things that no longer 

pose a challenge, that are symbolic accounts of activity 

that is no longer occurring . It does not bother me too 

much, however, because I did not care about how the art 

world was receiving it . It is not so different from other 

work I have done, which has been similarly treated . 

It is ignored or criticized at the time but afterwards, 

it is treated as some kind of magic moment . 

Jan Verwoert : If you are not so happy with the term 

‘ activism ’, is there a different approach here ? You 

perform from a different position, perhaps one of col-

lective production . How do you feel about a collective 

agency, as compared to the individual agency of an artist ? 

What was at stake there, or is it still at stake today ? 



Martha Rosler : Sure, we are in one of those unfortunate 

moments where everything has been named : intervention-

ism, institutional critique, conceptual art, sponsored 

hobbies, etc ., the kind of conceptual art that permeates 

European art production . To some degree, it permeates 

the art in the US as well . Things are very self - consciously 

modeled on other people ’s work, to a degree that is quite 

staggering . People say, ‘ This is like that, and my work 

is like so - and - so ’s work ’, from a previous generation . 

This is a kind of mannerism . It makes it very difficult to 

talk about things like activism, because it is hard to know 

whether things are activist or self - consciously ‘ activist ’ . 

This is a bit problematic, because I don ’t want to discour-

age people, but I am a little nervous about this trend . 

Jan Verwoert : What about collective production, as 

a form of agency ? 

Martha Rosler : That has also entered into the favored 

biennials and so on, hasn ’t it, where you have your little 

section of, ‘ These are the collaborative works, and 

aren ’t they cute ? ’ .

Jan Verwoert : How would you describe what was 

at stake, and do you still think there is something at 

stake in collective production ?

Martha Rosler : Yes, of course I do . I am also interested 

in activism . I just want to be careful not to go about just 

cheering on activism : ‘ Yeah, yeah, activism ! Yes, yes, in-

terventionists ! Great, great, collaborative work ! ’ Of course 

the art world is always trying to tease apart the strands 

of collectivism into the products of individual authors, 

but I think collaborative work used to be performed in 

an informal manner, throughout the modern era . There 

were groups that formed around either stated or unstated 

manifestoes . I was thinking that one of the problems about 

the end of bohemia is that . I do not know about Europe, 

but certainly in the US, artists hang out with artists, and 

not with, say, poets and writers and musicians, which 

was an absolutely critical element of identifying a base 

through which ideas flowed . There was a collaborative, 

broad vision of what the possibilities of life and work 

were . I think these were really critical to the production of 

work that did not barricade itself off from the rest of the 

world, but stemmed from an informal social group with 

which one identified . I see that as productive collabora-

tion, even if it does not consist of people sitting around a 

table, saying, ‘ How do we do this ’, and ‘ How do we put 

that together ’, etc . It creates a kind of a worldview that 

is essential for its energy and its movement forward .
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Sis Matthé : If we extend this to the making of the maga-

zine, it might be more interesting, too . Instead of trying to 

find words or definitions for activist approaches, we could 

follow your remark on involving poets, musicians, writers 

and artists together . Then we as writers could be part 

of this, part of making a magazine together with Nico, 

Anton and Rirkrit, a magazine about them in a way, but 

not really . To keep this active, without keeping a distance, 

as analysis trying to come up with definitions, we could 

try to work with them and interact with them, to try to 

make a magazine that is active, which most magazines are 

not . Because magazines are usually very passive, they ask 

for a lot of distance . They ask for definitions, for words and 

specific criteria . The question is whether it is possible to 

make a magazine that keeps an active, engaged approach . 

It is just a question, but I think it is one of the main ques-

tions that follow from the specific situation we are in . 

Monika Szewczyk : I hear what you are saying . We are 

getting mired in searching for models, instead of actually 

creating something . 

 

Nico Dockx : Martha ’s last few words really pushed this . 

Can we get to this activity of making this magazine ? 

How can we place it in the context of doing this magazine 

together ? I think it is possible, but it is such a different 

frame of working . I do not know how, because I am not 

used working with writers in this way . I am used to work 

with musicians, poets and other artists to make instal-

lations, but I am not used to doing it with writers . How 

can we engage the writers in a different way ? Might this 

connect to the way, for example, that Rirkrit gives food ?

Jan Verwoert : When it comes to writing, there are two 

words already on the table that seem to have heavily 

negative connotations . First, writing is understood as 

just being content that is provided . Nico, that is not 

what you were saying . I am just trying to answer the 

question of what writing could do . We do not want 

writing to be just provided content . Then Martha 

was pointing to, or rather rejecting certain ideas of 

categorization . So we want writing that is not forcing 

something into categories . What could writing or talking 

be, beyond the provision of content or categorization ? 

Nico Dockx : That is what I am curious about, as well .

Anders Kreuger : I would like to put another word on the 

table, which is a difficult word . Jan, you used it several times 

today, without being opposed . It is ‘ criteria ’ or ‘ criterion ’ .

 

Jan Verwoert : Yes, I love it ! 

Anders Kreuger : I actually have a problem with it, because 

I think that a criterion is basically something that comes out 

of judgement, out of the active process of judging some-

thing, which is an engagement in practice . I am explaining 

why I do not love the word criterion, because criteria should 

not be rules for how to process things . They should be, 

at best, the outcome of an active process of judgement . 

Jan Verwoert : There is a funny history to the word 

‘ criterion ’, which is totally the opposite of what you just 

said . It is where the criterion is not the outcome of a 

judgement, but which prepares the judgement or makes it 

possible, where the criterion is not just a measure to judge, 

but the site of judgement . That means that it is the place 

where you could go when you had a problem, when you, 

for example, need to sort out a fight with your neighbor, 

the way a court would be the criterion . In that sense, this 

would be the criterion, the place where people come togeth-

er to work out a conflict and where the criterion is linked 

to the term, ‘ crisis ’ . You live in a situation where 

something is painfully undecided and you want some 

decision . So, out of a crisis, you go to a criterion and ask 

for a critique . The critique is not yet the judgment, just 
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something that allows for the possibility of decision 

in a situation that is undecided .

Nico Dockx : That is wonderful .

Jan Verwoert : Then you kind of reverse the process … 

Anders Kreuger : What I was talking about is the 

contemporary misuse of criteria in order to block 

judgement . As you know, that happens quite a lot . 

Jan Verwoert : Then we can just go Greek  … 

Lourien Wijers : Or Celtic . They worked that way, too .

Jan Verwoert : No, I want to go Greek . Maybe even 

in an urban context like New York, the criterion is 

simply the urban public sphere, or the urban discourse 

that is created, simply through formulating the need 

for something to be decided . 

Anders Kreuger : There is even a restaurant in London 

called The Criterion .

Jan Verwoert : There you go ! 

Anders Kreuger : That is very good . Usually, when 

people demand that we show our criteria, what they 

actually want is to suspend the act of judgment and 

active engagement in favor of rules and their implemen-

tation . That is often the way it is understood, and that 

is also what I am arguing against . 

Jan Verwoert : There was a fascinating thought proposed 

by Irit Rogoff . She was not speaking about the criterion, 

but using Hannah Arendt ’s term, ‘ the scene of appearance ’, 

to speak about collectivity and to describe how critically 

minded communities can assemble, not in the name of an 

ideological program, but on the side of appearance . That 

means facing a shared problem together . What draws 

them together is a sudden realization that you face the 

same problem . One could say that a scene of appearance 

might be that criterion, where what brings you together is 

your meeting to face or to determine what the problem 

might be . That could be a work of writing .

Nico Dockx : In this case, how to make the magazine … 

Lourien Wijers : I wanted to ask how you work with 

musicians . Can you work with writers in the same way ? 

Nico Dockx : It is not a problem . I am curious because 

I never did it before .

Dieter Roelstraete : Why was bohemia undone ? Was it 

because of the division of labour, the pressure to specialize ? 

Why are we all living in these ghettos ? 

Am Johal : There is a bigger question here . It is that art 

can create a space, identifying social conditions and social 

problems . Actions, or whatever the cultural product is, 

matter only within their own world . They do not have an 

impact on the rest of the world . There is that degree of 

narcissism that exists and functions, perpetually . I think 

that for those who are outsiders, this sad reality of not 

being able to impact is the sad failure of art  –  being able to 

be in that private space, that special free place, having no 

relevance to what you are identifying . I feel as though it is 

an entire cultural institution that is 20, 30, 40 years away 

from being developed into what it could be . In some sense, 

those who interact through activism are people who have 

become jaded with politics . They have become jaded with 

the non - profit sector and they have become jaded with 

labour unions . They act because they feel it is the right 

thing to do . And there is no funding behind it . There is no 

name for that . Non - profit sites were structures of the 1960s . 



For those who identified climate change, there was no 

debate in science until the end of the 1970s . It took 20 years, 

or 30 even, before it became a cultural phenomenon . There 

was no debate in science in the late seventies . So there is this 

time lag, of how you interact with the world . We can sit 

around and identify the problem, but you as artists who are 

free people in the world, please, try to be relevant ! Try to be 

relevant and impact the world . That would be really great ! 

Miwon Kwon : I would like to channel to Joe Scanlan  –  I 

don ’t think he is here now . He would say, ‘ Why would art 

have to be relevant in those terms ? ’ 

Dieter Roelstraete : It often shows its willingness to do so .

Am Johal : It does not have to be . It is just my plea .

Dieter Roelstraete : Art performs willingness to impact on 

the world . There is this obvious desire … We all want to do 

something, because everybody wants to make a difference, 

because we want to live in a different future . At least I do . 

I think that art continuously confesses this readiness to 

be subsumed in this great struggle for the transformation 

of the world . So I think it is right for the outside world 

to expect something behind that rhetoric . Of course, 

there is obviously also a great tradition of rather cynical 

renunciation of that readiness to impact on the world, 

that it is just play . We engage in it and we enjoy the play, 

but that is going to make everything even more insular . 

from the audience : How do you define who the audience 

is and who your readership is ? 

Jan Verwoert : I think there is a static model, where you 

assume that there is the art world and there is the wider 

public . There is this symbolic threshold that you need 

to cross to make an impact . 

from the audience : How real is that ? 

Jan Verwoert : I do not believe this model holds true . In 

marketing, where people make you believe that there is this 

public that has needs and you have to identify them and 

cater to them . I think that is a complete fiction . I believe 

that what we are doing is creating a public, so that there 

is potency in art that lies in the possibility of generating 

audiences . So the symbolic threshold that you could cross in 

a heroic act does not actually exist, because you are generat-

ing something first . The question of relevance and impact 

is haunting you, but at the same time, I am not entirely 

sure whether this is not also thinking in quantitative terms : 

how would you measure impact ? When I think about 
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impact, I think of Deep Impact, the science - fiction movie 

where the meteorite hits the earth . I believe that rather 

than assuming certain terms of relevance, part of generat-

ing audiences is also defining your own terms of how 

things might matter . I am making it a bit fuzzy, but most 

importantly, I do not believe in this heroic act of crossing 

that threshold . Instead, I believe in certain immanence . 

Martha Rosler : This is so over - determined . I would like 

to speak against the grain by supporting Joe Scanlan 

as channelled by Miwon . It is no small thing to get 

involved in the question of instrumentalism, and this is 

really problematic . It fits in with what you were saying 

about the imaginary public that is out there, and to or 

for whom you are supposedly speaking, or making a 

difference . These things become instrumentalized . 

from the audience : It is also about creating a genuinely 

free space that moves out of those structures, whether 

it is politics, social work or whatever . You need to actual-

ly create the free space outside . 

Martha Rosler : You need to have an imaginary free space, 

because there is no free space as such . You need to have 

horizon, one that you acknowledge is to some degree an 

abstraction of social conditions . I do not actually agree 

with the idea of reveling in our irrelevance, saying that 

there are no more social projects and that we should just 

get used to that ! Well, if that is so, I will make one up ! 

Monika Szewczyk : That came up this morning in the 

notion of fictions and creating a future, not necessarily 

by pointing to a specific condition but spinning tales . 

Jan Verwoert : We could also relate the idea of impact 

and how to measure it to what Miwon said this morn-

ing, about working towards a future . You could say 

that this is one of the potentials of imagining different 

futures, which art and writing have always had . But, 

how do you measure the impact in the future, when it 

is temporally displaced . Perhaps this power of art might 

lie in creating an impact that cannot even be measured, 

because it might happen in the future .

Anders Kreuger : Martha, did you think of that when 

you did the project If You Lived Here we just talked about, 

did you think of the future in terms of creating it .

Martha Rosler : Absolutely ! But not to be quite so 

megalomaniacal, the idea was that the project would be a 

symposium . People would take part in some way or other, 

walking in and out and partaking of whatever feast was 



being offered . They could see new ways through the hous-

ing and homelessness predicament of the moment – which 

was a crisis, for sure – and take energy from that and move 

forward . Of course, far from accepting any positioning 

as the anti - intellectual, who says, ‘ Let ’s not categorize ; 

let ’s not think about what we do, ’ I want to point out that 

texts and interpretation are critical parts of this panoply of 

human activity . The idea is to create complexity where only 

simplicity and shallow thinking have been operating before, 

in relation to what constitutes an urban population, or the 

urban fabric and, finally, what is the community, whether 

imagined or real, so that one can develop strategies of 

change . But, I came as a student, not so much as a teacher .

Miwon Kwon : Martha, given that historical and critical 

framing, I wonder, just out of my own personal interest, 

what your thoughts are on the work of González - Torres . 

If I were to name an artist or a practice that has much to 

tell us about collectivity, about activism, about the power 

of aesthetics, about arts relationship with the market 

place, etc ., I find many points of interest in his practice . 

I have recently been researching this . An example is the 

give - away stacks, which have been simply interpreted as 

‘ generous works ’, or the dematerialization of the object . 

There are common understandings in them . Unlike the 

work that you were describing, which almost gives us an 

image, I feel that he puts certain procedures in motion . 

The procedure is form, and they are ultimately left 

quite open . The way that we are asked to interact with 

them is really, really individual . He does not ask us to 

collectively take a piece of paper . Collectivity figures very 

differently in his work . How do you think the personal 

functions in his work ? Does it fall into this commodified 

space that you were describing ? Do you think he evades 

it somehow ? ( I would like to think he evades it . ) 

Martha Rosler : Well, it is hard to talk about someone 

who is gone, now . He was a student of mine, and also a 

good friend . 
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Miwon Kwon : He was also a member of Group Material 

at a certain point, but doing very different work when it 

came to his own, single - authored practice .

Martha Rosler : Right, and that was the hinge of our dif-

ference . It was not a negative or adversarial difference, but 

was exactly in his insistence of routing it in the individual 

confronting a social space, reality, choice, and picking his 

or her way within that . Of course, it was also making those 

choices in or based on the presence of others . I see it in 

some way related to Rirkrit, who I think was a student in 

the same program at the same time . One of the issues that 

came up was that if we can no longer suggest that people 

act in the unified way that you were describing, which had 

been left behind  –  the notion of the union, working group 

( although that is not your term )  –  but see it in terms of 

the self, and of course, identity . I think that is what was 

new in what people like Félix and Rirkrit brought to 

the discussion of how to thread a different path through 

questions that were shared by everybody, while everybody 

has an individual vantage point . I do not know if that an-

swers your question, but that is my best effort to get there . 

Miwon Kwon : I feel that we have to study that further, 

rather than the desire for, or celebration of, this model 

of the collective body that we will produce together, or 

are in some way sharing : to re - imagine the collective, 

or even collaboration . 

Martha Rosler : One of the things that the 1980s brought 

into question in relation to the term, ‘ identity ’, and which 

had not appeared before, was the way people had to con-

front the differences in each person within an assigned, 

ascribed or adopted identity, within a collectivity that 

actually already saw them as others, not simply subsided 

into being a representative individual, but rather to be an 

individual . That was at the heart of the question . But, 

not to retreat into a separate bubble, or the rejection of 

collectivism that mark the Bohemian anti - communist 

subculture of the 1950s in the US, where everybody made 

more serious versions of, ‘ I wouldn ’t want to join a club 

that would have me as a member ’ . It usually took the 

other form of, ‘ I wouldn ’t want to be with you guys . 

The more you want me, the less I want to be with you . ’

I think that this was another attempt to deal with the no-

tion of the individual and the individual viewpoint within 

a collective identity, which is itself an identity that is ‘ made 

other ’ by a dominant society . So there were questions of 

affinity and antagonism, as the entire world situation was 

changing in terms of people ’s mobility and connectivity . 

This became very important at that moment . All these 

things came into play at that time in ways that were 

different from the way people had previously been able to 

form collectives of various types . It required face - to - face 

meetings . Of course, there was a notion of a universal, but 

this is very different . This is actually a rejection of the 

notion of the universal that then effaces difference . 

Jan Verwoert : Isn ’t that an interesting way to renegotiate 

these questions ? When we speak about the individual and 

the collective, the symbolic threshold appears again, and 

we seem to have to cross it . We look at these concepts of 

a singularly embodied collectivity, which emerges in the 

world of Félix González - Torres, and in Rirkrit ’s work 

as well . I think of the idea of being singular - plural, 
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proposed a couple of years ago by Jean - Luc Nancy . How 

do we speak about singularity, rather than individual-

ity ? How do we think of singularity and subjectivity, 

not as something that is necessarily individualized, but 

as bearing its own forms of collectivity ? I find it 

interesting to think of a work as being singular - plural . 

That allows you to maneuver out of these pitfalls . 

Another thing comes to mind in relation to this question : 

Whatever happened to the seniors of Bohemia ? I remember 

I once moderated a conversation with Vito Acconci where 

he said that one of the things he found difficult to renounce, 

one of the ideas of the 1960s, was the rejection of private 

property . You realize that his understanding of being an 

artist was to renounce private property by being a public 

body . That is something I continue to find attractive . A 

person could be singular - plural by becoming a public body, 

as part of a census or a generator of that which again points 

toward an urban culture of embodiment . By becoming 

singular, you create a plurality around you by provoking 

responses, by disowning the privateness of your body . 

Dieter Roelstraete : Before, you mentioned obvious 

reservation, obvious suspicion of the danger of being 

instrumentalized by a greater cause . Art is being 

instrumentalized anyway . One can just as well choose 

a power by which to allow this instrumentalization to 

happen . That is perhaps a sense of agency that could be 

put into practice more often . That idea of instrumen-

talization is strange to me . I have spoken in favor of 

freedom too, obviously, but I do not see the problem of 

instrumentalization . I do not see how that is a danger .

Anders Kreuger : Do you mean, just take control over 

it, take charge ? 

Dieter Roelstraete : Yes, similar to the notion of 

alienation that Miwon was referring to … 

Miwon Kwon : We often do not have the capacity to take 

charge . What is wrong with instrumentalization ? Well, 

it depends on the situation, of course, but for instance 

( I know these things mainly from my own personal 

encounters and situations ), I was commissioned by the 

Guggenheim for the Cai Guo - Qiang exhibition, I want to 

believe, 2008 . I already understood the parameters of what 

that commission could potentially mean . They want me, as 

an Asian woman or person, a scholar who has a reputation 

established in the West, whose writing can legitimate the 

show . It was not that the artist needed any legitimating, 

given his market success, but clearly his cultural capital in 

terms of a critical reception is very weak . They knew that 

I was in a position to provide . In that situation, I was given 

a particular assignment, to integrate his practice into the 

lineage of American Land Art . My answer was, ‘ What are 

you talking about ? ’ I can question the parameters of 

my production . I could have said no to the commission . 

I also am not a fool, in terms of my own CV and my 

need to increase my cultural capital . I also sincerely, 

authentically wanted to be able to say something, not 

only on Cai ’s production, but on the very conditions of 

this mega - exhibition of a Chinese artist at a moment 

when the Guggenheim was trying to do a Guggenheim 

in Beijing, on the threshold of the Olympics . 

It was almost impossible . I would say that my text, as it was 

published, is not my voice . Maybe there are moments in 

there that are the way I would like my voice to exist in the 

public realm, but it is very compromised . That is a context 

in which I am instrumentalized, I feel kind of powerless 

in relation to that instrumentalization The only possibility 

that I have to intervene or do something is to give public 

lectures, to talk about it in these settings, to describe the 

context of my work that produces that kind of an essay, 

which will now circulate in Chinese and in English and 

all that . I am trying to do something other than being 

a content provider . But I am still a content provider . 



So there is something wrong with the instrumental-

ization . My only consolation is that when I do talk 

about it in other places, or when I write somewhere 

else where the conditions are a little different, that 

I can compensate or bring something else to bare to 

that situation . Probably other similar scenarios will 

put me in exactly the same place . I got paid a lot ! 

Dieter Roelstraete : And cultural capital was increased . 

Miwon Kwon : Yes, and it does not hurt my review at 

UCLA at all that some people associate something with 

my name . It is give and take, I guess . 

Jan Verwoert : Speaking about terms of engagement, 

you could also say that the continuity of continuing to 

write is a way of enacting a future that gives you 

semi - autonomy, if not a real autonomy . On a certain 

level, that is a kind of resistance to instrumentalization . 

That may also be a European experience . There are so 

many countries, not just one, so there is the possibility of 

context hopping . I also have to say, about reclaiming the 

good life, that the one thing that I enjoy about my life is 

that I am not forced to work with any idiots . If I choose 

not to let myself be instrumentalized, I can always let 

myself work with someone I respect . When I compare 

that with people who are in a position where, day in 

day out, they have to face the same managerial jerk, I 

sometimes realize that my god, this is a good life . I am 

not forced to work with any assholes . I can choose the 

people I work with, people whom I trust and respect . 

That is an actual condition of happiness . 

Dieter Roelstraete : You have chosen the right kind 

of enslavement .

Jan Verwoert : No, Dieter, I do not feel like your 

slave now, to be honest . 

Martha Rosler : Try living without health insurance .

Jan Verwoert : Martha is introducing something here . 

We speak of the continuity and the freedom to pick certain 

contexts, yet just now you mentioned health insurance, 

which ties you back to a certain country or a situation . 

Martha Rosler : I was trying to raise the issue of real 

precarity . As you know, it is the neoliberal vision that we 

all live in America . It is our employment that determines 

whether we have health insurance, or else we have rich 

parents or a rich spouse . I have often written that one 

of the nails in the coffin of Bohemia, aside from social 

factors that created professionalization based on market 

conditions, was the need to have health insurance for 

your children, that there were no free spaces where one 

could squat, live or otherwise be a member of society 

that was not beyond the edge of possibility . The word 

for this is ‘ embourgeoisement ’, of course . I think this 

was very much a factor in the end of bohemia in the US . 

It provides a shelter that in many ways serves the same 

function that the mass social welfare state has in Europe . 

Rirkrit Tiravanija : I just want to make a public an-

nouncement that there is rice and curry in the back, so 

you can take turns to go if you ’re still hungry .

Martha Rosler : It is not coming to us . We must go to it .

Rirkrit Tiravanija : Well, we can bring it slowly . It was 

just to let you know that there is more food around . 

Dieter Roelstraete : What I like about writing too, is 

that sometimes you will write something you do not 

mean . You lie . 

Martha Rosler : That is a little harsh . You pose as 

someone else, speak in a different voice . 
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Miwon Kwon : I have very different modes of writing . 

I think lying is one thing : I do not think I have ever lied . 

But part of the pleasure is that I see it as a creative act, 

in the way that artists feel about making their work . It 

is about making ideas visible or definable, ideas that 

did not exist in those terms before . In some ways, 

it is about articulating something that does not really 

exist, speculate, maybe, one of the words that came up .

Martha Rosler : I think a lot of things that we artists 

do is trying to establish a brand, so we can get some 

money, and I think that to deny this, is lying ! Of 

course, I don ’t do that . I think that people often have 

one line of production, which is what they feel that they 

want to do . The other is to satisfy the dealers and the 

collectors and to bring in the bread . This is fairly 

common . It is a kind of professional cynicism that a 

lot of people maintain . 

from the audience : You proposed two really interesting 

models : your own work and Félix González - Torres ’ work . 

I think both effectively steer around phantom publics by 

inviting the public to step in . And I think criticism does 

that, and I think writing does that . In that sense, a writer 

and an artist are both attempting to do the same things . 

Martha Rosler : An artist does not usually have an assigned 

task . A writer frequently does have an assigned task . Even 

if it is a self - assigned task, a critical writer or a critic is 

usually focussed on a definable, nameable, authored body 

of work by somebody in an aligned field . 

Jan Verwoert : In my understanding, this idea of invoking 

a phantom public is very closely related to the idea of 

dedication . This morning, we mentioned Virginia Woolf ’s 

dedication to the female writer who is yet to come, but who 

is the ghost of Shakespeare ’s sister . That was not a dedica-

tion, but it was an invocation of a phantom public . 

from the audience : In both of those models, both artists 

invited the public to step in . Martha very consciously did 

so at her Dia Art Foundation project, and Félix did it in 

an abstract sense in almost all of his works . 

Martha Rosler : It was not so abstract, though . As Miwon 

was pointing out, by making things available, where you 

have to actually take and make a decision, it becomes a 

concrete act . 

from the audience : It is not being created in a market sense 

of the public . He was certainly aware of that stepping in of 

the public .

Martha Rosler : Markets do not have publics . Markets have 

bodies of consumers . Societies have publics . 

From in the audience : So the core question is how does the 

publication invite that stepping in of the public ? 



Monika Szewczyk : Critics sometimes function as a 

phantom public . If you are talking about the artist 

projecting a phantom public, the critic can be the 

phantom public, which is also a phantom you can 

disagree with, and who can disagree with the artist 

as well . That creates a really great situation . 

Jan Verwoert : What is interesting about phantom publics 

is that it is a category that confuses the idea of culture 

being instrumentalized . How do you instrumentalize 

phantom publics, as they are to a certain degree ephemeral ? 

Maybe the phantom public could be anonymous  –  another 

term that I am totally in love with . So, when you talk 

about the urban sphere or the urban public, anonymity is 

the condition for the possibility of an exchange . If we all 

knew each other, we would not be here talking to each 

other . We would probably hate each other too much . So 

we need that anonymity to engage outside the identities 

that our communities have already forced on us . At the 

same time, that anonymity is what we constantly try to 

overcome . We overcome the possibility of our own com-

munication by dwelling in the anonymous public sphere 

and creating a commonality within it . I think that is so 

interesting because it goes against the grain of clearly de-

fined audience groups, with clearly defined needs . There 

are anonymous phantom audiences that suddenly mate-

rialize on these scenes of appearance … 

Am Johal : If somebody is a journalist, she/he can choose 

to go work for Associated Press or CNN or whatever, or 

he or she can choose to become a journalist who writes 

about what he or she is interested in writing about, find 

a public and an economy for it . They are probably not 

going to have a pension plan, but you are not an agent of 

your profession . You choose that profession as a means of 

investigating your freedom . That is a different notion and it 

means prospecting or creating your own public around you . 

Martha Rosler : I think that is very idealistic and that it 

rarely exists . Possibly the internet actually has a whole 

exploratory opportunity for the creation of an audience 

for de - professionalized or unaffiliated journalism, but I 

think this is a moment of tremendous flux . I am not sure 

how well that is going to wear . What happens is that in 

that first period, there are all kinds of things that are tried 

out, and of course, then things become codified and there 

is professionalization once again . 

Jan Verwoert : Maybe the anonymity of the public or the 

phantom quality of it always  - to a degree -  disrupts the 

possibility for closure . Maybe instrumentalization can 

never fully co - opt your practice, because you never know . 

The phantom audience cannot be controlled . One can 

never be sure that a practice will not be finally co - opted . 

Who knows who will receive it, under what conditions 

and what terms, at what point in time, when and where ? 

This co - opting scenario is always slightly paranoid, be-

cause it imagines that there was this point in time when 

the game was over . That is completely imaginary . 

Martha Rosler : I think you are overstating this imaginary 

freedom of a work . This is where questions of audience 

become vexed and contested, because one version offers 

the instrumentalization, and one suggests that audience 
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is predictable and you can tailor a message to it . In effect, 

everything becomes propaganda . Of course there are such 

things, but there is the fact that comprehension is always 

partial and always unpredictable, because it is situated 

in specificity, the specificity of somebody ’s actual life or 

times . However, what Miwon was describing was very 

clearly a kind of instrumentalization, a text for higher and 

specific parameters, intended to produce a certain effect 

or a certain impression . I think that this is very common . 

There are many ways in which the things that people do are 

co - opted into instrumental purposes . I would even suggest 

that with Group Material, it became very clear to them at 

some point that their project, no matter what the effect on 

the participants within it, was still having an overarching 

message on this city, or whichever city . It was saying, 

‘ Look, aren ’t we great, that we allowed you to have this ex-

perience . Now go back and be a good cog in the machine ! ’ 

There are various levels at which one can talk about what 

instrumentalization consists of . I think it is not so easily 

dismissed, even if the work  –  whatever it is  –  lives on and 

has different publics of reception . There are the participants 

versus the way the city bothers, if we may say it that way, 

incorporated into city narratives . Sometimes these things 

are actually counter to each other, but to deny that this is a 

form of instrumentalization at work  –  I do not know why 

it would be useful to pretend that this is not happening . 

Jan Verwoert : I am not saying that it is not happening . 

I would, however, reject the idea of that being final . 

Martha Rosler : One of the nice things is this romantic 

active ransacking of the historical record, where all these 

things have settled out of the account, when somebody in 

another generation said, ‘ Oh, that was totally great . Why 

don ’t we do that, too ? ’ and they were completely and 

creatively misunderstanding it, in a Harold Bloom kind 

of way . It was going on in that moment of contact with 

an audience . It is a wonderful revenge of the movement 

of history that things can be re - appropriated to have 

something that they were meant to have, but actually 

did not have at the moment in which they appeared . 

Sis Matthé : I think it is a very important re - activation or 

re - beginning of specific historical theories . Maybe we can ’t 

really call that instrumentalization ?

Martha Rosler : It is the first moment of instrumen-

talization, which gets washed out by the time the work 

is re - appropriated into a stream of creativity .

Sis Matthé : It is interesting to see someone writing on 

an artist, in a similar way to someone reactivating 

the work . That might be one of the ways to talk about 

writing for the magazine  –  not writing about the work, 

but writing as a reactivation of the work . As such, it 

would prevent it from being instrumentalized in an 

uninteresting way . I do not know what a text like that 

would look like, or what it would be .





Anders Kreuger : I would like to point to another problem 

which can be quite delicate . It is when an artist commis-

sions a text, by me for example . He or she then proves to 

be a pretty effective censor of that text . Artists have very 

creative suggestions about what to say and not to say in 

the text . As a writer, you may become instrumentalized 

by all kinds of people who commission texts from you, not 

just by institutions . I wanted to remind you of this dilemma, 

which is sometimes an interesting dilemma to deal with as 

a writer . I have sometimes dealt with it by saying you 

cannot publish it . 

Lourien Wijers : Exactly . That is the only way, of course . 

Jan Verwoert : It is a problem that usually occurs . It brings 

us back to the question that Liam raised, when you are 

brought in to formulate someone else ’s desire . It is when 

you move away from the model of mutual dedication 

and the writer is brought in to formulate the desire of the 

curator or the artist, for the artist or the curator . That 

is usually the beginning of the end . It is this Lacanian 

scenario where the guest who cannot read the menu has 

the waiter decide what he wants and the waiter will always 

bring the wrong thing . That can be the drama of the 

content provider who is supposed to formulate someone ’s 

desire . It is one condition of engagement . One criterion for 

how to engage may be to reject being put in that position .

 

Another question concerning co - opting is that you some-

times sense that different contexts function differently . 

There are some institutional contexts where some instru-

mentalization is inevitable . There are other contexts where 

the terms of engagement are not so clear, where the brief 

is unclear . This might include commercial magazines, 

for instance, where the terms of your engagement can be 

negotiated as you go . What is interesting about the art 

world is that you do have different contexts to choose from . 

Some contexts may be very rigid . The only time I have ever 

been censored was in a magazine dedicated to institutional 

critique . I had never received such Stalinist treatment . 

The text was published without the head, the arms, legs . 

It was terrible, a mutilated torso . 

There are many contexts in which it is quite clear that this 

final moment can be postponed, because you can negotiate 



the terms as you go along . That is the hell of flexible labour . 

It is never quite clear what the terms are . This is part of the 

precarious absence of safety, as the conditions are unclear . 

At the same time, there is something to it . You can actually 

push or postpone the instrumentalization because you keep 

on negotiating . It is like an ongoing séance . The criterion 

for a productive engagement would be when you sense 

that there are possibilities as you work out the terms . 

from the audience : How does that work in the context of 

magazine making, if Jan or Rirkrit say they do not like 

what you have written about their work ? Do you say, okay, 

let ’s talk about it, find a consensus ? 

Dieter Roelstraete : We write what they like . 

Anders Kreuger : No . That is not the way .

Dieter Roelstraete : I think we cannot imagine the 

space of a magazine to be the theatre of a real conflict, 

not unless we want to be assholes . The greatest insult 

you could inflict on an artist is maybe to ‘ steal ’ the 

work from him or her and use it for your own devices, 

for your own readers . Maybe that is the worst . 

Anders Kreuger : Is that the worst thing ?

Dieter Roelstraete : What would you do if I were to 

steal your work and say, ‘ That work really does not 

mean that ; it means something totally different ’ ?

Anders Kreuger : In that sense, stealing the meaning 

of the work .

Dieter Roelstraete : I like to say that the artwork does 

not belong only to the artist . In fact, it doesn ’t belong 

to the artist . I am saying this as an active provocation, 

but also as a program point . 

Nico Dockx : It is fine if you write something about my 

work, which I disagree with . That is fine . It is your opinion, 

I have another, and someone else may have yet another .

Monika Szewczyk : Your sentiment is not shared by a 

lot of artists . It might be fine for you, but there are a lot 

of artists who will say what you can or cannot say 

about their work .

Rirkrit Tiravanija : They will throw you into the 

East River with cement blocks . 

Sis Matthé : What I said before about writing as a 

reactivation or a re - beginning of the work certainly 

involves changing the work, and it is not a problem . 

Nico Dockx : I also think it depends on the intention 

of the writing .

Dieter Roelstraete : Exactly . The important point here is 

obviously that you allow for disagreement, because that is 

the nature of your practice . That will also be the challenge 

for whatever is going to come out of this . Is the actual 

whitely production going to be a reflection of the inclusive-

ness of your artistic practice, a kind of utopian, communal, 

we ’re - all - sitting - here - sweating kind of experience ? 

Rirkrit Tiravanija : I think the important point here 

is that there will be no writing .

Dieter Roelstraete : We are going to die ? 
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Rirkrit Tiravanija : You are not going to be able to 

write . That ’s it ! You are out of your professions !

Dieter Roelstraete : And you guys stay in your 

professions ? That ’s nice . 

Jan Verwoert : We have been talking about how writing 

can be more than an ‘ instrumentalizable ’ content that is 

being provided . I think rejecting this demand to formulate 

someone else ’s desire is one step . The other way to reject 

simply providing content is to reject providing interpreta-

tions and judgements . As it is, in the service that is expected 

from the critic, don ’t we want some meaning, in a judg-

ment ? I think you can move away from that by broadening 

that horizon, by really turning your writing into a voice 

that is not simply about judgements and interpretations, 

but about the production of language, a voice in which 

you insist on continuously producing language, language 

that meanders . My experience is that when you manage to 

create a text that produces language, it is very likely that 

you also move away from the scenario just sketched, 

where the artist contests the meaning or the inter-

pretation, because the text becomes more like a gift : 

I give you language . 

Dieter Roelstraete : In that case, Jan, we have definitely 

left behind the field of criticism .

Jan Verwoert : The thing about language is that language 

is the criterion provided by the critic in a situation of crisis . 

You arrive at the criterion and produce language to allow 

for the possibility of making a difference clear, not a 

judgement that may or may not come later . What might 

be at stake becomes clear . That is the language that you 

provide . I would say that is the honorable task of the critic . 

Monika Szewczyk : I think Rirkrit ’s interjection was a 

bit provocative, but I would like to return to it . What if 

there comes no text after this ? What if we are already 

writing the text ? Has the text already been written ? Or 

is the text in the future ? 

Dieter Roelstraete :  … and who wants to re - read what 

he said ?

Monika Szewczyk : Yes, really, do we really want to 

re - read this again and edit it ? I am curious . 

Martha Rosler : Who is we ?

Monika Szewczyk : All of us . When we first met up, 

it was a serious possibility that there would be no text 

after this . There was even a question that the magazine 

might never materialize . What if this is the materializa-

tion of the magazine ? A Prior 18, here you are ! 

Dieter Roelstraete : Where is the cover ?

Sis Matthé : What if eating is the new writing ? 

Monika Szewczyk : I just wanted to put this out there 

as a serious possibility .

Dieter Roelstraete : Eating is the new writing ? 

Nico Dockx : This could be a possibility, and there will 

be many more .

Jan Verwoert : There is always a certain presumptuous-

ness when you assume that the things you have just shared 

might actually be worth printing . That would already 

be arrogant . At the same time, it actually deals with the 

idea of the phantom public . The phantom public has 

materialized, and the moment you put it into writing, it 

circulates . Then it addresses the phantom public . That is 

the good side of writing : that it goes out there, even if in 
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the end, people wrap food in it, or someone somewhere 

actually reads it . That is the strength of writing . 

from the audience : Not only that : you began the discourse 

today by saying that that there is a problem when an 

individual artist puts him or herself into a corner . Now 

you are collectively considering the possibility of putting 

all of yourselves into a corner by not publishing . 

Monika Szewczyk : We are going to leave it at that, 

hanging on a cliff . See you tomorrow . 
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Day 2 : June 27 , 2008

Lunch Session ( 12am - 2pm )

Location : E - flux, Lower East Side, New York, New York

Speakers ( in order of appearance ) : Miwon Kwon , Nico Dockx , Monika Szewczyk , 

Jan Verwoert , Dieter Roelstraete and unidentified members of the audience





Miwon Kwon : I was asked just today to talk about my work, 

or the concerns that are in the foreground of my thoughts . So, 

this is not a very well prepared presentation … it ’s going to 

be rather random . Some of what I am interested in, in terms 

of content, will obviously resonate with things that have been 

thrown on the table already, but I ’m also concerned with 

methods or processes of how I do what I do . I think of my 

work as quite divided, although related, between teaching 

and writing . And, of course, in the American academy the 

way you secure your teaching position is to write . But before 

I talk about that, I was thinking that perhaps I was invited to 

participate  –  I didn ’t actually ask about this  –  because I was 

a founding co - editor of a journal that no longer exists called 

‘ Documents ’ . We published from 1992 to 2004 . In some 

respects, it was very similar to ‘ A Prior ’, confronting very, very 

similar problems, issues, difficulties, navigating the terrain of 

the market, institutions, the academy … how to invent a kind 

of structure that could go against existing models . It was also 

a collaborative project, interdisciplinary in its outlook, that 

through its years had many different moments of growth and 

change, and ultimately, kind of, you know … broke apart . The 

slow breaking apart was really difficult, but I think that ’s what 

collaborative projects in general may entail : your identity gets 

really forged with others in the group and when the project 

is over your sense of your own identity goes adrift a bit . 

Anyway, I thought I would talk about the writing part first, 

where I ’ve been exerting my energy recently . Since the book 

on site - specific art came out, which was my PhD dissertation 

in an architecture school, I became very much identified as the 

“ site - specificity girl ” . I got invited to many panels and confer-

ences, anything to do with site specificity, public art, art in 

urban spaces, etc . It seemed I was being asked to constantly 

repeat that role, to say again what was written in the book 

already, so I consciously withdrew from answering to these 

invitations . I guess it ’s like Hollywood actresses who get type-

casted and have to play the same role over and over . Although, 

I knew that the issues that I posed in the book, especially at 

the very end  –  where I kind of don ’t know what to say, how 

to, sort of, posit ways of thinking onward  –  were very crucial . 

More recently, in a very unexpected way of linking back to 

issues of site specificity, I ’ve been thinking about things 

under the rubric of, or a kind of a preliminary project title 

of, ‘ Exchange Rate ’ . I mean it in a really literal sense, in the 

most banal and basic sense, about what happens in the 

art world, what kind of relationships result in successful 

realizations of something, what are the explicit, but also, 

implicit negotiations that happen . When I say ‘ exchange ’, 

I mean both in economic terms, obviously, but also other 

kinds of interpersonal, inter - institutional dynamics . It started 

with something very concrete, very simple . I was doing an 

interview with Mel Bochner for ‘ Documents ’ in 2001 . As we 

were talking about him having made these site - specific works 

in the sixties, he mentioned that he had just sold one of those 

pieces to MOMA . It was one of the room measurements, the 

one done at the Galerie Friedrich in 1960 - something,  ’67, 

‘ 69 ? You ’ll probably remember . It ’s the one where the 

measurements of the walls of the gallery are put directly on 

the same walls ; it ’s site - specific to that gallery space . Im-

mediately, I wondered : how do you sell that, what do you sell ? 

Maybe a lot of younger artists are familiar with exchanges 

of this kind of “ commodity, ” but I felt I was in the dark as 

to what MOMA actually buys, what the artist delivers, and, 

given that it is a site - specific work, how the parameter of 

its existence into the future, beyond the artist ’s death, get 

defined . ( I asked Mel how much he got, but he wouldn ’t 

tell me . Artists are not ready to talk about real dollars . ) 

At the same time of the interview, the piece was on view at 

MOMA as a recent acquisition piece . What was striking was 

that even though the piece, Measurement : Room, requires 

four walls, an enclosure with an entry on one side, the version 

at MOMA was on the escalator landing on the 4th floor where 

the Design Department section starts, pretty much in a transi-

tion zone . The space was not a room . It occupied two facing
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 walls framing the escalators, more like a foyer . So I said, 

come on now, that ’s not a room, so that can ’t be considered 

the same work ! But Mel insisted that it was . He said there 

are many measurement pieces, that they are not all room - 

measurement pieces, etc … I guess the most interesting thing 

to me at that moment was what I saw as the discrepancy 

between what the artist had considered the work to be in 

the sixties, and the way it was becoming reformulated or 

adjusted in the moment of a sale to an institution like MOMA . 

But for the artist it was not a contradiction, there was no real 

discrepancy, it was more of an adjustment to a new site . So, 

it occurred to me that the bigger lesson might be that even 

if we date a piece to 1969, for example, and it was exhibited 

then, we can ’t say that the work was made exclusively in 

1969 . Because it is actually now, more than thirty years later, 

in the moment of the work ’s encounter with the market, with 

processes of institutionalization, you know, being considered 

for acquisition into permanent collections in major museums, 

etc ., that its real work is being realized, finally made visible . 

I also asked Mel, “ If MOMA owns it, can you also install it 

somewhere else, too ? Can there be two room measurements 

at any one time ? ’ And he said, ‘ Well, as long as I ’m alive, ’ 

because he retained the right to install the piece where and 

when he wished even after MOMA ’s purchase . This dual 

ownership seemed a very strange situation to me at the 

time . Interestingly, Mel said that because of the sale he had 

to write up things  –  rules about the work  –  for the very first 

time, including how to install the piece after he is no longer 

around to supervise in person . All this, this new work being 

done about the future of the work, I realized … even when 

a work is dated 1960 - something, it ’s actually today that it ’s 

actually being made . Of course, this story resonates with 

the practice of remaking works from the sixties in general . 

Recently in Los Angeles we had the entire city devoted to 

the reinvention of Allan Kaprow ’s Happenings all over town . 

He used the word ‘ reinvention ’ to identify such reiterations, 

but there are all sorts of problems with what ’s a legitimate 

reinvention and what ’s not a legitimate one, who gets to 

determine it, etc ., etc . In general, I ’ve been kind of obsessed 

with, although I haven ’t been able to work on it as deeply as 

I ’d like, really tracking almost like a reporter or a journalist the 

terms of these kinds of procedures or activities that artists 

are now engaged in, trying to imagine the future life of their 

work, but also the institution . When, for instance, a museum 

collects something that is “ immaterial, ” it ’s not really clear how 

to deal with it, like, the registrar often does not know what to 

do, where should it get stored, what should get stored … Is 

it an index card ?, and if it ’s an index card does it belong in a 

filing cabinet or should it have some other kind of apparatus 

around it ? Is it a work, is it not a work ? … things like that . I feel 

the kind of destabilization that this generation was interested 

in creating is happening kind of behind the scenes today . I am 

very fascinated by the process and am eager to make it trans-

parent, because I do think that this is the work of the work, 

more than when it is presented publicly . I ’m more interested 

in how that moment of the work ’s public presentation, the 

public address of the work, is made possible . 

And that ’s what led me to, if I ’m tracing this correctly, to the 

work of Félix González - Torres . I revealed last night that to 

me his work is very rich in having incorporated into its very 

structure these problems . At first, I thought about Félix ’s work 

through the idea of the gift economy as a particular mode of 

exchange . That ’s the most common thing that is said about his 

work, of course … that his work is so generous, so democratic, 

anyone could take pieces of it, etc . But I was interested in 

how his work is not so benevolent, so angelic, so virtuous, 

but actually a very, very complicated demand in terms of the 

cycle of obligation and reciprocity that it proposes . This is a 

dimension that I haven ’t explored fully, but I do want to think 

about the different modes of exchange that collapse onto one 

another that constitute the art system . Permanent collections 

are, obviously, direct purchases in certain cases, but they are 

often gifts to the museum by donors . That means that there 

is an obligation and reciprocity structure that ’s bound to the 
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very condition of the foundation of the museum . Trying to 

understand the relationship between the gift economy and 

the market economy is part of my ambition for this ‘ Exchange 

Rate ’ project, as well as bartering, which some artists have 

pushed, like Ed Kienholz . I don ’t know if some of you know his 

work from the late fifties . He would make watercolors of things 

that he needed, like a hammer, and then he would barter that 

for a hammer, that kind of thing . I haven ’t gotten very far on 

the barter thing, but there is a kind of genealogy one could 

draw of that kind of practice also . For now I see these kinds 

of efforts by artists as a means to question and brush up 

against the market structure within which their work circulates . 

The other part about Félix González - Torres ’ practice that ’s 

been really crucial is the contracts  –  the certificates of 

authenticity and ownership and contracts of agreement that 

are signed between parties when the work is exchanged 

( i .e ., when it changes ownership ) . Some of you are probably 

aware that with the minimalist generation this was more 

and more in practice . Sol LeWitt ’s is quite well known … 

because it ’s linked to the production of the work, like his 

pencil drawings on the wall, he gives you instructions and 

that ’s what the collector would purchase  –  this piece of 

paper with an authenticating signature . The work might have 

become immaterial, but, as I was mentioning yesterday, there 

is a material base to immaterial artworks . And, you know, 

Judd and others, they all have certificates . Prefabricated 

objects were so significant for this generation that in fact 

the signature, the authenticating document, is the privileged 

location for the determination of the work of art . So the 

contract is really the important part for me . Sometimes they 

are very legalistic, sometimes they are simple notes between 

the parties, but in any case the role of the contracts seems 

more and more important to take account of . And I must say, 

I don ’t remember having to sign as formidable contracts in the 

past as I have in recent years as a writer, too, whether it ’s the 

Guggenheim or smaller institutions . Even when I am invited 

to give lectures I have to sign contracts releasing certain 

rights of reproduction now . Whatever that signifies : the 

convergence of legalistic and the cultural arenas … they kind 

of collapse onto one another … or the legal determinations 

of identity : this is the work of art, this is the role of the artist, 

this is the role of the writer . Somehow the legal discourse 

is kind of taking over in the field . That is somewhat different 

than the market forces, although they are working in concert . 

So I ’ve looked at a lot of contracts, particularly for Félix ’s 

works . I have to say there are very few artists whose work 

feels like food to me : that by understanding the practice more 

deeply I gain energy, or I gain hope, I gain a sense of ‘ all right, 

keep on ’ . And Félix is that kind of artist for me . I know the 

hagiographic apparatus around him, but my goal is to actually 

cut through that, to argue against that kind of romanticism 

and to highlight the real smarts that I think pervades his work, 

and one dimension of that is his contracts . I think that, unlike 

the generation before him, you know, the minimalists, he really 

used the contracts to make sure that his work would not reach 

stasis . And it ’s not just about the replenishment aspect . If you 

own one of those stacks or candy pieces, the contract doesn ’t 

tell you that you have to replenish the paper or the candy . The 

contract says it ’s the right of the owner to decide whether to 

replenish or not, which to me is very subtle but significant ; it 

puts the burden upon, one could say, the owner, his audience . 

One lesson for artists to take away from Félix ’s practice it to 

not only think about the contracts as part of your aesthetic 

and political project, that it must get integrated with what one 

imagines to show in a space, but also that the market itself is 

an artistic arena . I think that for me is a big lesson of his work . 

We have to think about the market in relation to what we mean 

by the public as well . I don ’t think he was so adverse to the 

market structure . In fact, his work raises all sorts of interesting 

complications at the crossing of the market and the public . 

For instance, we generally say his work is generous, that 

anyone could have a Félix ( paper from a stack, candy from a 

pile ) . I can even make a Félix piece ; it seems easy enough . 

So, on the one hand the model is about radical dispersion 



and the disappearance of the author . But on the other hand, 

his work is highly exclusive, where ownership of the work is 

almost secretive . Who knows what the rules are that define 

his work besides a tiny group of insiders ? So, there is extreme 

exclusivity and inclusivity in the dynamics of his work .

Nico Dockx : You know, I also like Félix ’s work and I ’m 

reflecting upon it as an artist, but I ’m very curious how you 

could integrate the things you experience in the research, 

like, you say it ’s like food, you get energy from it, but how 

do you translate that in your practice as a writer ?

Miwon Kwon : In my practice ?

Nico Dockx : How can you learn from him ? You say 

artists should learn from him, they can find things in his 

work that they can use in their own practice, but how can 

you as a writer maybe change perspectives and learn 

different things and use them ?

Miwon Kwon : I think what was said about the two worlds 

that we occupy and the space of potential instrumentalization, 

or even corruption or complicity and all that, on one side, and 

on the other side, a space that feels autonomous and mine, 

like a space of joy, whether in our fantasy or for real … 

Nico Dockx : Do you think such work could change your 

way of writing ?

Miwon Kwon : Yeah, I do . It has to do with facing up to 

the truth of both dimensions and trying to incorporate the 

complexity and the contradictions in the writing . There is 

also a kind of disparity Félix noted, for instance, in terms of 

audience, ‘ who ’s my reader ? ’ . When you ’re writing you ’re 

kind of writing to yourself first . But he said his audience was, 

on the one hand, Ross ( that was his lover ) . That Ross was 

the one and only public that mattered to him . At the same 

time, he said his public, without whom there is no work, 

were strangers, unknown and limitless . Actually, there is no 

in - between for him . There is no mediating “ community . ” I feel 

that something similar  –  a tight intimacy and a boundless 

and unknowable horizon  –  frames my writing . I write for my 

mom, who does not know anything really about contemporary 

art, but she is not stupid and she is not without an artistic 

spirit herself, so I feel that if I can write something in a way 

that touches her, then I ’ve reached one dimension of my 
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readership or my audience . This may sound odd, but to me 

that is about writing to the future also . And then there are 

strangers, future strangers . I don ’t know if that makes sense . 

I could also mention, for instance, that the double - stack paper 

piece that Félix has done : on the one it says, ‘ Somewhere 

better than this place ’, on the second stack it says, ‘ Nowhere 

better than this place ’ . The work confronts you with a very 

ambiguous emptiness as a presence, and I feel like ‘ yeah, 

that ’s where I am, that ’s my location of making something ’ . 

Maybe I ’m projecting my own desire, this always happens, 

right, when we see what we want to see or when we take 

lessons ? But I feel very much a kind of affinity . Mind you, I 

didn ’t know Félix . Lots of this hagiographic production is 

being produced by people who knew him and who miss him 

and it ’s really tied to an emotional relationship . So I have 

this weird, like … he ’s a phantom too, in some ways . I take 

inspiration from the economy of his gestures, the precision, 

that if you don ’t have to use five words, but two, then you 

use two, you know … those are lessons in his work for me . 

Jimmie Durham is another artist whose work is like nourish-

ment to me . I think he is also very sharp, very precise .

So my work on Félix ’s work is ongoing . 

Nico Dockx : And I imagine you also use these ideas in 

your teaching ?

Miwon Kwon : Yes . I speak really frankly to my students about 

my own confusion, my dilemmas and struggles . I try to get 

them to be very self - reflexive about the structure of authority 

that ’s in the classroom itself, the architecture of a space, 

things like that . I should say also that a kind of a grounding 

idea for me, to come back to the students, and this is how 

I approach the work of art, is to approach it as operational, 

that is to ask : what does the work do ? Rather than asking of 

a work of art what does it mean, I try to encourage an attitude 

toward a work of art as a kind of a living thing, even though 

it might be centuries old . Different institutional agendas will 

modify the frame of what it can do . That ’s actually one of the 

big conceptual shifts that I try to perform in the classroom 

quite early, through the way I talk about art, also in the way I 

talk about it very inconclusively … they have to get used to it . 

Initially they get very nervous, because they all want to know 

what ’s on the test, ‘ what should I remember ? ’, facts and 

information . They want to get to the answer : ‘ this is what it 

means ’, that kind of thing . But I try to give them to think about 

their own encounter with a work of art and to think of that 

encounter as a kind of a relationship ; that an artist has pro-

posed something through that work, as a kind of a theoretical 

proposition, a beginning of a conversation, about how to be 

socially, how to be in terms of one ’s own subjectivity … That ’s 

one of the tasks of teaching, I think, to provide a framework . 

Artistic labor is another dimension that is of great interest 

in my research and writing . How do artists produce what 

they produce ? How does it move from one location to 

another ? I ’ve been following the work of few artists whom I 

call  –  borrowing anthropologist Aihwa Ong ’s term  –  ‘ flexible 

citizens ’ . Ong uses the term to identify an emergent class 

of subjects who have certain capacities to move from space 

to space, culture to culture, context to context in a manner 

not accorded to everyone . Their privilege of mobility and 

access is predicated on a particular trajectory of experiences 

that reorganize how we think about power . For instance, 

flexible citizens have privilege that comes with facility with 

multiple languages, a certain trajectory of education, where 

you often start from a non - Western location, move through 

an established educational institution in the West, then you 

go back, and potentially establish multiple sites of operation 

around the world . Like Rirkrit  –  he could easily qualify as a 

flexible citizen . And this is not merely about itinerancy . How do 

these types of artists run their studios ? I am very interested, 

again very literally, in how a person with offices/studios in 

Berlin, Seoul and New York navigate commissions, sales, 

dealers, collectors and production . What gets made ? Who 

does the work ? What is the work ? Is it in editions ? Why is it 
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in editions ? Things like that . And with the three artists that I ’ve 

been tracking  –  maybe I ’ll start tracking Rirkrit, too  –  there is 

a certain pattern of production, with what could be seen as 

“ outsourcing, ” somewhat parallel to corporations when they 

go to where labor is cheaper . Or, and this is a more compli-

cated and interesting part, they secure the labor of artisans, 

manual laborers, who still engage in what is now considered 

outmoded modes of production . It ’s not immaterial labor, it ’s 

very material labor, but it ’s not the privileged or dominant 

form of labor in these countries . These artisans and their old 

methods of making get enfolded into art processes to produce 

a vanguard work, and, in some cases they are based in remote 

villages in China . In the process, they get connected to, 

networked into the art system, and they learn how to package 

things, how to crate them for transport to the West, things like 

this, developing an entirely new mode of production/work and 

an alternative subsidiary economy even . That ’s another dimen-

sion that I ’ve been very interested in and it could become 

part of the “ Exchange Rate ” project, I ’m not sure . For now, 

I ’m calling it the site specificity of particular kinds of labor, 

and the ways in which art production intersects with them 

cannot be easily criticized as exploitation . I think it ’s uncertain 

whether it ’s exploitation or not, because, I think, sometimes, 

depending on the project, through the engagement of these 

artisans the artists are saving, preserving certain skills, a 

way of making something, that could become extinct . 

Monika Szewczyk : That ’s really interesting, because we 

had a question yesterday of whether artists are the vanguard 

of an economic system or if they, sort of, follow the trends 

of the market, but what you are talking about is almost 

like a museum of economies or labors . It ’s not that one is 

seeking to be at the vanguard of the economy, but, actually 

trying to archive certain things that are disappearing .

Miwon Kwon : Yes, I think art production is always a little 

late in relation to dominant modes of production in society, 

perhaps even melancholically so . If I think about David Smith, 

for instance, he was making his sculptures with a blowtorch at 

a moment when prefabrication and serial factory production 

had fully surpassed such a mode . One could say that the mini-

malists at least mimicked the other newer mode of production, 

but even such industrial mode of production was becoming 

outmoded in the 1960s with the dawning of the information 

age . Even if artists engaged in information or idea - oriented 

practices, many were still very materially based also . Perhaps 

art cannot escape its material basis . This materiality has the 

potential to slow things or obstruct the speed of transfer or, 

you know, become an obstacle to the easy flow of informa-

tion, currency, communication, etc . I think that ’s partly why 

sculpture, an old category, seems to be back these days . 

Jan Verwoert : But you don ’t link that back to the question 

you raised at the very beginning  –  continued existence of the 

work in time . Its seems that you delineate different contexts 

or frameworks that ensure the continual existence of the work 

in time : one being the archival logic of the museum, another 

being the legalistic framework of the contract, and now you 



mention the material conditions, and the market of course, 

where the work continues to exist because it ’s resold, but 

then you mentioned this cryptical remark by Bochner, who 

said that the work existed as long as he was alive . Since 

we ’ve talked about the parallel existing realities and ap-

pearances of the work yesterday, so when we think about 

the reality of the work, there are these kinds of structures, 

you could say structures of dependency that determine the 

existence of the work, but if we look at parallel sides, where 

other conditions for the existence of the work exist, you 

speak of material . And then there is life, the continued life 

and fantasy of the artist, which is normally a term of continued 

existence that you would apply to a traditional medium like 

painting, as long as the painter is able to continue painting . 

It ’s interesting to have that term applied to conceptual art . 

But what do you make of that, this parallel side of life, of 

production that ensures that continued existence of the work ?

Nico Dockx : Just a quick question : who ’s vegetarian ?

( The 6 vegetarians are being counted )

Miwon Kwon : Actually, let me clarify about Mel ’s comment . 

He didn ’t say that the work exists only while he ’s alive but 

that even though MoMA now owned Measurement : Room, he 

could realize the piece, too, as long as he was alive . Anyway, I 

think the challenge is not only to think about what is the work 

of art, but what is the life of the artwork . This is a challenge 

for the 60s generation and those who follow . Again, that is 

why I ’ve been so interested in Félix ’s work, because through 

his contracts he engages with this problematic of the life of 

the work ( beyond the artist ’s death ) . Many minimalist artists 

adopted contracts to try to control the work from changing 

or being modified, like Judd, Andre, and others . But in Félix ’s 

case the transformation of the work is what the contracts try 

to guarantee, including the possibility of the work ’s disap-

pearance, its ‘ death ’ . Non - existence is a state that he wanted 

to have available as a possible manifestation of the work .

Jan Verwoert : Nevertheless, speaking from my own 

experience, as someone borrowing the work of Félix 

González - Torres from a museum, I have the feeling that 

it lends itself to bureaucratization and juridification of 

curatorial work . To make that very concrete : I wanted to 

loan ‘ Perfect Lovers ’ from the Atheneum, first of all it took 

them two months to get back to me, because the person 

in charge only comes in on Tuesdays and Thursdays, or 

something, and then was on holiday … But to cut the long 

story short, they kept me in the air for a long time .

Miwon Kwon : In the absence of Félix himself, now that he ’s 

dead, there ’s no final arbiter, so the responsibility of sustaining 

the life of his artwork falls to all those who have to deal with it . 

One direction in which this responsibility can develop is bu-

reaucratization for sure, for the hierarchization, the kind of, you 

know … production of Félix González - Torres as a mythological 

artist . That ’s one direction that I think the certificates set up . 

However, you could imagine, potentially, different kinds of 

curators not producing that kind of a situation . And I think that 

contracts allow for that  –  that you could go in either direction 

or many other directions . The point is that it as left to ‘ us ’ to 

have to realize Félix ’s works, if we want to see them . That ’s 
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the gesture that I feel is really powerful . I know that museums 

save the candy . It ’s often kept in storage and overseen by 

the registrar, and there is a fetishization of the actual candy 

or piece of paper, etc ., even when the whole point of the 

give - away works is that they disappear and get replenished . 

Or, the beaded curtain pieces, too . Those institutions who 

own them are aware of the fact that potentially the producers 

of the particular beads used by Félix can go out of business, 

that the specific beads won ’t be made any more . So they 

hoard them and stockpile the beads, in order that if there is 

damage to the work, they could fix it . But the contract actually 

allows for the beads to change . It ’s not about fixity . But the 

museum apparatus  –  because of its own habits of operating 

( dedicated to conserving, preserving, making time stop ) fights 

against the capacity of artworks to change . This is what I 

mean about ‘ what the work does ’ . It ’s not that it successfully 

realizes its vision, but that because of the work and because 

the contract is written in a certain way, a kind of quiet turmoil 

ensues inside the institution  –  they don ’t readily know what 

to do in the face of a work that introduces an entirely dif-

ferent value system or outlook . I feel this kind of disquiet or 

disturbance, often not visible to a general public, is the work 

of a work . Those are the moments that I ’m interested in 

understanding as an art historian ; not only who makes 

decisions, but how people make decisions and how they 

justify those decisions . Often they turn to the artist, or the 

contract as a kind of legitimating ground, but ultimately 

those decisions are up to them . That ’s why I like Félix ’s work 

so much : the material aspects are quite beautiful, and they 

are not antagonistic to the system . His work slides right into 

the system ; it gets instrumentalized very easily . The Author 

also returns in a big way … you know, the figure of Félix 

González - Torres . This complicated or ambivalent sense of 

politics, of challenging the system, of criticality, I feel it ’s 

much more subtle, more risky . Some people, you know, 

have used the word ‘ parasite ’ as a model to think about 

this kind of critical infiltration into the institution, to function

 like a virus or something like that . I think that ’s ok as a 

metaphor, it ’s viable .

Jan Verwoert : We ’re talking again about these scenarios 

of co - option and whether they kind of create this closure or 

whether there is a potential openness . It ’s interesting that 

you were pointing towards this moment of closure that was 

created through Kafkaesque bureaucracy and you were 

saying that the contract becomes a virus . That reminds me 

of a passage in an essay by Benjamin Buchloh, where he 

says that after traditional criteria for identifying the work 

have been programmatically voided, the subject of the work 

becomes a subject to legal definition, rather than taste . And 

in his writing that seems to be the proof of the moment of 

almost the final co - option of conceptual art . Because without 

protection, it gives itself over to the apparatus of administra-

tion, and you are arguing against it by saying that, on the 

one hand, it becomes vulnerable to these procedures, but 

as it engages with these procedures it stays alive within … 

Miwon Kwon : But also, it fundamentally changes 

these procedures .

Monika Szewczyk : I think the interesting thing is that you ’re 

not giving up on the idea  –  which might be highly idealistic,



 but I love it  –  that criticality itself has to be rethought, that 

the assumption of distance in order to ensure criticality is 

kind of flipped on its head or transformed . Even though what 

you ’ve been talking about is a curatorial project somewhat 

hijacked by administrative … 

Jan Verwoert : I think it ’s really about responsibility . I 

mean if you talk about estates, for example, I think a glaring 

example is the Bas Jan Ader Estate . Works have been 

created over the last years which quite clearly didn ’t exist, 

so - called studio installations  –  installations only made for 

a photograph in the artist ’s studio, were suddenly sold as 

actual real installations for a 100 .000 dollars I think . It was an 

obvious glaring example of a misreading of the work by the 

estate itself . What do you do then ? They claim responsibil-

ity and the authorship or right to interpret that estate .

Miwon Kwon : It ’s not dissimilar with the Félix 

González - Torres Foundation . I ’m not sure if there is a 

conflict of interest with Andrea Rosen, who is the gallerist 

who deals Félix ’s work, being the head of the Foundation 

( head of the estate ), but there is an attempt at very tight 

control over the movement ( changes of ownership ) and 

realization of Félix ’s works . Writers, including myself, have 

to go through the Foundation and Andrea Rosen, too, you 

know, for access to information, images, etc ., before a 

text on Félix can be published . And there ’s a whole other 

set of concerns for me, which is the economy of images 

of artworks . Separate from production or circulation of 

artworks themselves, the right to publish images of a 

work has become a major secondary industry . I think Félix 

González - Torres Foundation has rights to not just images 

of the past of Félix ’s works, but also of future installations . 

Jan Verwoert :  … which creates the absurd situation 

that an institution in Austria and Germany which displays 

González ’s work is not allowed to photograph its own space 

with the work in it . They are not allowed by contract .

Monika Szewczyk : And is that contract posthumous ?

Jan Verwoert : It ’s the Foundation that prescribes that . 

But may I maneuver you back to the question of continued 

life ? I think there are two aspects in which this can be really 

relevant and interesting . One is : we talked about deci-

sion - making as an element of artistic practice yesterday, 

and it seems that the definition of that practice proposed by 

conceptual art was very much formally based on a notion of 

a decision or a gesture ( a certain understanding of Duchamp 

would be … a one - off entry into the book of history, i .e . the 

move of a chess - figure ) . You perform the work like a gesture, 

you address history . If one is successful, it goes down in 

history, but it ’s that one strategic move, so it has no continued 

life . In that sense it also prepared this one - liner conceptual 

work that we saw in the nineties . And when you speak about 

a deferred impact, I think that means that we should probably 

give up this definition of the work as this one - off … that 

instantaneity . I was wondering what you think about that .

Miwon Kwon : But that would be potentially contradictory 

to site specificity . Site - specific work is, at least the way I 

think about it, singular in that moment, in that context, within 

that frame, however you think about that frame . Duration 

or transformation over time have really complicated … 

Jan Verwoert : But do you think that this is a contradiction ? 

Or is there a resolution : that we would have to give up certain 

definitions of what a conceptual work is ; that the continued 

life of conceptual art forces us to give up certain definitions 

of the conceptual act that were formally proposed ?

Miwon Kwon : I don ’t know . What do you think ?

It ’s not so much that the work happened and now there is a 

collecting moment ( a purchase moment ), but this moment is 

the work . To go back to teaching, the place where I teach is 

near the Getty Research Institute, which has a very extensive 

holding of Fluxus material . It ’s not in the museum, because 
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the museum is not so interested in contemporary art, so it ’s in 

the special collections archive at the research institute library . 

Duchamp ’s ‘ Boîte - en - valise ’ is there as well as this major 

Fluxus holding . So, I taught a class using Fluxus as a case 

study of a neo - avant - garde project that espoused the familiar 

dream of resisting the commercial and commoditized condi-

tion of artistic production and distribution yet today is col-

lected, exchanged, and institutionalized just the same . Some 

people are doing “ re - Fluxes ”, remaking some of the works 

from the past even . What ’s kind of poignant to me, though, is 

that while some artists do feel like the project failed, others 

don ’t want to disappear out of the history books . They want to 

be acknowledged and remembered . They want the legacy of 

their work to mark the field, which means they should be in a 

collection like the one at the Getty . They should be retrievable 

by future students . They should be shown to a public that ’s 

never heard of Fluxus, for instance . So, there is a deep am-

bivalence about institutionalization and commercial valuation 

of these works that were meant to be apparently against or 

indifferent to those processes . I tried to have the students in 

my class confront the condition of the collecting or acquisition 

stage of such art as part of what these works demand rather 

than antithetical to them . I mean, they cannot be collected in 

the same way that paintings are collected by the museum . 

But curators, librarians, and museum directors are pressed 

to make up new rules or find new reasoning for what ’s ok and 

what ’s not ok to buy for their collections … and I think that 

is the impact of this kind of work in a positive way that is not 

a betrayal or a failure . The kind of transformation that these 

works demand now, 30 - 40 years after their initial envisioning 

is what ’s really powerful and most significant, I think .

Monika Szewczyk : I think we do still receive them, in 

many ways, like paintings that have an aura, because the 

discomfort around reinventions and re - enactments as the life 

of the work is always present . There are always questions 

about … ok, this is a new thing, but you never really reinvent 

something … And you mentioned the reinvention of the Allan 

Kaprow ’s works, which is really interesting . I ’m curious to 

hear how the works were treated, to what extent that was 

like … an enthusiasts ’ festival, you know what I mean ? What 

kind of problems did it run into ? I really love the idea, but I 

know there is a lot of skepticism around that kind of thing .

Miwon Kwon : Lot of schools and other organizations in LA 

collaborated with MOCA to coordinate these reinventions, so 

each institution will have a different story . So, for instance, if 

you were involved in the reinvention at a certain college, lots 

of students would have been involved and maybe a teacher 

would have coordinated it as a project for the class . Others, 

like the Getty, for instance … the LA Art Girls who took on 

the reinvention of “ Fluids ” there struggled a lot with the Getty 

system, not necessarily the personnel of the Getty, but the 

legal department, security people, etc . I think that those 

who feel they understand Kaprow felt that these struggles 

with institutional resistance, even if they led to “ weak ” 

reinventions, were really part of his vision for the work . 

Jan Verwoert : But the category that you mentioned earlier 

on has been problematic, that ’s what you describe as a 

reinstatement of authorship or a certain cult of authorship . 

It ’s also the question that you raise in your book . There you 

speak about itinerant producers who work in different places, 

and whose work might only be understandable if you know 

the entire oeuvre . So, the autobiography becomes a key for 

the work of people who move from place to place . And you 

reject that . You reject that as a resurgence of a very traditional 

form of authorship . And I ’ve always found that kind of weird . 

What ’s wrong with that ? The existential concerns of the artist, 

or the dedication of the artist, might be a reality in which the 

work exists . And to what degree is that different from what you 

describe as the problematic resurgence of the cult of author-

ship and autobiography ? What ’s problematic about that ?

Miwon Kwon : I think for me that book on site specificity 

was primarily thinking about, or trying to provide a critique 



of the institutional processes, the contexts within which 

artists have to work . The resurgence, or the consolidation 

of the author figure with a capital ‘ A ’ as the creative source 

of meaning, is not necessarily a problem with the artists but 

the discourse that surrounds the artist . And that ’s sort of 

what I was directing my critique towards . I think authorship 

with a capital ‘ A ’, when it becomes solidified as a symbolic 

figure through which, like we discussed yesterday  -  how my 

absences or presence …  –  then it is to be resisted . But I do 

want to hold on to the singularity of a particular producer 

and that may have gotten lost in that book on site specificity, 

and that ’s been some of the criticism of the book . I think 

what ’s changed a lot in terms of where I want to locate my 

own work ( or my voice ), is to try to be next to the artist .

Nico Dockx : I just want to bring up a small example from 

my own work, which maybe Dieter can also relate to . I was 

invited by the museum in Antwerp to do a collection interven-

tion, and I decided to do it with a group of artists . Naturally, 

we had to ask ourselves what you can do with a collection 

that ’s there . And we decided not to place our own work 

among the collection pieces, and not to make a selection 

of works and present the collection, but to, kind of, go into 

the museum and have the index of what ’s in the collection 

and then select a few works to really work with, to use them 

for action . So, every Saturday we spent the whole day in the 

museum doing an active thing with a series of people, from 

writers to artists … To cut the long story short, there was 

one action where I invited a friend writer form England 

to write a text on the architecture of the building, about 

how he sees this museum working in Antwerp, but from 

the architectural point of view . We decided to have him 

in one of the rooms in the museum to just read this text 

while I was using a Dan Flavin to give him light to read 

the text . I was just holding it . I took it out of the collection, 

I opened the crate, fixed the adapter ( because it was 

not working ), turned on the light, used it for some 5 - 10 

minutes for reading, then put it back into the crate .

Miwon Kwon : Was that complicated, permission - wise ?

Nico Dockx : Getting permission was not complicated .

Dieter Roelstraete : No, not from our part .

Nico Dockx : But afterwards, there were many reactions 

from the intellectual world, like academics saying you cannot 

do this . Even the galleries … like Micheline Szwajcer in 

Antwerp, she also said something like ‘ you ’re now having a 

show with me in the gallery and you are doing something in 

the museum which for me is a contradiction . ’ But for me it ’s 

just the same work . It ’s part of the same thinking process .

Miwon Kwon : You were probably drawing out the theatrical-

ity of Flavin ’s work that ’s been repressed but always there . 





Nico Dockx : It ’s funny, because for me it was merely a 

possible answer to the question that we as artists were 

asked . We were invited to do something with the collection, 

so what can you do ? I mean, a spontaneous thing is just to 

use it as working tools, just tools, to raise certain questions, 

which I ’m not so much … I mean the questions come after-

wards . The reaction and the conversations come afterwards . 

That ’s one part of the thing that triggered it, but on the other 

hand, of course, I had discussions with Dieter and also with 

the director of the museum about the following : let ’s say they 

want to buy or keep a trace of this action  –  which of course 

we documented, we shot a film of ten minutes  –  but I said 

I ’m not willing to sell this document, because it ’s just a … 

Miwon Kwon : You just want to give in to them ?

Nico Dockx : No, no . Let ’s assume they want to buy it, 

and then in, let ’s say, two years they may have a collection 

presentation with a video of this action, which is not so 

interesting . It ’s more interesting for me, and for us as a group 

that did this action, is not to sell this document, but to be 

contacted again to do something in the museum instead . 

So, it ’s more in order to trigger the question whether a 

museum can collect ideas and reactivate them whenever 

they want ( provided we ’re interested, because we 

can also refuse ) . 

Miwon Kwon : Unless there is a material residue of that 

idea, the museums won ’t remember . There will be different 

curators, etc .

Dieter Roelstraete : The problem is, of course, that most 

museums, or way too many museums, collect not art, but 

art objects, and the problem of showing or recontextualising 

site - specific action ( that is totally singular in its nature ) is 

that, of course, you can show a document of it, but it ’s quite 

a challenge to reconstruct the context in which the work was 

originally conceived and realized . That ’s, I think, the challenge 

that a museum can set itself  -  to reconstruct the context 

rather than to show the work .

Nico Dockx : To push this further, the challenge can be 

to try to show an attitude . Because in two years I may think 

differently, so if they approached me again, within this kind 

of contract you make with them, I might do something 

completely different, which would be a contradiction to 

what I did then .

Miwon Kwon : Could you have, in your original agreement to 

do this intervention, I don ’t know if you signed a contract … 

Nico Dockx : No, no, that never happened . It was just a 

question . We talked about it . 

Miwon Kwon : When you get invited to do this intervention, 

the first thing I would ask is why do they want an intervention ? 

Nico Dockx : Sure, that was part of how I reacted too .

Miwon Kwon :  … and then in realizing the action ( I don ’t 

know if from the artist perspective you think two, five years 

down the road, again this is about the future of the work 

maybe ), in the very first instance you imagine its future and 

try to even set the parameters of that future attitude, maybe, 

into the initial work ? Is that possible ?

Nico Dockx : That ’s the question . I don ’t know . What I 

really liked about the project itself was the conversation after-

wards, the reactions of people being aggressive, saying you 

cannot do this, you throw away conceptual luggage in two 

seconds, you don ’t have any respect … But to me this 

was very strange, because I chose the work of Dan Flavin 

out of respect . 

from the audience : Perhaps paradoxically, the most truthful 

way to deal with a Dan Flavin is to change it in a way .
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Dieter Roelstraete : Or use it . Revive it as a useable object . 

An important thing to add here is that, if the museum where 

I work is interested in ideas rather than art objects supposed 

to embody them, that is also because we don ’t have that many 

art objects of great value anyway . It ’s a poor collection . I think 

that poor museums are going to be much more flexible than 

the rich ones . There ’s no way that the Getty would ever allow 

for some kind of event that would involve the actual handling 

of a Dan Flavin as a reading lamp . And that is also why the 

Getty is always going to be a bastion of conservatism that will 

always obsess about collecting objects rather than ideas . Our 

engagement, the engagement of my institution with ideas 

comes out of poverty, you know, out of destitution that the 

museum faces .
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Day 2 : June 27 , 2008

Dinner Session ( 8pm - 10pm )

Location : E - flux, Lower East Side, New York, New York

Speakers ( in order of appearance ) : Lawrence Weiner , Louwrien Wijers , 

Monika Szewczyk and unidentified members of the audience





Lawrence Weiner : I ’m a little bit confused 

and I ’ve been confused about this issue 

for a long time . There are words being 

used and that is strange . We ’re talking 

about public, we ’re talking about the 

so - called private . If you want to look at 

the art world with a little larger view 

than maybe the last fifteen years, the 

word ‘ generosity ’ does not come into it, 

the word ‘ democracy ’ does not come into 

it . We ’re taking it almost for granted 

that the majority of people in this room 

are living in de facto democracies . There 

is a risk factor and that ’s it . This idea 

of contracts, of telling somebody what 

to do with something, is only necessary 

when there is a weakness in the work .

Louwrien Wijers : A - ha, good, great !

Lawrence Weiner : Because if the work makes 

it, if the work works, and you can build 

something like Félix González - Torres was 

able to build, like I aspire to be able to 

build, something that ’s a specific object 

that has no specific form and has no meta-

phor, and this idea of generosity puts you 

into parallel realities to everybody and, 

essentially, something will be a shadow 

of you or a copy of you . No, the point 

is you made something in whatever time, 

’47,  ’57,  ’67,  ’77,  ’87,  ’97, 2007 and you 

placed it in the world ( and we all have 

means  –  you can open a space any place you 

want in New York and people will come ) . 

When we talk of public, the art world never 

used to be an exclusive community for 

middle - class people . It never used to be 

through the universities . It had nothing to 

do with the universities . Every single city 

in the world had four or five divergent 

simultaneous art worlds . It ’s over . Some 

poor kid wanted a piece of paper to prove 

to their parents that they were an artist . 

The minute you got the licensing, all this 

contractual stuff that Bob Morris tried 

in the sixties and the seventies, that Dan 

Graham tried, they depend upon society 

not paying any attention to the work that 

you ’re doing . This was a very interesting 

point . It ’s a conversation I ’ve had with 

Maria Eichhorn … you ’re depending upon the 

value structure of a structure that your 

work itself, by its existence, is supposed 

to be changing . Every time you make a work 

and make it public, put it in the world, 

it ’s supposed to change the world in such 

a way that your previous conception of the 

way the world was isn ’t supposed to be the 

same . I got a real problem there, that ’s 

what I was making these faces about . Who 

are we ? We are public . I imagine the ma-

jority of you pay taxes and you take your 

kids to the dentist . That ’s public . We ’re 

just people who decided to make questions, 

the way that we attempt to make our daily 

bread . And how you make it with the market 

does not seem to have to do very much 

with it, you know, because the market in 

Minnesota is different from the market in 

New York . People in Minnesota live better 

sometimes or just as well a people in 

New York or Brooklyn or Staten Island or 

some place else . Sorry, my apologies, but 

I don ’t get it, I don ’t get these long 
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conversations, when we ’re actually supposed 

to be making art, trying to change things . 

Monika Szewczyk : So would you say that in 

terms of the idea of a phantom audience 

that the artist is supposed to be leading 

instead of reflecting ?

Lawrence Weiner : Maybe artists should just 

be presenting . Maybe they are flashers, 

maybe they are just supposed to be pre-

senting without making a big fuss out of 

it . And if what they present is astounding 

enough, it will enter into the culture . 

Monika Szewczyk : So, enough talk ?

Lawrence Weiner : No, talk is fine . An-

ec-dotes are fine . We use the structure, 

every artist in this room looks at the 

structure and decides how to get some-

thing out . You choose 57th Street, Lower 

East Side, Chelsea, whatever you choose, 

that ’s the structure, you get it in 

there . It doesn ’t mean that you ’re play-

ing with the structure, you ’re not playing 

with the structure . It ’s a place you use 

to put it out on the street . It ’s like 

going in the city trying to find a 

place to leave your Johnny Appleseed 

sculpture in the street, you find a 

place that does not have a trash can . 

That ’s it .

Monika Szewczyk : Although this idea of 

presenting the work to change the world … 

Lawrence Weiner : Corny, huh ?

Monika Szewczyk : No, I like it . I want to 

extend the conversation to infiltration 

and parasitical activity with respect to 

museums and markets, and I know you prob-

ably disagree with that, but I do want to 

put it out there because that was kind 

of where the conversation was heading . 

Do you consider yourself to be totally 

separate or do you actually, in order to 

change a situation … let ’s say your given 

situation is the way that museums collect, 

because there was this notion, you know, 

that once the work enters the museum 

it might die or might just be treated 

not as a living entity . Miwon was really 

talking about how Félix González - Torres 

wanted to keep the work alive, so … 

Lawrence Weiner : Each generation of cura-

tors, the caretakers, makes some kind 

of a cultural decision . If you make work 

that can ’t be used as racist, sexist or 

fascist, it just can ’t be, there ’s no 

way that it can be tagged in . It ’s just 

another thing within that society, even 

if the society goes wrong . Sauerkraut 

does not get any sourer because it ’s a 

fascist regime . You know what I ’m saying ?

Monika Szewczyk : I sort of know what 

you ’re saying, but I don ’t understand 

the discounting of the more pointed 

infiltration of the … 

Lawrence Weiner : Infiltration is a neces-

sity  –  we all have to eat . And there is 

no logical reason why someone who chooses 

to be an artist, and is functioning within 
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people who are artists, that they should 

have to have two or three jobs . It ’s not 

built into the social contract . The social 

contract is : you get up in the morning, 

whatever constitutes your morning, and 

you put in whatever constitutes your day ’s 

work and from that you have a basic right 

to at least a roof over your head and 

enough to eat . Ok, then you might want 

something else, so you interact with the 

society as it stands . In the old days, 

where I lived  -  on Bleecker Street, we 

had deals going, they would get drawings 

for their kids or something . They didn ’t 

know … yeah, they knew artists … they knew 

Tiepolo and they read somewhere that 

Tiepolo or Caravaggio traded a drawing 

once with a butcher . So, they read about 

this as kids . We don ’t give the public any 

credit . I just did a show at the Whitney 

where the big fight was that I wanted no 

signage . I didn ’t want anything explaining 

anything . People are not stupid, they 

know what to do with a Mondrian . We ’ve 

isolated ourselves in this long conversa-

tion about public and other things . I 

mean, censorship is a major issue right 

now . What are we doing ? We ’re only doing 

things in these very projective formats . 

You gotta push it out . But that ’s infil-

tration, what you would call infiltration 

and I just call it normal survival : I 

made a porn tape because I don ’t like 

censorship and the Swiss Institute asked 

me to do it . I got it on the fucking 

program of Art Basel . That ’s not infil-

trating, that ’s not tricking anybody ! 

It said an adult film . They said yes . 

from the audience : I do love the spirit 

of what you ’re saying, but I do ques-

tion this thing that you make something, 

and I guess the implication is if it ’s 

good enough it can ’t be used for racism 

or fascism in some sort of future .

Lawrence Weiner : It can ’t be used other 

than what it is .

from the audience : Yes, but if I were 

wearing little white gloves today it would 

be different than if this was 1940 and 

I was wearing little white gloves . So 

you don ’t know what this thing that you 

make is going to be at the service of 

later . I think that that ’s inevitable .

Lawrence Weiner : You don ’t know, but 

you can basically sort of try to cover 

yourself . 

from the audience : I ’m trying to think 

of a work of art that ’s so tidy that 

across any culture at any time, or the 

same culture within time, it still wants 

to be that … 
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Lawrence Weiner : “ Broadway Boogie Woogie ” ! 

Put it in a fascist regime and it still 

functions exactly the same way that it ’s 

supposed to and it doesn ’t tell you a 

story, it presents a moment in time . 

from the audience : I don ’t know, I don ’t 

know . It ’s a kind of idealism .

Lawrence Weiner : It ’s not idealism .

from the audience : It is .

Lawrence Weiner : You can cover yourself 

reasonably well . We ’re not geniuses, you 

don ’t have to be really smart to be a 

good artist . It ’s no joke . You just have 

to basically have some relationship to 

some materials that can become universal 

that nobody had noticed for universal use

before . That ’s it . It ’s not a big deal . 

I mean, it is a big deal, but it ’s in 

fact very simple .

Sorry I didn ’t mean to walk in and 

make big noises … 
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Day 3 : June 28 , 2008

Lunch Session ( 12am - 2pm )

Location : E - flux, Lower East Side, New York, New York

Speakers ( in order of appearance ) : Anton Vidokle , Louwrien Wijers , Helena Sidiropoulos  , Dieter 

Roelstraete , Jan Verwoert , Joe Scanlan , Nico Dockx , Sis Matthé , Rirkrit Tiravanija , Egon Hanfstingl , 

Monika Szewczyk , Anders Kreuger , Steven Kaplan , Els Roelandt , Simon Rees , Saul Ostrow , 

Hadley Nunes , Francisca Benitez , Marti Peran and unidentified members of the audience





Anton Vidokle : Before we get into specifics, I would like 

to respond to what what Louwrien put on the table earlier : 

that the artists, Nico, Rirkrit and myself, are the most impor-

tant people in the room . For me its actually quite different : 

I would like to use this opportunity to enable a situation 

where all kinds of different practitioners come together and 

have a productive discussion about art, in public, which 

could then result into an issue of a journal . I do not feel 

myself as a particularly important person here .

Louwrien Wijers : That is how you should feel, but I look at 

it from a different point of view .

Anton Vidokle : You mentioned before that you were a 

student of Joseph Beuys, so your statement probably comes 

from a particular tradition in understanding art and the role /

position of the artist and what this figure does . That is exactly 

why I was interested in inviting Jan Verwoert to take part in the 

conversations : for some time now he has been writing specifi-

cally about an important shift in the position of the artist .

Helena Sidiropoulos : What I find strange is that there are 

several writers invited and only few are able to speak . 

Dieter Roelstraete : I object to that . Whenever someone 

has taken centre stage, it has produced a centre for the rest 

of the debate . We are performing here, aren ’t we ? It is also a 

ritual, with the roles being assumed under the header of the 

art of conversation . Of course, we are talking because we 

have to talk . I like the fact that whoever has taken the stage 

was only informed about that role just before the session . 

Helena Sidiropoulos : So it is not spontaneous, like 

a conversation ?

Jan Verwoert : I do not believe it is spontaneous at all . 

What you are challenging is quite important, though . Every 

time you focus, you exclude . That is true . But the opposite, 

when you do not focus, is when you cannot push things 

any further . There is also a risk in formalizing . David Reinfort, 

who was here yesterday, mentioned the risk of formalizing, 

and that risk is something that Miwon took by accepting the 

invitation to come here from L .A . with no clear brief, except 

that open invitation to expose herself  –  which she did, so 

that we would have something to talk about . That is how you 

create a focus, by just putting something on the table . It is a 

formalized distribution of roles of speaking and listening, in 

the hope that everybody might be learning . It may be a return 

to certain patterns of formalizing speaking and listening, 

which are actually quite traditional . What makes them dif-

ferent is perhaps that there is also a question of trust and 

invitation, as well as a certain sacrifice that is not governed 

by strict institutional hierarchies . We are not a university here, 

with a strict order of speech . It is something more negotiated . 

What is really the modus operandi here is taking the risk of 

formalizing . The risk lies in a certain exclusion . At the same 

time, it is also a provocation to the audience, because you 

have to have the courage to speak up . Of course, this is 

also something that can be contested . I am currently 

all for the risk of formalizing . 

Monika Szewczyk : Where the conversation goes also 

depends on the strength of the conversation and the people 

making it . It is the responsibility of each of us to direct 

and interfere .

Dieter Roelstraete : I have noticed many invisible 

elements in the room . A huge one, of course, is that if 

you do want to take centre stage and make a statement, 

it implies confidence in your own mastery of language . 

We are not all equally comfortable with speaking out, as 

some of us do . It is just the nature of the beast . That 

brings us back to the question of how we are going to 

represent other modalities of this social dynamic . How are 

we going to show the cooking in the magazine ? If we do 

not want to show only the talking, which I would object to .
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Jan Verwoert : Yes, it has been established that these 

should also be present . When it comes to the skill or the craft 

of talking, I do not believe it is just natural . It is a practice . 

You learn it over years . I respect Miwon Kwon, because I 

have been reading her texts and she has been writing for 

a long time . I like to show that appreciation by listening to 

her and asking her questions . There is fragility in exposing 

yourself and speaking about things that you would probably 

not speak about in a formal form of address . She was not 

speaking about the history of site - specificity from alpha 

to omega . She was speaking about her own desires . 

At that moment, I feel that there is a responsibility on the 

part of the group to let somebody talk . It is what you 

owe them . 

Anders Kreuger : She was also talking about her own 

failures in a very interesting way .

Steven Kaplan : In any large group, there are people 

who are going to feel skilled to talk, and there are also 

inter - dynamics where people are politically entitled to speak 

because of their position in a group . Sometimes in a group, 

certain people are going to speak more, not because of 

their skill, but because of their self - defined or group - 

defined political situation . If you look at it anthropologically, 

in certain Polynesian islands, they have a ritual, carved, 

ceremonial stick . Whoever is holding the stick is entitled 

to speak . The stick can of course also be imaginary . 

Jan Verwoert : How you pass the stick involves the risk of 

formalizing . There is also such a thing as credibility, which 

you can merit by actually making sense when you speak . 

There is also an empty form of formalism, where somebody 

will just talk because they are entitled, the way politicians 

do at opening speeches, etc . 

Monika Szewczyk : The reason Anton invited Jan was 

to talk about that different way of taking centre stage . 

Jan Verwoert : That is already happening . The concern is 

a definition of the sources of your own creative production 

as a writer, in a situation where people are entitled and 

asked to speak under new modalities . They seem to be 

institutional affiliations . People who curate are also asked 

to write . When you are writing or speaking, you are also 

introduced as curators . I am not a curator, and I am curious 

why people would assume that I was . It seems to have 

become inconceivable that someone would just be a writer . 

That has to do with the fact that the conditions of survival for 

a writer are not really existent any more . It also seems that the 

more people assume it is not possible, the more these condi-

tions keep getting worse . There is a professional politic, in 

which I would forcefully like to reclaim the right, the dignity, the 

honor and the pride of the profession of writer . How do you 

do this without going back to the most awkward authoritarian 

patterns ? You do not want to be the man with the beard who 

comes in and tells the truth before people go to lunch, right ? 

That is something that is left to the generation of the fathers . 

How can you reinterpret that role, create focus, defend a 

practice that is very traditional, such as writing, without 

falling back into old - fashioned, authoritarian ways ? That 

question often goes unanswered when theory is brought in 

to substitute for art . For a long time, people thought theory 

would be the surrogate avant - garde . Bringing writers and 

theoreticians rather than artists into exhibitions, such as 

Documenta, would make it something more critical . Why 

could theory not address its own conditions and not assume 

that theory and writing is as traditional a practice as painting ? 

Even though you renounce craft and skills in your writing, the 

writing will only make sense if it is legible . That makes you 

a skilled writer . Then you expect the reader to be a skilled 

reader, because you have to be a skilled reader to read 

theory . There is something totally self - defeating about it, and 

I feel that this cannot go on . I feel we, or I, have to address 

these conditions . That is because of very practical, political 



reasons, but also out of a general understanding . How can 

we re - understand skilled practices after conceptual art, after 

punk, or after all these skills, as validated through institutions, 

and that, for very good reason, have been problematically 

avoided . How can we redefine  –  perhaps ‘ skills ’ is not the 

right word …  ? ‘ Dedication ’ is a word I like . How can we 

redefine a dedication to a continuity of creative practice ?

Anders Kreuger : The other day, we talked about Mel 

Bochner and the work being legitimate for as long as he 

( the artist ) is alive . Are you shifting the focus from the 

institution to the individual ? Are you institutionalizing the 

individual ? Isn ’t that a risk ? 

Jan Verwoert : That is a major risk . The biggest risk, however, 

is what Miwon Kwon also said, that it turns into a classic, 

romantic, sacrificial economy . When you put the individual on 

centre stage, the individual is under pressure to authenticate 

his practice . Usually, in a romantic way, you can only do 

that by ‘ death ’, as in Bas Jan Ader ’s problem, where he felt 

compelled to do that stupid boat journey to authenticate 

something, to create a moment of necessity . How can we 

get away from this sacrificial economy, which rock stars, 

or any performers, seem to suffer from, that you have to 

self - destruct in order to be authenticated ? I do not think 

that is a good life, in the sense of reclaiming the good life . I 

believe in reclaiming the good life as a political move, not 

just as Miwon put it, in order to own the conditions of your 

own alienation . I am not saying that a non - alienated life 

would be possible, but I do believe that we are in this 

because we believe in the good life ! 

Anders Kreuger : Do you think you are having a good life ? 

Jan Verwoert : Oh yes, I am enjoying myself .

Anders Kreuger : Is that because you have been successful 

in avoiding strict institutional affiliations ?

Dieter Roelstraete : That would mean being like an artist .

Jan Verwoert : I would try to avoid these categories, but there 

is a connection . It has to do, of course, with other experiences 

of alienation . Where you avoid a strong affiliation with an in-

stitution, you avoid selling your soul, but you are forced to sell 

your body on the market . So I hassle, I sell my body of ideas . 

We have been talking about urban audiences here . I believe 

that for the writer, there could be a pride in the profession, 

similar to those that the hairdresser, or the cabdriver, bartend-

ers or maybe even prostitutes have . You provide a service to 

a client in the city, but while you provide a service, you talk . To 

me, it seems that as a free - lance writer, that is what you do . 

You serve the customer and as you do so, you talk . When you 

get your hair cut, you can talk about anything . When we talk 

about the institutions versus the market, or the market as the 

primary source of alienation, that is what it is . The alienation 

gets worse when you actually invest or believe in the reality of 

the market . This is something I think North Americans often do, 

because they seem to think it is the only reality . I think there is 

a way of interacting with the market without believing it . You 

serve the customer and as you do so, you talk about what 

you want to talk about on that particular day .

Anders Kreuger : What is the difference between talking 

and serving in your case ? 

Jan Verwoert : The serving provides the pretext, the space for 

talking . It has to do with a certain respect, of course, because 

you do not want to fuck up the haircut . That would be another 

way to formulate the conditions of a creative practice vis - à - vis 

the market, where you interact but play your own game, talk 

your own talk, create your own fiction . What I like about Liam 

Gillick ’s idea about ‘ planning ’ – which I would really see as 

a form of fiction – is a form for creating a voice, because you 

‘ over - code ’ a service . People thought they were getting a 

certain product . Instead, they get a machine whose instruction 
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manual lists many functions you did not even know it was 

able to perform . When you invite a Gillick, you get Gillickality . 

You get a whole set of options and a very long manual that 

makes you sit down and scratch your head . This overloading 

and over - coding is not a Potlach . You are not shaming your 

opponent into giving more . It is really the Battaille notion of 

giving too much . I have tried to describe it as exuberance, 

giving more than is actually required, as an attempt to 

authorize the conditions of your own practice . While you 

provide the service, you give too much . You talk too much .

Dieter Roelstraete : Is it too much when you try to balance 

writing for your mother with writing for a client ? Perhaps the 

exuberance lies in the fact that you are paid by the client, 

but you only half - heartedly write for him or her, which is what 

I do . I guess only half believing what you are writing is 

hustling, but whenever you write, you continue the dialogue 

outside of that contractual basis . 

Jan Verwoert : There is a strange symbolic exchange here . 

You are cutting hair and you talk too much, but you do want to 

get the hair cut right . We talked about this exchange between 

writer and artist as a kind of mutual dedication . My experience 

is that the moment you give too much and develop a language 

that overshoots the mark, somehow that is a moment where 

you encounter mutual respect ! You then have a language that 

generates itself, a parallel to work that generates itself . On 

that level, there is still a bond of indebtedness and dedication . 

In a funny way, this exists in the measure of adequacy or inad-

equacy of too much . I am attracted to Agamben ’s terminology 

of potentiality as a way to define what agency can be . I would 

like to extend that to include the concept of ‘ care ’ . In his 

philosophy, Agamben talks about the difference between the ‘ I 

can ’ and the ‘ I can ’t ’ . We often believe that contemporary per-

formance is about the celebration of potency, of the ‘ I can ’ . 

As a free - lance performer, you have to be ready when you ’re 

called, positioned to show your talents, to show ‘ you can ’ . 

There is a certain dignity, however, in restoring the ‘ I can ’t ’, 

even in creative practice . Agamben argues that a pianist 

such as Glen Gould is so great because while he can play, 

he also finds a way of accommodating the ‘ I can ’t ’, so he ’s 

not playing what he ’s playing . After punk, we know what that 

is about, right ? It is about integrating your incapacities and 

impossibilities into your possibilities, not to become richer, 

but to understand that rift as internal to yourself, so that 

you operate at your limits . I like that a lot . It also brings up 

the question of laziness and latency . There is a wonderful 
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manifesto on laziness that says that artists of the West are 

not artists any more . They are just producers . They have 

forgotten the importance of laziness for any creative act . 

And I believe that, but the question is how to reinstate that . 

I believe in writing as a space of latency . It cannot be forced . 

Writing has to take its time . There is a constant conflict with 

a deadline and the point of delivery . Miwon referred to the fact 

of different timing, a different time zone, where there is latency, 

where you talk to the ghosts of the past and you somehow 

operate in a different space . 

Beyond that, related to the idea of dedication, I find it inter-

esting to think about the idea of care . That was prompted by 

Anika Eriksson in a conversation in which we were talking 

about the conditions of performance and engagement . She 

said that when you are a mother and your child needs some-

thing from you, no ‘ no ’ exists . You have to perform no matter 

how tired and exhausted you are . I found that interesting, 

as a different form of potency . It is not the phantasmal male 

potency, where you think you always can and have to get 

it on, because it is part of the celebration of your infinite 

potency . When it comes to care, the empowerment, the 

condition of your production comes to you from someone 

else . You act . You go that extra mile because you care . The 

other person seems to demand it, so it is not even the idea 

of a moral, altruistic act . It is almost more like a curse .

Louwrien Wijers : The cells have different material when 

you are a mother, so the decision is not that difficult .

Jan Verwoert : The context in which I would like to propose 

the idea of care is in thinking about concepts on which we 

could build an ethos of creative practice that goes beyond the 

existing structures of supply and demand, answer the question 

of why we are doing what we are doing . You can always 

answer that you are serving the client, but beyond supply and 

demand, there is a situation that you can feel in a work  –  when 

care is present or absent . Liam brought it up in relation to an 

exhibition where an artist pulled out because of lack of care .

Dieter Roelstraete : Etymologically, curating is Latin 

for ‘ care - taking ’ . That is too often forgotten, not least by 

the curators themselves . 

Jan Verwoert : Just to bring it full circle, back to the 

question of authority, care is about putting it out there, 

pitching it towards someone or something else as a source 

of your empowerment . That is a different trajectory . There 

is an excessiveness to care . Care is always excessive . 

It is more than can ever be legitimized . That is why I am 

not so sure about sales . The excessiveness in care is the 

extra mile you go, the extra hour that you stay awake . 

Anders Kreuger : Sometimes, when you provide that 

excess, people reject it, say no to it . They tell you to shut 

up when you talk too much .

Jan Verwoert : Maybe they see that you care and try to 

get more from you . In a text that shows that you care, people 

think they can make you write even more .

Anders Kreuger : Have you actually experienced that, when 

you provide the excess, it is rejected because it is in excess 

of what was expected ?

Dieter Roelstraete : Or because it reinforces a position of 

authority that an author obviously has . That would also be 

a risk of excessive caring .

Jan Verwoert : There is a difference between care and 

control . Being unable to stop caring is a form of being a 

control freak . I would like, for a moment, to keep that kind 

of ‘ care ’ as a provocatively open term, to juxtapose it to the 

idea of infinite potency generated through the self . Care 

is like an empowerment conceived through the object of 



your obsession and love – something like that . Practically 

speaking, you make yourself vulnerable when you give too 

much . Accepting that demands a lot from the people you are 

doing it for, unless it is rejected and they ask for even more . 

Steven Kaplan : It is interesting that you dichotomize 

between the infinite potency versus the care that is drawn 

out of you, almost despite of yourself . I am wondering 

whether you would like to dichotomize between almost 

self - conscious performance and almost automatic, unaware 

or instinctive performance, where there is no agenda ? 

Jan Verwoert : Interesting … The contradiction seems to be 

that you draw out of yourself, but it is not despite yourself, 

because it is exactly what empowers you to speak . Agamben 

gives the example, again, a moral example of the poet, Anna 

Akhmatova, who visits her son in prison, where other women 

are also waiting . The women ask her whether she can write 

about the situation, and she is forced to admit that yes, she 

can . It is almost beside herself, but it is what empowers her as 

a writer . I do not want to claim that moral high ground . I feel 

that the thing that makes you talk too much is an obligation to 

the work . The scenario that for me describes the primal scene 

of the writer is in Alice in Wonderland, when she is at the 

table and suddenly the food talks to her . She feels obliged to 

talk back, as a civilized person would . For me, that represents 

the obligation of the critic . You encounter strange objects, 

they talk to you and you have to make conversation . You owe 

it a response . At that moment, it seems that you are drawn 

out, and that moment is where you receive the credibility .

Anders Kreuger : What if the object does not talk to you, 

but you still have to make conversation ? 

Jan Verwoert : Then, no, I do not feel obliged . I would not 

talk, because it does not talk to me . You would write a really 

bad text, so I see it as a prerogative . If I cannot have a 

conversation with it, I cannot write . 

from the audience : What if it isn ’t talking to you 

on purpose ?

Jan Verwoert : Then you can shout at it, pick a fight . 

Hadley Nunes : You might not know what it is that is talking 

to you, because what everybody is talking about is the for-

malization . With all these structures that we are faced with, 

publications, galleries, etc ., how do we figure out how to make 

change in that structure, so that we can create something 

new instead of repeating again and again ? The basis of these 

formal structures comes from something real that exists inside 

all of us . That is why it exists . For example, you are incredibly 

articulate . You have all these great ideas and can just go on 

and on about all this . Maybe you know that somebody else in 

this room, as you were saying, has something different, but 

may not have the initiative or motivation to express what 

that is . That is what is happening . The structure, that very 

strong force of energy and momentum, carries the dynamic 

in a certain direction . Then other forces of dynamism are 

left in a different kind of repository, digestion or evolution . 

It might be interesting to see in this space  –  everybody came 

here for a reason, everyone is interested in something … If 

your intention is to create a forum for a new kind of discussion 

based on what is going to be the actual reality of this experi-

ence, it might be interesting to try to facilitate the different 

kinds of intelligences that are actually present here in this 

space, here and now . We are falling into the same thing we 

are all talking about . It is happening and we are interested 

in changing it . We can perhaps find a way to say something, 

as basic as in first grade, when they sit down and say, ‘ Hi I ’m 

Hadley . I live in NY and I ’m an artist and I ’m not famous like 

somebody else here maybe is, but I am interested in figuring 

out how I am going to do it . How am I going to meet interest-

ing people like you ? How am I going to have the opportunity 

to be the person that I am ? ’ It might not be the same kind of 

dynamic force that you or somebody else maybe . How are 
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we going to do it in a way that can create the opportunity 

for the many different kinds of intelligences that exist ?

Monika Szewczyk : Maybe I can add to what you are 

saying . I am interested in your terminology of care and how 

you referred to mothers . Let me backtrack : one of the 

difficult things about the feminist movement is that it does 

not talk enough about men being feminist – and I believe 

men can be feminists . In some way, I think that your ( Jan ’s ) 

writing has always been that for me . You have always paid 

a lot of attention to women . You have channelled your ideas 

through female subjectivity . This reference to the mother and 

mothers ’ care is like that, but I can ’t grasp it . I wonder if 

I could propose ‘ curiosity ’, instead of care . I think curiosity 

is a different mode of operating . It is not as moral … 

Jan Verwoert : Here again, we have the question of authority . 

Why should a white guy, a male, be talking so much ? Maybe 

it is just to provoke someone else to shut him up . Hadley, you 

have just effectively done that . I think that situation can only 

be produced when someone is willing to start talking . Only 

then can you have a meaningful antagonism and discussion, 

something you cannot have if people just say, ‘ Hi, my name 

is Jan and my favorite bands are …  ’ There should be a first 

push that reaches a limit when someone else is provoked . 

I believe in some kind of provocative act . One person speak-

ing should call on another and provoke the other to formulate 

their desire . I can formulate my desire in the hope that it 

matches someone else ’s, but in the end, I cannot tell you what 

you should want in all this . The exception is that someone 

wants to start speaking, which is what you have just done . 

That would be another way in which authority is used to pro-

voke . Someone speaks so that someone else thinks, ‘ I want 

to show him . ’ I am not sure whether this antagonistic model 

needs to be male - coded … Last night was a bit like that . 

Daddy arrives, and if you want to contradict me, you have to 



be ready for a cockfight . That may be a model that we would 

want to reject, but still I believe in a certain provocation, where 

someone has to start speaking for another to react against it .

Hadley Nunes : That is such a traditional way . It has 

always been that way . What I am saying is that you can 

really, deep down inside, say, ‘ Wait, I do not know what 

the unknown is . ’ Obviously nobody does, but we all want 

to get into the unknown . Otherwise we would not be 

here . We would be doing something very familiar . If that 

is the case, it is our responsibility to facilitate that . 

Jan Verwoert : There are two reasons why I want to write 

and talk about art . I feel it is a way of engaging with the 

unknown . The most exhilarating experience of writing is that it 

is a very controlled way of losing control . Without mystifying 

it, at the moment you are writing, some words keep appear-

ing on the page, but the passive part of your brain starts 

firing vocabulary . You constantly encounter this unknown, 

especially when you are writing about other people ’s work, 

trying to filter your thoughts to their experiences, letting go 

in the writing . Then I experience the unknown in writing . In 

this scenario, for talking, even though it is a classic model, it 

is almost like a séance . It seems that you are unsure about 

certain things and the ghosts you are conjuring up will appear . 

If you are unsure about authority, you start speaking and the 

question comes up . And it will be put back to you by other 

people, coming from directions that you are not entirely sure 

of . That is what I like about events like this . Someone puts 

something on the table and you generate contradiction . 

Certain ghosts appear, certain positions are made clear . 

from the audience : It is interesting that you are taking 

Hadley ’s remark as a contradiction or an effort to shut you 

up, as you put it . I took it as a call for thinking of contradic-

tion not as negation, that we have to search for forms of 

associating things that are contradictory, without allowing 

one to mother, one to be the father, etc ., as Joe was saying 

a moment ago . Why does it have to be one or the other ? 

If art is supposed to be a platform, there has to be space 

for contradiction without antagonism . What is that form ?

Jan Verwoert : Maybe being German means that I do 

not have a problem with antagonism . I do not see it as a 

fight, but as something that is at the heart of the discus-

sion . I also have no problem with words, because to me, 

they are not categories . If I say ‘ mother ’, it reflects on 

a reality, but it is not supposed to be a category . 

from the audience : I am not saying that antagonism is 

bad . It is one modality of speech, but not the only one . It 
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seems to me that encoded within it is a sense of opposi-

tion of ‘ personhood ’ . You have to have an antagonist, but 

there might be a way to think of intercourse that does 

not have an object as the thing that is addressed .

Hadley Nunes : That is what is so difficult about it, because 

you are doing it to each other right now . It is the fundamental-

ity of how we conceptualize that we are all up against . It is 

this or that, and then it becomes this and that . Perhaps for you,

 this project is something where you can pose this question 

to people . Maybe somehow this project can embody the 

breaking down of the duality that we have .

Jan Verwoert : There is a difference between method and 

truth in a theatricality that can be understood as an antago-

nism . For the time being, we assume these different positions . 

You do not know whether I believe in any of the things I am 

saying right now . In an urban theatrical discourse, somebody 

provisionally embodies a certain position, so that other people 

can embody others, and then you play the game . It might 

involve action of this or that kind . But if you assume that this 

is not necessarily the truth, but just a method to produce lan-

guage, it is a machine called dialectics, which you keep run-

ning to produce language . That is the analytical mode . There 

is also the synthetic mode that, I think, we have also tried to 

embody here, by linking what someone says to the terms that 

other people have previously brought up . There is not just this 

or that . We produce a language . We link it, so we have some-

thing like a texture of related concepts, which in the end may 

end up in the magazine : the collective production of language .

Monika Szewczyk : Hadley just asked why we do not 

ask more questions . What you are saying is that one 

has to be clear and truthful about one ’s desires . Then 

you elicit desires from other people . There is, however, 

another way of operating, which is being curious about 

what other people want . Instead of saying, ‘ This is what 

I want, ’ and hoping someone will say, ‘ No, this is what I 

want, ’ what if I say, ‘ Nico, what do you want, ’ or ‘ Anton , 

what about you ? ’ The element of care does not seem to 

offer the tool to be curious about what other people want . 

Jan Verwoert : Curiosity is the source of all intellectual 

eroticism, not just wanting to see what it looks like without 

the clothes, but to encounter the desire of the other person, 

as you said . 

Monika Szewczyk : It also eliminates fear, the first thing 

about desire . That is why I write . I am extremely curious 

about what worlds artists are creating . I just want to figure 

it out, not necessarily know it, not to explain it away, but 

to continue to be curious . A continuity to affirm curiosity 

is a great way of operating in the world . 

Jan Verwoert : I totally like that . The difference is that in 

my experience, that curiosity is what can move towards 

that other person, or the work that you are writing about . It 

is also curiosity driven by a kind of revolt against your own 

limits . Sometimes you can be most curious about the work 

you understand least . It is perhaps also a conflicting desire 

to write about someone whose work you actually reject . 

Monika Szewczyk : I always write about people whom I do 

not understand . That is the most exciting thing .

Jan Verwoert : The question is how to get to the desire 

of the other . After five or six years of teaching at an art 

school, I have the feeling that asking somebody what they 

want just won ’t do it . If you ask that of an artist, they say, 

‘ Oh, I ’ll have a beamer over here and maybe a projector 

over there . ’ I have asked this question consistently for six 

years and am met with silence, or a long list of technical 

specifications . In those tutorial sessions, I am listening 

more or less full time . It feels like you have to listen to 

the work and the work speaks a different language . You 

might ask the work what it wants, but then you have to 



find and understand the modalities of the work, how it 

answers and raises that question . 

Egon Hanfstingl : One remark here : you never listen . You are 

always talking . You have judgements about other people, but 

do not listen to what they say . I have been here for three days 

and that is my experience . So I do not know why we are here, 

because you could be sitting here alone and it would still be 

ok, wouldn ’t it ? Then you would just send around a transcript . 

Jan Verwoert : That is a strong criticism, which I accept . 

However, if I had not been listening, I could not have 

summarized each session … 

Egon Hanfstingl : I am also German . I am not an educated 

person and do not speak English very well . But I have been 

educating myself all my life, differently from the very clever 

German academics who will not listen to anyone . There is 

a large part of society that is creative and productive and is 

just neglected . I am happy that I am not an academic, happy 

I am not a dictator . Academics are dictating what we have to 

think as living beings . Perhaps I cannot ‘ talk ’ very well, but I 

can communicate through cooking or doing other things, 

and just acting . I feel that is also a possibility . 

Jan Verwoert : I completely agree . I just defend myself by 

saying that I summarized each session at the start of the next 

to facilitate the discussion and push it on . 

Egon Hanfstingl : Discussions do not need to be facilitated, 

because that is where people carry on a dialogue together, 

and they are clever enough to just do it . 

Jan Verwoert : Maybe you are totally right, but I believe 

that sometimes a certain authority is needed to keep focus 

and consistency . Perhaps it is an illusion that I have, and a 

way to give appeal to give credibility to my dictatorship 

– which I would really regret . 

Francisca Benitez : Egon, I have to disagree with 

you . I am part of the floating population here that does not 

speak, but listens . I think that with all the things that have 

been happening here, it has been pretty diverse . It is never 

the same . People have been taking the stage, but, as was 

mentioned before, what is happening in the back, in the 

kitchen and in the margins is as important as what is 

happening here . I spent last night, until 5 :00 o ’clock, 

researching Paolo Freire, because someone mentioned 

his name yesterday . Things are happening parallel to the 

discussions . I think it is a very generous gesture of this very 

glossy magazine . It is very brave to open it up, to expose 

yourselves in the process, where you are still figuring it 

out . A magazine is always already there . It comes all glossy 

and ready . We never see that process behind it . This 

event as a whole is very generous : the food, the talk, the 

people coming in and out, the ‘ apparition ’ of Lawrence 

Weiner last night … Don ’t be so hard on yourself . 

Dieter Roelstraete : I would like to add something to this . 

Hadley, you voiced not a complaint, but your apprehension 

that only one type of intelligence is being exercised here, 

publicly . There is also a lot of culinary intelligence going 

on . I am sure that Jan is not the best cook in the world . I 

certainly can ’t cook, even if my life were to depend on it . 

I talk instead, a little less than Jan perhaps, but still … The 

problem is that as soon you put a long table, a microphone 

and chairs in a room, you are preparing the setting for 

one type of intelligence to dominate . We just made that 

choice . We are not here to change the format . Maybe we 

are here to question why we keep our attachments to that 

format, because I think it is a valid format to keep talking . 

This brings me back to the questions of how we are going 

to show that culinary intelligence, how are we going to show 

that whatever is being said in the margins is also going 

to make it into the heart or the centre of the product that 

will come out of this . And Paolo Freire  –  I want to hear 

about that . I want to read that . I didn ’t hear it ! 
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Nico Dockx : The impossibility of a conversation should be 

considered here . I know Jan, for example, from his writings, 

but not as a person . If I want to communicate with him, I have 

to imagine a space beyond dialectics, because dialectics are 

not my way of talking or connecting to a person . If he is so 

focused on the dialectics, it is very difficult to get closer to 

him . Now, it is quite impossible . Maybe it was much easier 

last night in the bar with Rirkrit, Helena and Sis, perhaps 

because of the setting . I don ’t know . 

Dieter Roelstraete : Yes . The setting produces hierarchies . 

Nico Dockx : I could like Jan, have the desire to come closer 

to him, learn what he wants to talk about and understand it, 

but it is not easy for me .

Steven Kaplan : It is not just the setting . It is also the habit 

of language . Earlier, we were talking about being non - in-

stitutional, or outside and inside the institution . When you 

start talking about institutional critique, it has its own syntax . 

When you put a table in the middle, it becomes institutional . 

It is a format we all know . We recognize the language and 

create institutional dialogue . That can be unavoidable, given 

all the forces, the pre - existing force of language, of situa-

tion, of the table, of whatever . I do not know how you could 

easily escape that . I am not even saying that it is easy .

Jan Verwoert : In the last few days, I heard a lot of language 

and words that came up, which I found were discoveries that 

transcended the structures that that had been set up . There 

have been attempts to speak in a language that is not our own, 

to produce words that are partly unknown, because they come 

from different people, to then tie them together into a network 

of terms that might actually be a language . That is the hope  

–  to transcend the institutional conditions . 

That brings me back to the risk of formalizing . When you 

formalize, you risk certain forms of intimacy being unable 

to take place, which might be possible in a more informal 

situation . I still believe that pushing something towards 

this unknown is worth the risk . Some things only happen 

when you keep pushing your limits . Cooking is a different 

medium, for sure, but it also has to do with formalizing . I 

was recently in Naples . There, it seems that people do not 

care about anything except clothing and cooking . They are 

total perfectionists when it comes to that . On the street, 

however, they are always close to killing each other . That 

brings me back to art, the engagement with art : doesn ’t it 

always have to do with this risk of formalizing, with the same 

kind of dictatorship of language that maybe I impose ? Isn ’t 

it something that I pleasurably encounter when I meet a 

work that confronts me with a certain formalization ? Then 

I have to approach it, and for a moment accept the condi-

tion of the work, try to get into it, empathize with it and go 

through it . In that sense, this antagonism also exists in the 

encounter with art, as every work defines its own con-

ditions of engagement . As artists, wouldn ’t you agree ?

Egon Hanfstingl : I can ’t really say, because I don ’t really 

consider myself an artist . I like to live as an artist . For me art 

is something beyond the rational mind . I believe there is a 

bigger space . We are not tape recorders ; we are living beings . 

I always understood art as finding the thing that is behind this 

whole material thing . This is communicating … 

Jan Verwoert : How do you communicate it ?
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Egon Hanfstingl : There are many ways . John Cage said 

that we should think of there being more answers, not just 

yes and no . There are many, because the work is so diverse 

and there are so many people who look at work from dif-

ferent points of view, be it professional, personal, etc . 

These points have nothing to do with art … 

Jan Verwoert : The idea of the unknown and there being 

other possibilities is the ultimate horizon . I believe that the 

road towards it includes a risk that you take when making 

certain decisions . You can make a work in this way or that 

way . When you paint, you either choose red or blue in the 

same way that I choose one word or another . So, I do not 

believe theory is necessarily rational . Theory is like abstract 

painting . I believe in the possibility of an abstract, formalized 

language to take you somewhere beyond . When it fails, it is 

just so many words, but succeeds – at least that ’s what 

I believe – you throw it out there . 

Dieter Roelstraete : Writing about art is the closest that 

someone who writes about art is going to get to ‘ making art ’, 

except for living like an artist . In that sense, theory is the path, 

just as much as practice would be . That holds true for myself . 

I like to be in the art world, spending time with artists and 

thinking about art, for the exact same reasons . The channel I 

chose was writing, as it  –  or talking  –  was for Jan, and it leads 

to the same ideal . I think this is also what we talked about on 

the very first day, when we were considering the possibility 

that people were interested in becoming artists because of 

the promise of a kind of freedom that is impossible outside, 

even outside of this room . I think that this is why we are here, 

because of a desire to be artists or have a proximity to art . 

Monika Szewczyk : There is a difference between making 

art and writing about it . To me, the main difference is that 

artists try to create a world, maybe more worlds, but it is about 

the creating of worlds . Writers also create worlds, but they are 

also travelers in the worlds of artists . It is slightly different .

Dieter Roelstraete : It is slightly parasitical, as Miwon 

suggested yesterday . I am totally aware of my parasitical 

position . I need art . I cannot write fiction .

Monika Szewczyk : There can be a lot of creativity in 

the traveling . They are just different modes of operating . 

Thinking about what Egon said about looking beyond the 

rational, both artists and writers do that, but in a different 

way . Artists try to make forms – even if the ‘ forms ’ have an 

empty centre . I am not sure whether writers can make forms 

in the same way . I do not consider essays works of art . 

Jan Verwoert : On that level, I think we should reject the 

categorization, because since the 1960s, some terms, such 

as ‘ artist ’ and ‘ writer ’, have been radically opened up . The 

point would be to realize what this opening up can provide 

us in potentialities and possibilities . Of course, there are 

obvious differences, but I would not describe them in terms of 

identity, but in terms of modality and medium . As an artist, if 

you choose a certain medium, you can also choose language . 

As a writer, you choose language . You still have a choice 

between different languages and forms of engagement within 

that language . For me, it is about realizing these potentialities . 

In the field of writing on art, there are so many possibilities 

of how to develop something, without getting into poetry . 

The thing that holds it together is not the job description or 

the identity of the assignment . It is that continuity, where 

you insist on writing the next text and developing your own 

language . If you want to apply it to artistic production, to how 

someone develops their work, and you consider each work a 

preliminary stage for the next work, I would claim that for my 

writing, in the same way that I travel through different worlds . 

I adore Frances Stark because she inhabits other people ’s 

universes . You have similar paradigms for writing, which 

also filter into art . Where the modalities overlap, we are in 

a very productive situation . Then we get to the practical 

question of when there is a conflict of modalities . It also 



revolves around focusing, centering and question-

ing of authority, the right to keep on speaking . 

How can we display that in the magazine ? How are we 

going to say that this is not just a friendly co - existence, 

that there are certain conflicts ? I do not believe in the to-

kenistic reflection of communality that we see a lot in the 

way projects are documented  –  seeing happy faces around 

a single table . How are we going to move beyond the 

tokenistic, to visually, sensually pinpoint what is at stake 

in different modalities of engagement ?

Simon Rees : Care is something writers focused on about 

four years ago . Because of the ecology thing, hospitality is the 

new term, because we have to be open to relations with other 

species . It is an interesting organic reference to throw into this 

conversation . It is hopeful . It reflects the fact that many people 

have extended hospitalities to us . We are extending each 

other an uncoded social relationship inside the room when we 

keep talking about tables and structures etc . There is a bunch 

of stuff that cannot go into the magazine or into the transcript, 

unless we say it . There is a sense of giving thanks for this 

combative conversation, or this German style conversation . 

Jan Verwoert : Oh, forget about the German … 

Simon Rees : No, no, I think there is an editorial 

question here . You speak in the German style, just as 

Liam Gillick speaks in English style conversation . We are 

almost a majority of Europeans having a conversation here 

in New York . Rirkrit is from Asia, of course . New York is 

the host city, so we are actually in this relationship now, 

inside the New York organism, the belly of that beast . 

Jan Verwoert : Yes . There is a productive form of chaos . 

My favorite model of conviviality of different species is the 

Muppet show . That somehow seems to work . But someone 

has to play the frog ! 

Rirkrit Tiravanija : I made sure that the food was not 

brought out, so it would not disrupt anything . However, 

it is ready, so whenever you want to eat, just get up and 

come to the kitchen to eat . 

I also wanted to say that I come from a background that 

really does not have antagonism . We do not come from a 

culture where we do not agree . And, as you know, we are in 

big trouble, because there are people who are manipulating 

us and we are not able to get up and say no to them . When 

I am in the West, I have no antagonism towards anyone . 

But when I go back  –  that is probably also the reason why 

I go home  –  I really have a big fight . Then I really want to 

overthrow the government and do things I would never even 

think of doing here . There is a weird balance between stand-

ing up and disagreeing, or living with everything . 

Jan Verwoert : What is interesting about what you said 

earlier, maybe not the inside and outside and the messianic 

world of art, but you spoke about art or the moment when 

people come together as something that is beyond represen-

tation . Politics is about this game of representation . Some 

people are brought in for others, to represent what they might 

want . An interesting question is how there could be a form 

of sociability produced through art, antagonistic or beyond 

representation, or a use of language that is maybe not just 

about representing, but about creating terms and languages . 

This could be an aspect of the magazine . How can a mag-

azine be produced that is legible, not celebrating one 

particular moment, but opening up to these phantom 
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audiences, without falling prey to the pitfalls of representa-

tion, where you preserve this moment of something more 

performative, with its harmonious and disruptive energies … 

Louwrien Wijers : I think the legibility is up to anyone . 

You can make a text that is good ; I can do that too . Other 

people can do it too . Your main task is how you capture the 

person who is reading . There is no fight in it, nor is there a 

rule for it . There is just this openness that you create, so 

your text becomes legible . 

Jan Verwoert : Maybe because you care .

Louwrien Wijers : It is all about caring . There is love in the 

beginning, in the middle, and there is love in the end . You can ’t 

write, make art or do anything without love . 

Nico Dockx : Or eat ! 

( Applause ) 

Dieter Roelstraete : Let ’s applaud ourselves one more time ! 

( Applause )
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Day 3 : June 28 , 2008

Dinner Session ( 8pm - 10pm )

Location : E - flux, Lower East Side, New York, New York

Speakers ( in order of appearance ) : Rirkrit Tiravanija , Nico Dockx , Anders Kreuger , 

Louwrien Wijers , Dieter Roelstraete , Jan Verwoert , Sis Matthé , Monika Szewczyk , 

Saul Ostrow , Valérie Mannaerts and unidentified members of the audience





Rirkrit Tiravanija : Nico starts .

Nico Dockx : I observed a lot . I tried to figure out how 

it could proceed, as a text, in that sense . For me, it kind 

of worked out, bringing people together and seeing what 

happens . What maybe troubled me a little is that there 

was lots of tension . How can you solve this tension 

within this structure ?

Anders Kreuger : Without removing it, hopefully .

Nico Dockx : No, not removing it, but what can we learn in 

that sense from one another ? So far, and I fly back tomor-

row . I am not sure how . How will it proceed ? What are 

we going to do ? We know some points of view from some 

writers . And, from some other writers, you do not know, 

and who is going to take responsibility, give it a shape after-

wards ? For me this is still a question . How can we do that ?

Anders Kreuger : You could call it a tension . You could 

also call it the energy of contingencies, of things that just 

happen, of people just coming together and producing 

things on the spot . We had an interesting discussion on 

how much you can plan and what planning could be, to 

what extent planning is a kind of keyword for artistic 

activity in general . I think we agreed that it was interest-

ing and difficult . I think that one very important aspect 

of planning was the fiction of the planning . 

Rirkrit Tiravanija : I did not expect to stay in the kitchen 

so long, through the whole thing really . I feel I have 

missed a lot that went on, especially the first two days . 

Then I just decided to be the worker and just work . 

For me, it has always been that tension between people 

being able to deal with a situation in which you are left 

without any of guidance . I knew Jan would be kind 

of a moderator . He seems to fall into that place . I ap-

preciate that a lot . This morning, it was very important 

for him to take that position and for other people to 

interact with it, and of course he took it very well . 

( Laughter )

So that is going to be played out . I think it is going to have 

to be after the fact, when we have a little time to look at it, 

or listen to it, or whatever the form that is going to shape 

it . I thought we were going to shape it in some way, the 

three of us . So I was waiting to get to that point . Because 

we are not people who like to take that kind of particular 

role  –  at least I don ’t like it  –  we do not want to take 

the words of others . How does Anton feel about this ?

Anton Vidokle : Anton feels tired … 

I was thinking today that its ironic how this whole three 

days of conversations started with a discussion of immaterial 

labour, yet in reality hosting this event is so heavy, exhaust-

ing and material . With all the cooking and cleaning, and 

even just sitting in this hot room I feel like I lost weight … 

In terms of how to develop a magazine, this hypothetical 

magazine … This is an unusual situation, because of 
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course, it is not just the invited guests speaking . It ’s not 

just the few of us : there is also the audience, some of 

whom contributed really interesting ideas that would 

not have come up without this open situation . We know 

who they are in the sense that we have their e - mail 

addresses and can write to them, as we asked everyone to 

RSVP … Maybe that was slightly restrictive, if for practical 

reasons only  -  -  because it is just such a small space . On 

the other hand, it will allow the editors to keep in touch 

with all who came and maybe ask them to contribute a 

bit more, or clarify some of the ideas that they offered . 

In terms of the editorial approach : I think we could try to 

do it in a way similar to an approach of Liam : developing 

a text in public, with the public, as we are already doing 

right now . Sometimes his texts never actually material-

ize, but it is an interesting way to try to do things .

Rirkrit Tirivanija : The other tension was between writing 

and cooking, between the work and other work, two kinds 

of working structure . I felt there was a kind of tension . It is 

supposed to be work that we are doing, but at the same time 

it also has to become textual . There must be some kind of 

clarity towards this messy mess that we started . So that is 

also a tension . It is interesting . We would never see all these 

writers, or whoever is going to be working with the text, if 

we did it the normal way . Also, we wanted them to meet, so 

that their texts can collide or run over each other . So that is 

of a big jumble and I hope that it will produce something .

Monika Szewczyk : One of the biggest shifts in terms of 

what you have created with A Prior is that the invited writ-

ers have not addressed your words, have not spoken to what 

the art of Rirkrit Tiravanija is, the art of Nico Dockx, the 

art of Anton Vidokle . We have not heard a single word on 

what that means . I do not know if it is because of the terms 

on which the writers were invited, or your desire not to 

have your work encapsulated in text . I really do not know . 

From an A Prior point of view, in terms of the way things 

usually happen, there is an incredible lack of engagement 

with the three artists at the centre of the magazine .

Jan Verwoert : Rather than interpreting the work, we 

have engaged with it by performing some of its desires 

and some of its inherent tensions . In an interesting way, 

it relates back to the very first question that we identified, 

as issues or problems around immaterial labour, the 

terms of engagement, or the modalities of engagement . 

In immaterial labour, you face a field, where freedom and 

alienation sometimes seem to be totally indistinguishable . 

When you are brought in as a content provider to produce 

whatever it may be, that can be an experience that is 

deeply alienating . It can also be an experience that is really 

liberating . So we asked ourselves what terms of engagement 

we want to seek . Then, with writing and cooking, today, 

we ultimately identified two modalities, or two forms of 

engagement . As David Reinfurt said yesterday, they are 

two ways of formalizing . It might be interesting to talk 

more about what these modes of formalizing an encounter 

imply . Rirkrit said it is one way to move away from the 

centre, redirect the focus to a different place, that being the 

kitchen . For a moment, it seemed that it would be more 

informal . In reality, it is just a different way of formalizing 

the terms of how people come together . Anton is equally 

dedicated to bringing people together . He brings in, let ’s 

say, a desire for more formalized conversation, which comes 

close to traditional forms of discourse production . It is about 

speaking and listening, a very formalized form of exchange . 

So we have two modalities of creating, and a public that 

seems partly compatible, in the spirit of bringing people 

together . But they choose different forms of formalizing 

their encounter . There is something interesting to that .

Anders Kreuger : The third thing in the conversations 

is to see how these discussions that we have had around 

this table would be different, or more qualitative, or more 



focused, or more articulate, than a discussion that could be 

had just anywhere . I think this is an important concern . 

We did not want it to be just any session, just any talk 

session, just any encounter, but something qualitatively 

different . I do not know if that is your concern in this 

project . You voiced one concern, the difficulty of actu-

ally talking about practice, of people putting practice on 

the table and having it make sense as you talk about it . 

That is something that I think many of us here would 

have experienced in writing or talking about practice . 

Jan Verwoert : That could be linked to what Lawrence 

Weiner said towards the end of the last session, that 

a certain notion of creating commonality is linked to 

the idea of moving beyond representation . It is not 

just representing concerns as in parliamentary politics, 

where you appoint somebody to represent others, what 

they might want to hear . It is a kind of performing, 

a kind of communality that I still find an interesting 

contribution to how to actually address problems, 

not just representing them, moving beyond that .

Anders Kreuger : That is in the idea of practice, I suppose .

Jan Verwoert : Or a performative approach to negotiate 

terms of engagement .

Anders Kreuger : There are many forms of practice that are 

difficult to talk about, because they are considered boring .

Monika Szewczyk : Because they are what ?

Anders Kreuger : Considered boring to talk about . 

Administrative practice, for example . So much of 

what we do is that . I would argue that it is such an 

important part of thinking to many of us here, to many 

artists, and to many curators, certainly . I would also 

say that for many writers, it is also of importance .

Monika Szewczyk : We had an interesting talk outside 

with Anton yesterday . We were trying to figure out 

where to take the next step, what to do with the next 

step . I said the conversation has been shifting from very 

abstract conversations about general criteria of artistic 

practice and administrative discussions . Anton, you said 

that it is not just administration . We never got a chance 

to hear more . I would love to ask you to elaborate . With 

your work  –  I actually never really considered you as 

an artist . It has been a really interesting thing to engage 

with this whole project, with Anton Vidokle as an artist, 

rather than Anton Vidokle at the helm of E - Flux . 

Anton Vidokle : I do not think I have ever engaged 

with you in an administrative capacity before … Or with 

anyone else here … 

Monika Szewczyk : No, but you are a known figure . 

Before we did this A Prior, it came as a surprise to me 

that you would be one of the A Prior artists . It was nice . 

It really opened up the conversation on what it means 

to be an artist . I really like the fact that you choose 

to do your work and say you are an artist, not just an 

administrator . I am curious why it is important for 

you that you are making art, and why call it art ? 

Anton Vidokle : I guess we are back to the question of 

categories … But why not call it art ? Can we say with any 

certainty, a hundred years after the first ready - made, that 

any object or situation or activity is clearly not art and 

cannot suddenly become art if it is introduced into an art 

space ? I think one of the most interesting things for me 

about being an artist these days is precisely this ambiguity .

I think maybe what surprises some people about the 

kind of things I do being artworks is their use value : 

they are often fully functional situations that people can 

use . Sadly one of the misunderstandings arising from 
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the beginning of curatorial practice is the idea that by 

making something dysfunctional you elevate it to the 

level of an art object : like the many early exhibitions 

of African or Asian objects in early 19th century, where 

all these functional, religious and decorative objects were 

suddenly radically recontextualized in Western museums 

as art objects . Of course the ready - made in a way added 

to this misunderstanding by giving some the idea that 

by merely denying use of an object you turn it into art . 

I guess in terms of what I do, this confusion  –  you 

know, being taken for an administrative, organizational, 

service oriented enterprise or something  –  is probably 

productive if slightly annoying : I suppose it points to a 

kind of a change in conditions of and also the role of the 

artist and what is expected of him or her . 

One of the most compelling aspects about art for me is 

its potential for a transformative effect . Meaning transfor-

mation of individuals, groups, communities through art 

rather then economic or political power . I feel that this is 

at the very centre of modernism and of contemporary art  –  

a kind of an irreducible component . So if the transforma-

tion is what we are after, and it is more immediate to arrive 

at through organization and administration rather then a 

studio practice that results in autonomous artworks, then I 

should try to work with these other ways of doing things . 

Saul Ostrow : My understanding of practice is that it is 

always circumscribed by discipline  –  a discipline . Practice 

is about how that practice interacts with that discipline, 

affects that discipline, advances that discipline or advances a 

position within that discipline . I was fine with this conver-

sation while it was about practice . The minute we bring it 

to the question of art, it is a slightly different conversation . 

Then it is about art practice, so we either have to talk about 

how these things advance the discipline of art, or how 

being an artist as an administrator advances the notions 

of administration, which for me is the more interesting 

conversation . What does an artist bring to administration 

as opposed to what an administrator brings to art ?

Anton Vidokle : This sounds like you are talking about 

Kung Fu or something : you need a lot of discipline and 

practice a lot … But seriously, it ’s a kind of a rhetorical 

question that may be pointless . Art practice these days 

appears to draw from very many diverse fields from science 

to cooking to critical theory . The field of administration 

is much more narrow and probably cannot gain much 

through knowledge of geology for example . Its just not 

a relationship of equivalence .

 Anders Kreuger : Is administration a discipline ? I would 

question that .

from the audience : Given the number of people I know 

who were trained in business, organization or admin-

istration, the tasks that are involved, yes . There is a 

195



discipline . There is a very specific body of knowledge 

and sets of skills that are brought to administration .

Anders Kreuger : Is it a practice ?

from the audience : Well, if you are going to raise that 

question, is art a practice or is it a discipline ?

Jan Verwoert : That brings us back to the question I am 

raising, to what was on the table before, the question of 

impact . I think we could rephrase it in a way that we all to 

agree, that there is a desire for change, for affecting change . 

You bring up the point that change has to be measured . We 

need to be able to evaluate change . We talked about that 

before . That change can only be registered when it creates 

an impact . We voiced a certain skepticism . Shouldn ’t we 

really think about this fantasy of having an impact, the deep 

impact  –  the meteorite hitting the planet  –  as that which 

validates a transformative practice ? Miwon Kwon then said 

that the change affected by a practice could lie in generating 

a different futurity, a different trajectory, where the point 

of evaluation in time, and in space, can perhaps not be that 

clearly measured . It might not be quite clear what this 

change that people desire and want to affect actually does 

to these disciplines . I would try to support that idea again . 

I think one of the problems that immaterial labour brings 

with it today is the constant need for evaluation . The two 

main terms of contemporary ideology, I think, are perfor-

mance and evaluation . Everybody is asked to perform, so 

the performance can be evaluated . One form of resistance 

might be to insist on the open horizon of the futurity, and 

deflect or reject the urge to evaluate that performance .

from the audience : The question I raised was not a 

question of evaluation .

Jan Verwoert : You asked, what does it do, what is 

the effect ?

from the audience : Yes, what does it do ? Not evaluation, 

not positive, negative, not quantitative . There is possibly a 

qualitative value or question there . We deal with the inter-

face between art and science . Scientists are very interested 

in artists at this point . Why, because artists raise questions 

in their field that they would not raise themselves .  

Jan Verwoert : But it is measuring the practice in 

terms, on the grid of available disciplines . You could 

say that another approach would be to speak about 

trajectories that unframe these very disciplines .

from the audience : That is what I am saying . The 

reason that scientists are interested in artists is that it 

opens new trajectories in their fields .

Jan Verwoert : It may even open up these fields .

from the audience : It opens up the fields . The question 

then becomes the question of politics . We can go from 

practice to discipline to politics, and the discourse of power 

in relation to politics . What does it mean to open up those 

fields ? To what end ? Is it just to open them ? I am not quite 

sure what or why . Is it the potentiality of everything ? It is 

often a question of the necessity of things . Do we lose the 

necessity of things and purely produce a potential ? I realize 

that I missed a whole bunch of conversations, but the tip of 

the iceberg that seemed to have arisen here  –  the questions 

seemed about the qualitative, rather than the quantitative . 

At least from my perspective, which is potentially a very old 



perspective, is just to do, because it may lead to the notion 

of hope . Hope is a hopeless situation from my perspective .

from the audience : For me to say that I hope this has an 

effect does not mean that I have made the greatest possible 

effort for it to have effect .

Nico Dockx : For example, the project Anton organized 

in Berlin, the Unitednationsplaza, I think it really has a 

certain effect that changes things . It made a very different 

atmosphere for people to meet  –  artists, university students, 

homeless people that come inside, and it just happened .

Jan Verwoert : To rephrase that debate, so we could 

discuss it more widely, we could say that a lot of terms 

that we have advanced to describe a positive trajectory 

are linked to the vocabulary of potentiality, ‘ unfram-

ing ’, opening things up, and the feeling of potentiality 

being linked to a notion of artistic freedom .

Anders Kreuger : Creating a future .

Jan Verwoert : Yes, creating a future or, even though Liam 

rejected the term ‘ freedom ’, I think it has been on the 

table, as a value in itself, against forces of containment 

that reduce artists and writers to mere content providers, 

to reinstate a certain autonomy or agency through notions 

of potentiality and freedom . What you were saying is fair 

enough, but when we talk about potentiality, is it not just 

a bit hippie - ish and vague ? Potentiality as a goal, as a key 

value term, is maybe too vague . Should we also talk about 

necessity ? I am just throwing that open to other people . 

How do you feel about potentiality as well as necessity ?

from the audience : Just to interfere, I think what your 

inquiry was about the last few days, when the idea of poten-

tiality came up, it primarily related to a notion of capacities . 

So looking towards the future, to think of the potential, 

and at the same time, to try to think of it, try to define what 

capacities we have to deal with that future potentiality . 

At the moment that we are talking about capacities, there 

is a sense of necessity because capacities can be human, 

or mental capacities, you name it . By not thinking of it as 

capacities, we may get lost in this heaping discourse . That 

was not here in these past two days at all . It was quite 

concrete in a way . It was really aiming at capacities . We 

didn ’t necessarily discuss of what capacities, but I had a feel-

ing that in the room, those that spoke and those that did not 

speak were really aware of the necessity of those capacities .

Jan Verwoert : Could you continue, to formulate the 

capacities that you see to be necessary in a … 

from the audience : Capacities of planning, capacities of en-

gagement, capacities of an artist becoming an administrator, 

in a full sense, capacities of the artist becoming the educa-

tor . In that context, I feel the openness of possibilities of the 

artist becoming something else, something other than what 

we have been trying to discuss as the role of the artist … 

Jan Verwoert : Can we bring in the notion of capacity ? 

When we are trying to formulate what is really at stake 
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here, we are not just talking about possibilities, but capaci-

ties, the question what can we do . I think a brilliant aspect 

of this is Giorgio Agamben ’s thinking, which sometimes 

gets lost in translation because in Italian, as I understand 

it, potentia means both power and the capacity to act, as 

well as possibility, the intimate link between possibility 

and the capacity to act . If we push it further, what else 

might be at stake ? You were saying that we may still be 

talking about the politics of ‘ interdisciplinarity ’ that is 

still at stake in a field where certain divisions existed . 

You were saying yes, somebody could be occupying two 

different roles in their capacity of being an artist . Do 

people in the room agree that the fight is around inter-

disciplinarity, the fight for an artist to claim the right to 

operate in different capacities ? Is that still at stake ?

Just to prove that is it is an unnecessary separation, there 

was a struggle fought out in the 1990s, when there was a 

big attempt, including one of our participants here at the 

table, to establish the possibility of an artist to act in the 

capacity of a cook or a host . 

from the audience : Should we go back to the 1960s ?

Anders Kreuger : It goes in different ways . It also goes the 

other way, in how far a curator can be allowed to work with 

him or her as material, and I think, personal positions … 

Jan Verwoert : The question would be, do we agree that 

the fight for an artist or a creative producer to be accepted 

as working in different capacities is, still, a pressing issue ?

Simon Rees : I think it is . As I have said before, and other 

people have said, because people in different capacities of 

production, or if you do not live within certain frameworks, 

you might only have the potential to make an artwork 

every several years . That is not because you are making 

massive things, like Jeff Koons, but because you live outside 

the Western mainframe . You have to be a truck driver 

and make art when it comes along . Of course arguments 

have to be made to make sure that person is recognized in 

the art world, as an artist inside the society in which they 

live . This is where the institution or the institutional 

curator is often the buttress on their behalf . So there 

is something of interest in this, shall we say, capacity, and 

it has to do with material and immaterial labour . You have 

to make sure that immaterial labour is able to maintain its 

position in the symbolic order, so that the pragmatic or the 

utilitarian labour that defines day - to - day life does not 

overcome that, so it is quite a  … 

Jan Verwoert : You are putting an interesting new spin 

on this . We were talking about increasing your capacities 

as a way of augmenting your freedom as an artist . You are 

saying that it is not just about gaining more freedom . It 

is also related to the necessities of everyday life, that maybe 

to sustain yourself, you have to act in different capacities . 

Could you continue a bit, with this inversion ? What would 

the interdisciplinarity be to honor the fact that people … 

Simon Rees :  … cannot necessarily have what is constituted 

as a career as an artist . A career as an artist might actually 

not be ideologically attractive to that person or that position . 

So you have to make these spaces .

Jan Verwoert : As a curator, do you feel it is your re-
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sponsibility to also respond to works of people who 

do not work in the capacity of a full - time artist ?

Simon Rees : Absolutely . I have to keep faith with them . 

There are a number of people inside the art system that I 

work with, in Eastern Europe, who became very prom-

inent in the early 90s, and Anders knows a number of them, 

who now, whose practice, to conveniently use that word, has 

almost disappeared . There was a point when there was a 

great deal of interest in that political moment, the rejoining 

of Europe, when they were resourced . But now the interest 

keeps on spinning further and further out . It has gone else-

where . The means of production have gone elsewhere . So I 

have to make sure that when visiting curators come, or visit-

ing writers, we still at least engineer a social situation . We 

might not have the opportunity of showing the visiting cu-

rator a work made last year for a show, because they might 

not have had one . So at least we can engineer something 

like this, within a social framework, where that person can 

impress their being an artist upon someone, what their 

thinking has been lately, for the next work, should the 

opportunity arise, so that becomes a real responsibility .

Jan Verwoert : The idea that every artist should have the 

right to have a lifelong career … Does the situation that 

you describe actually force us to renegotiate what we 

understand as an artist ’s oeuvre ? A lot of people, from 

the 1960s as well, stopped making art at some point and 

are being rediscovered . They have a kind of fragmen-

tary oeuvre . What you think about that ?

Simon Rees : I think it is a dialectical position . We have 

to honor both ends of that discussion and see where it 

meets in the middle . We have to develop both a fluid and 

a pragmatic attitude towards the oeuvre, the career, and 

the artist ’s right to negotiate between those poles . As you 

said this afternoon, they have to be reclaiming the good 

life . If the good life is not possible or they have no potential 

for the good life via making art, why not call yourself an 

artist, but achieve the good life via administration, shall we 

say ? I think that right should exist, and it is very human .

Sis Matthé : We could perhaps add the word ‘ organization ’ 

to the word ‘ oeuvre ’ . Instead of looking at it as a fragmen-

tary oeuvre, maybe where there is a gap in someone ’s work, 

or we do not see them for a given period of time, it might be 

because someone is just keeping the organization running, 

a kind of self - organizing way to just keep up, keep his own 

practice alive . Be a truck driver and then getting back to it, 

isn ’t that possible  –  getting back to work in the strict sense ?

Jan Verwoert : We then dissociate capacity of potentiality 

from actual production or productivity, which is opening 

up an interesting field . To further politicize that, we can 

also point out the forces of containment that reduce 

capacities, and what they would be . Who are the 

enemies, the forces of containment ? 

from the audience : I thought we were talking about 

something else . Then you went on to talk about contain-

ment . What Saul was trying to get to, possibly, what he 

implied was whether we want to call it a discipline or an 

activity . Interdisciplinary is really unavoidable . In fact, 

it is almost synergistic . It works . That is the only true 

structure that there actually is . Everybody is combin-

ing disciplines . This discussion of pure role, artist or 

administrator, who is one, who is the other  –  does anyone 

exist in that sort of vacuum, where they are only this 

one construct ? Do these constructs in fact add anything 
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to our understanding of the hybrid activities that are in 

fact extant and unavoidable, and are probably actually 

beneficial ? Now Saul, I might have been extrapolating 

from what you said, but I was kind of getting there .

Saul Ostrow : It was very close .

Jan Verwoert : Interestingly, you do identify forces of 

containment, which would be the disciplines, and there 

is a struggle to be fought . That relates to what Martha 

Rosler was saying, when there was a particular moment 

when there was this scene, this group productivity that 

would allow for writers and artists to have exactly that 

ideal situation . She identified a source for the containment 

as the art market and the forces of gentrification in New 

York that would not allow a situation like that to continue . 

You would have to argue that, okay, we are talking about 

certain enemies here . They are forces that install disciplines 

and forces that destroy their conviviality, because people 

cannot as easily live together as they would want to .

Saul Ostrow : That only identifies the economic aspects 

of containment . There are also ideological aspects of 

containment, and those are to me much more important . 

They raise questions of what kinds of culture do we 

want to produce, as opposed to what kind of cultures 

circulate . Where do we fit ourselves ? How do we 

locate ourselves within the existing cultural hierarchies, 

milieus, not necessarily those defined by the art world, 

exhibitions and so on, but literally the circulation of 

culture, the notion that the artist is a cultural producer as 

well as the producer of art . Those issues seem to be the 

issues that would be contingent on the issues of contain-

ment . It goes back to the notions of hope and idealism . 

What is our ideal ? What ideal would one propose ?

Anton Vidokle : A non - alienated existence ?

Saul Ostrow : And what would you imagine that 

to be, Anton ?



from the audience : I was going to say, that in terms of this, 

the ideology that leads one to asking what this ideological 

situation and containment are goes back to the whole 

question of producing a symbolic gesture . It also goes back 

to what Monika was saying about Anton, when looking at 

your work . It is difficult to see it as a symbolic gesture . Even 

the other night, when we were standing outside, everyone 

was talking and eating, it was like, what are we doing 

here ? That inability to place this, right now, as a symbolic 

gesture is perhaps the moment when we are not just talking 

about interdisciplinary artists, but something that actually 

means that . You can be an interdisciplinary artist, working 

in science for instance, but you are still producing the 

symbolics of that, which can be considered as referring to 

something else . This is one of those things that are very 

difficult to look at as a symbolic event, one in which we 

might be able to reflect on its meaning, because we are 

kind of in the forest . I think that symbolism might be … 

Jan Verwoert : Symbolism as a containment, but why ? 

Because it makes something register in a certain pre - 

established set of values ?

from the audience : This word, containment, is in 

fact something that could lead not to less but to 

greater interdisciplinary . 

Monika Szewczyk : I do not know if it is a question 

of disciplines . I think it is a question of aesthetics, 

maybe . You do engage with an artwork aesthetically . 

Sometimes it is hard to engage aesthetically with an 

administrative space . We talked a bit about the aesthetics 

of administration that Benjamin Buchloh discussed in 

conceptual art . We talked of modalities of operating . 

Maybe that is a more productive way of addressing it .

Jan Verwoert : What you are bringing up, with aes-

thetics, is perhaps not what impact the word produces, 

but how do we experience it . As you were saying, when 

it is lifted to the symbolic, we are not experiencing 

it any more . As Martha Rosler says, the work just 

becomes sanctified, becomes a token representation of 

some activism that voids the core of it . Lifting it up to 

the symbolic gesture actually destroys the experience . 

But what experience would we be searching for ?

Monika Szewczyk : Why does the symbolic destroy 

the experience ?
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Jan Verwoert : I was trying to combine it with Martha 

Rosler ’s comments on the moment when the work that 

she produces is just referred to just as a symbolic model . 

It becomes ‘ activism ’ in inverted commas, and it becomes 

voided, because it becomes merely tokenistic . You could say 

that the moment when you actually encounter and experi-

ence it, there is a reality that exists before the symbolic . 

We move from the terms of engagement to the modalities 

of experience, and what are the values at stake there ? 

What modes of experience would we be searching for ?

Monika Szewczyk : That is really nice, but when you call 

it art, you put the pressure of the symbolic on something .

 

Jan Verwoert : In a way, do you guys want to take the 

pressure off, or you three ? Is that true ? What modes of 

experience are you seeking, should we create here ?

Rirkrit Tiravanija : Well, I always avoid calling it art, so … 

Anton Vidokle : I do exactly the opposite . I always 

call it art … 

( Laughter ) 

Jan Verwoert : So they are different modes of formal-

izing . When you first said ‘ discipline ’, for a split second, 

before you finished your sentence, I thought you meant 

discipline in the other sense . You know : discipline .

Anders Kreuger : Both of you are disciplined, right ? Or 

the three of you ? In what you do . That may be another 

point of view .

Valérie Mannaerts : Do you see this setting as an artwork ? 

Anton, you tend to say yes and Rirkrit, you tend to say no, 

so I was wondering, to have a better idea of that .

Anton Vidokle : A Prior magazine specifically solicited 

an “ artist ’s project ” which is what we are doing here 

I suppose … 

Valérie Mannaerts : No . You have created a lot of other 

frameworks before, and you call them art projects, so is 

this one as well ?

Anton Vidokle : Sure .

Valérie Mannaerts : No, I mean that this year, we are 

producing this magazine all together, so you see this as 

an art project . When I asked him, Rirkrit said he did 

not, so I thought, I want to know more about this .

Nico Dockx : I also say no .

Valérie Mannaerts : Yeah, but please do elaborate on 

this, because … 

Saul Ostrow : What would be gained if it were an art project 

and what would be lost of this experience and situation if 

it were not ?

Valérie Mannaerts : We are looking for a definition or a 

clarification of what we are doing . Since we are speaking, 

it is a word . It is a definition .



Nico Dockx : It came by being together, being invited by the 

magazine to make a magazine, and deciding not to send 

illustrations, not to ask writers to write on our work, but … 

Anton Vidokle : But to make an art project : rather than 

making an “ artists ’ project ” for this issue of the journal we 

are making the making of the journal an artists ’ project . 

Rirkrit Tirivanija : Maybe because we see that capacity 

differently  –  you know, of what it can be . I know what 

he is saying and he knows what I am saying, but we are 

saying the opposite things . For me, it is about a kind 

of capacity in that, too .

Jan Verwoert : We are talking about a kind of capacity 

of producing a non - alienated experience or a potentially 

transformative experience . The question is, does it 

actually facilitate this experience by calling it art ? The 

other question is, when we are talking about art, this 

idea of creating a potentially transformative experience, 

are we bringing back an ethos of situationism, that we 

need to create situations to allow for a different kind of 

experience, as Nicolas Bourriaud argued ? Do we believe 

that ? Is that the spirit in whose name we assemble ?

Anton Vidokle : I don ’t think we are here to discuss 

relational aesthetics and probably there is no general rule 

as to what exactly facilitates a non - alienated experience : 

it ’s a very delicate thing and the ability to produce this 

from time to time in various places for various people is 

very much at the center of what all three of us do as 

artists, whether some of us call it art or not art . I also 

think that we do need to open up certain kinds of new 

spaces for art, spaces that are not as predetermined for 

fixed disciplines and experiences such as most museums . 

The more indeterminate, open spaces are shrinking very 

rapidly . At a different time in New York there used to be 

so many of these completely idiosyncratic, peculiar spaces 

where you could not quite tell what exactly was happening . 

Some of these were started by fluxus artists . Virtually all 

of them are gone now for many different reasons . So for me 

its quite urgent . And yes you can call this an administra-

tive, organizational gesture, or a typically artist ’s thing to 

do, it doesn ’t really matter . Just somehow to keep some 

of this space open : for a day, three days or longer … 

Nico Dockx : Which is part of our practice .

from the audience : But you do call yourselves artists .

Anton Vidokle : We certainly do .

Monika Szewczyk : Is everything art ?

Anton Vidokle : I can ’t think of anything that for sure 

could not be art given a certain context .

Simon Rees : I would like to make an historical New 

York reflection . The Artists Against AIDS movement 

in the 1980s, Act Up, and various other grand furies 

deliberately and by necessity developed an administrative 

structure . It was using art as a vehicle for a broader social 

engagement, and a very necessary one at that time . It 

is actually still necessary today, particularly in America 

and in this current administration . Now everybody 

recognizes that as art, and important art, inside these 

systems of containment, which often have to do with real 

estate, particularly in cities like this . That is essentially 

what we are saying, because the real estate encroachment 

breaks down communities . Communities have loose 

structures, all sorts of social structures, built into them 
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just by proximity . You know, people live next reach 

other and they can communicate easily . If that has been 

atomized, you have to put some sort of administratively 

communicative structure in place to rejoin the dots . 

We do not have a particular social agency here, but we 

might do in the future . We could be connecting a set of 

dots . Then, should something become topical, we can ac-

tivate . I think we all understand Act Up and Artists 

Against AIDS as an artwork, and I would say for that 

same reason, because the model already exists inside our 

art historical discourse and inside this metropolitan 

discourse, that I would grant administration a certain 

set of artistic parameters, just through old - fashioned 

compare and contrast .

Jan Verwoert : You could even dramatize that scenario, 

because you could say that formally  –  no, not formally  –  

there is one scenario where you picture a neighborhood 

where certain potentials or collective potentials are easily 

mobilized . Even if it is in one city, and it requires a bit 

of administration, people can be brought together . But 

what we have here is a pretty global community . In that 

administration, it involves getting people over from a lot 

of different places, which then also leads us away … Do 

we still think about mobilizing as an endpoint ? Are we 

saying that when we talk about capacities, wanting to 

mobilize capacities, because we might be sharing similar 

problems, is that an end ? Can we even think about that in 

this situation ? Later, like tomorrow, people will be flying 

off to a lot of different places, and you have something like 

a global dispersal, are we still talking about mobilizing ?

Simon Rees : As I said, not in this case necessarily, but 

that social agency could come within the potentiality of 

things, even if it is in defense of an art issue that becomes 

pressing to us all sometime in the future . Many of us are 

mobile and many of us are impacted on by the reversal of 

art fortunes in many different places, because we work in 

those places . So yes, I think we could . That does not have 

to be the endpoint . It does not need the production of this 

project for the administrative to be recognized as valuable 

and artistic, but at least that potential exists . I went to a talk 

on this topic at the New York Public Library last week, 

which had nothing to do with art . It only had to do with 

community . At the question time, nobody actually asked 

a question . Several people stood up, and when they got the 

microphone, they each said they were leading such and 

such protest movement in Harlem or somewhere and this is 

what it was all about, and they ’ve got flyers . The modera-

tors got really frustrated, because this went around the 

room, but there were no questions . Finally the microphone 

went to the moderator, the head of public programs at 

the library, who said they really wanted a question . Just 

one person, ask a question ! But the point was that this 

clearly defined the lecture hall as a social space where 

these different people, who could no longer meet at the 

coffee shop, waved their flag for their corner of Brooklyn, 

or, you know, Harlem or wherever it happened to be .

from the audience : But are you saying that that isn ’t acting ?

Simon Rees : I don ’t know, because I did not go to any of 

the protests, but at least different sets of people were able to 

have access to that information .

from the audience : Presumably these people have their net-

works, and I don ’t know wherever they are organizing … 

Simon Rees : I guess they do, but you get so many things 

in the mail . I mean, we know that personal contact, 

and that is what has broken down in communities or 

neighborhoods . You speak with your neighbors .

from the audience : I say this because, when you say a 

community of neighbors and proximity, it is not some-
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thing that is goal oriented . Then you say something 

about Act Up and AIDS, which is very much about 

accomplishing something . If you are saying that we are 

coming here together as a network, it is not really clear 

how we are coming together . Anton seems to be invok-

ing this idea of a public very strongly, and I am frankly 

skeptical . You brought up the question of alienation and 

freedom and this tension between them, and I think that 

even here, that is very present . Who is it who has the 

capacity to speak, and who is it who is sitting at the 

table with something at stake ? Does it work ?

Dieter Roelstraete : What I have heard here, in the last 

couple of days, is ( in a sense ) a call to arms  –  an act of 

mobilization which I think will turn out to have been quite 

effective . Anton already disclosed some of his motives and 

motivations for organizing this event ( and/or others of its 

kind ), namely the desire to secure certain ‘ free‘  spaces for 

a potentially productive form of confusion, permeated by a 

total disregard for means/ends rationalities . So when we 

finally disperse tomorrow, the best thing we can do ( and I 

think this may be quite something already, just in terms 

of ‘ achievement ’ ) is to make sure that this state of con-

fusion continues to be productive in the respective insti-

tutional environments to which we will be returning . 

I, for instance, will be going back to a museum . Other 

people will too, to studios, galleries and art spaces of all 

kinds . And I hope that they will continue the commitment 

( if you will ) that we have developed during these three days 

to make sure that those institutions  –  galleries, magazines, 

art practices in a stricter sense  –  are not going to be the only 

realities in which we can converse about … Well, about 

the world, really  –  and not just about what is art and what 

is not art, or whether this is art or not . Because that, in the 

final analysis, is probably not the most interesting question 

 –  nor is it the most important . Art is in and of the world  –  

and that, finally, is ‘ where ’ we should put this productive 

confusion to the test, and where it should be put to work .
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Intermezzo

Louwrien Wijers

The New York Conversations: “Science is the past, Art is the present, Food is the future”
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What a great idea to bring twice daily, 

for three days in a row, fifty/sixty people 

together in New York, give them food and 

conversation and make that into a magazine .

The most important sentence I brought 

home from The New York Conversations in 

New York, 26/27/28 June 2008, was Rirkrit 

Tiravanija saying : “ Science is the past, 

Art is the present, Food is the future . ” 

While packing our bags Egon told me that 

Rirkrit had mentioned the sentence to 

him the day before in the kitchen while 

cooking . I immediately scribbled it down 

on the edge of a New York Times page 

with a magnificent article about Dr . 

Hauschka that I was wrapping my sound 

tapes of the conversations in . When I 

asked Rirkrit about his grand remark, on 

9 October 2008 in Brussels, where we 

were for the second edition of The New 

York Conversations, Rirkrit answered : “ I 

never remember what I have said . ”

The day before the conversations in New 

York started Nico Dockx explained to us, 

the invited participants : “ We decided to 

invite people and then talk together about 

things that arouse the work and connect 

to the work . When we were thinking about 

how to produce this magazine, lots of the 

things we said were about how to produce 

work in relation to the idea of non - pro-

duction . Lots of the work is very temporal, 

sometimes no objects, sometimes there 

are . How to deal with that ? Sometimes it 

is material, sometimes non - material, per-

formance or non - performance, or non - work . 

This had been somehow the first lines of 

our thinking . It is also much based on 

trust . In this way we work together . ”

The ‘ We ’ here are the reputed artists : 

Nico Dockx ( 1974 ), Rirkrit Tiravanija 

( 1961 ) and Anton Vidokle ( 1965 ) . They 

paid air fares, lodging and food for 

the invited guests . For the interested 

guests who came to join, they offered 

participation and food for free .

Interviewing Nico Dockx, Nico started 

saying : Rirkrit always went home between 

lunch and dinner to sleep, because he 

was tired .

Louwrien Wijers : What you three made 

in New York is a top art work .

Nico Dockx : It is known that I like to 

bring people together . It is known that 

Rirkrit does that and that Anton does 

that . All of us on different levels . 

Anton organizes symposiums, conferences 

in a pragmatic way . Rirkrit brings in 

a lot of social commitment, by cooking 

the food . I am somewhere in between . 

Sometimes some were afraid : “ Why invest 

so much if you are not certain that you 

end up with a magazine . ” But Rirkrit 

said : “ If you bring together people who 

have covered a certain track during their 

lifetime, they should be able to produce 

something interesting by just coming 

together . Let ’s see what happens . ”

We wanted to make the magazine differently . 

There are now seventeen issues published 

that fit in an academic world . They want 

the magazine to have an academic reflex 
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and they find it their privilege to be 

critical about contemporary art . For every 

issue three artists are invited and it is 

agreed with them which academic writes 

about which artist . We took over and said : 

“ We want to make the magazine as three 

artists . We want to decide ourselves who 

to invite and we will make an event of it . ” 

Anton brought it to his new e - flux space 

in New York . When we arrived in New York, 

immediately A Prior switched back and 

brought in some of its editors to moderate 

the talks, because for them it is important 

that the magazine keeps its academic level 

and A Prior said : “ To make sure to address 

the issues that were important to them . ”

Louwrien Wijers : Did I tell you Rirkrit ’s 

statement : “ Science is the past, Art is 

the present and Food is the future . ”

Nico Dockx : Wow beautiful . 

Egon Hanfstingl : A very correct statement .

Nico Dockx : As far as I can see there 

were tremendously nicer talks in the 

kitchen than we had around the table . I 

heard Rirkrit say several times : “ There ’s 

not going to be any writing, there ’s not 

going to be any editing . ” Which I liked 

a lot, but nobody reacted . Everyone 

forcedly kept going for fear of reaching 

the point where one would realize : maybe 

we should not write texts, maybe we should 

not make a similar issue as before . And 

Rirkrit has an enormous generosity .

Egon Hanfstingl : Away from Europe you 

again experience natural generosity .

Nico Dockx : It was also very beautiful when 

at a certain point Rirkrit remarked that 

there were two platforms . The kitchen was 

not seen as an equal platform to the table .

Egon Hanfstingl : How you did New York was 

magnificent . No nagging about money . Let 

it happen .

    

Louwrien Wijers : When did it start with 

A Prior ?

Nico Dockx : Around spring 2007 I talked 

with Els Roelandt about doing something . 

Els is the editor of the magazine . I 

proposed a plan in which I would do the 

whole magazine . A few months later Els 

said : “ Let ’s partly stick to the tradi-

tional magazine . Choose two artists with 

whom you want to do this . ” Always three . 

In the plan I had given her Rirkrit was 

mentioned . Els immediately said she would 

appreciate it if I would choose Rirkrit . 

She also suggested Anton . I knew Anton 

from Venice and Berlin . 

Louwrien Wijers : How did the ‘ food table 

/ conversation table ’ come about ?

Nico Dockx : For the three of us the work 

was about bringing people together . We 

actually had not programmed conversa-

tions at all . For us it was, bring people 

together and eat together . Scripted 

discussions were never mentioned . 

Louwrien Wijers : You would install 

microphones so that later on you hear 

what was being said .

Nico Dockx : Yes, for me this lead back 

to something we tried in Antwerp . Just 

bringing people together to see what will 

develop from there . The idea was to have 

the kitchen in the same space with tables 





and chairs . The tables were placed more 

like in a restaurant . There would be more 

open space . Not one discussion table . That 

was decided upon . When I arrived in New 

York Anton and the A Prior editors had 

brought in this long central table . The 

thing was that the table was a dominant 

platform for discussion and there was no 

contact with the kitchen that was now 

outside . Discussion was now more important . 

In fact our intention was different . 

Normally, when you invite a number of 

people to write about the work, then the 

writers do not see each other . They all 

send in their texts and all you see is 

the magazine . Liam Gillick does not meet 

Louwrien Wijers, Louwrien Wijers does not 

meet Martha Rosler, Martha Rosler does not 

meet Jan Verwoert and so on . The idea was : 

“ Let ’s just bring the people together to 

see each other and with that experience 

they go home and maybe write something . ” 

But A Prior wanted the people to actively 

talk together so that they would have their 

text ready . It just needed transcription .

Our thing was to bring the writing to 

another level . Not : “ We are all going 

to write an academic text . ” But writing 

as something quite different . It could 

be a poem or just some words, or one 

word, or nothing . What mattered was : 

“ What are we going to do together ? ”

    

Louwrien Wijers : How does this project 

fit in with the rest of your oeuvre ?

Nico Dockx : I think it is a logical step 

in my work process, because I am always 

busy with bringing people together . I am 

used to work together as artists, on a 

sound piece or an exhibition . But I have 

never worked with academics or people 

who deal with critique . The challenge for 

us was to invite artists and art critics 

to see : “ How can we together produce a 

text ? ” To get away from somebody writing 

about your work, to : “ What can I write 

and that is what I will write . ” And yes, 

with the same enthusiasm I normally have, 

I went in, and had to accept that I felt : 

“ Oh, maybe you can ’t bring academic 

writers into another way of thinking . ” 

Everything was thoroughly analyzed, many 

very interesting ideas are discovered, 

but are they practically applied in their 

own writing ? It is being described, but 

it is not used to create and be that .

Helena Sidiropoulus : The moment you do 

that you are an artist .

    

Nico Dockx : Of course you do this with 

the same enthusiasm you have when you go 

on stage with others to make music . There 

are conflicting improvisations but somehow 

the nice tone comes through . I think that 

nice tone was there in New York too . For 

instance the first day, when we all went 

shopping and had food in the bio - market . 

Marty almost fell asleep because he had 

just arrived from Spain . That was a great 

moment because a number of people made a 

direct connection with each other and that 

is forever . That feeling will remain within 

the group of people that came together 

because of the project in that bio market 

and ate together . But such things can 

hardly be embedded in the magazine .
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Egon Hanfstingl : The magazine is one part 

of the whole, us eating there is another 

part and others having experiences to-

gether is still another part of that 

same whole .

Nico Dockx : Sure . My work is never a 

finished product . It is a process . Each 

moment is part of the process . For me 

it is, at this point, maybe more of a 

struggle that, at the one hand you are 

involved in something really positive, 

while on the other hand you are cought up 

in the story of having to make a magazine . 

On top there is the film that is for 

me tremendously interesting to work on, 

because it is the kind of material that 

I like to mould into something . Working 

with text material is a lot more diffi-

cult, because you have all those different 

players, who all have a very precise 

idea about it . The film of course 

carries just as much across, only in 

a different form .

   

Louwrien Wijers : How did you experience 

The New York Conversations yourself ?

Nico Dockx : Good . Sometimes painful, but 

certainly good . For me, because you feel 

responsible for bringing the people to-

gether since you have initiated it, there 

arises a condition that is not always 

pleasant . I sometimes felt like it would 

have been better if people could have 

stayed home instead of being drawn into 

this psychodrama . But then to see how 

Lawrence Weiner and you meet there 

after a very long time .

Louwrien Wijers : Yes, that was wonderful .

Nico Dockx : That moment also stands apart 

from all that was being said at the table . 

It was a sudden thing for many to see : “ Oh, 

Louwrien gets up from the table .  They are 

going to greet each other, they hug each 

other . ” That is totally away from every-

thing else . Those are wonderful moments .

Louwrien Wijers : Yes, there are many jewels 

in it . So, count your jewels .

Nico Dockx : The strained situations that 

came about cannot be blamed on the people 

there . Those originated from fear .

    

Louwrien Wijers : How did you like it that 

all the New York tapes were so soon after 

on internet ? I really liked that .

Nico Dockx : That was my proposal . The 

sound from the kitchen was kept apart . 

That is not an academic discourse, but as 

sound it is very interesting . Sis Mathé, 

who is also a musician, said : “ It would 

be wonderful to do something with the 

kitchen sound on a CD . ”

Louwrien Wijers : Where do you find 

the energy to make all those prod-

ucts, the magazine, the film, the CD ?

Nico : Oh, I have lots of energy . I would 

like to know how I should eat in order to 

get ten times more energy . Very often I 

notice after having eaten, that I feel 

bad . One does not know what to eat . First 

after you have eaten it seems okay, but 

some hours later you know, something is 

wrong . How does that come about ?

Egon Hanfstingl : There are different foods 

that should not be eaten together, because 

they are antagonistic . They create poi-

sons in your body and those go into your 
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intestines, where your blood is made . 

Then you get acidity in your blood and 

the pH level of your blood gets acidic . 

Because of that your cells cannot absorb 

enough nutrients and you feel dull .

Louwrien Wijers : Antagonistic are rice and 

vinegar, so don ’t put mustard on your rice-

ball . The greatest healers are boiled 

vegetables . In every meal you combine 

vegetables from under the ground with veg-

etables that grow above the ground .

Nico Dockx : I have been thinking about 

this for some time now . You have given me 

papers on alkaline and acid . But how do you 

balance a life where you are constantly 

traveling between London, Amsterdam, 

New York, Brussels and Bangkok ?

Louwrien Wijers : Always keep the image of 

‘ grains, vegetables, beans ’ in your mind, 

the basic food for people all over the 

world . On every menu you can find things 

made with those ingredients . It is better 

to eat the grain whole, than milled . So 

rice is better than noodles or bread . 

Milled grains create more problems in your 

intestines . This way you always choose with 

care . A vegetable soup is easy to get .

Nico Dockx : And fruits ?

Louwrien Wijers : Fruits are okay, but not 

too many . Fruits are not so good if they 

don ’t come from your own surroundings . 

For you strawberries, apples, cherries and 

pears are correct . Fruits from far away 

again create trouble in the intestines .

Egon Hanfstingl : Put your own priorities .

Louwrien Wijers : See how we are talking 

about food for some time already . So 

Rirkrit is right : “ Food is the future . ”

Nico Dockx : When I was in Thailand at 

Rirkrit ’s place, for a whole month, I felt 

much better . That rice and vegetable food 

makes you feel much lighter . Then you come 

back here and your energy goes . Here I 

get very little energy from food, whereas 

food is supposed to give you energy .

Louwrien Wijers : Most food is old and  

does not feed you .

Egon Hanfstingl : Yes, a scientist from 

Nantes has found out that freshly pre-

pared food digests one hundred percent, 

but that prepared food is three hours 

later, or older, only digestable up to 

eighty percent . Twenty percent stays as 

a black slime in your intestines, as they 

also say in India in the Ayurveda . Most 

diseases grow from there . The cause 

is old food . Your intestines can only 

deal with fresh food . After three hours 

that fresh life - energy food is gone . 

Louwrien Wijers : That life - energy 

is called ‘ akash ’ in India .

Egon Hanfstingl : It is that energy that 

makes you feel so good Nico in Thailand .

    

Louwrien Wijers : How did you come into art ? 

Nico Dockx : Through chemistry . I went 

to the university to study chemistry . I 

had a great fascination for it, but I 

think especially for alchemy and not so 

much for chemistry . At the university I 

found out there was hardly any alchemy, 

you ’re just a pill roller . Everything 

you did at the university was geared 

to get to a result and not to the pro-

cess . I was more interested in throwing 

things together from time to time .





Louwrien Wijers : More like Rauschenberg : 

“ I follow the process and the process is 

following me . ”

Nico Dockx : Yes . I left the university, 

made money, went to New York, Washington 

and Los Angeles . Then, by chance . in an 

art exhibition in Antwerp I thought : “ Ah 

art, that is it . I am going to sign up 

for the art academy . ” But I could not do 

anything, I could not make a drawing, 

nothing . The people said : “ Ah you cannot 

make a drawing . That is super . ” In the 

second year the artist whose work had 

inspired me became my teacher, Mark Luyten . 

There grew a bond between him and me and 

that ’s how I came into art . And I met 

people there, who gave you a piece of 

paper with some titles of books, which 

makes you start your home study . I was 

very inquisitive . The library is for me the 

backbone of my work . You read a book by 

Louwrien Wijers and you think : “ I want to 

meet that person . ” You try to find that 

person . You find the person and through 

that person you find another person .

Louwrien Wijers : That is the alchemy 

of art .

Egon Hanfstingl : If you speak about 

alchemy then you know alchemy has to 

do with love . Love is the primary 

strength . You can create duality, but 

an artist knows love is our source .
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Day 4 : October 10 , 2008

Dinner Session ( 8pm - 10pm )

Location : Beursschouwburg , Brussels

Speakers ( in order of appearance ) : Els Roelandt , Nico Dockx , Louwrien Wijers , 

Rirkrit Tiravanija , Monica Narula , Jeebesh Bagchi , Jan Verwoert , 

Maria Lind , Dieter Roelstraete , Anders Kreuger





Els Roelandt : Nico, as an introduction 

to this night ’s session, could you tell us 

about the setting as you arranged it here 

tonight in relation to your artistic 

practice ?

Nico Dockx : The setting here is dif-

ferent than the one in New York : there 

we would start with the conversation 

and the food would come in later . To-

night we started with the meal, which 

brings on another kind of conversation 

than the centralized and rather struc-

tured conversation we had in New York . 

Els Roelandt : How would you relate 

this project in general or this setting in 

particular to your own artistic practice ?

Nico Dockx : Relate to my practice ? 

Whenever I organize an event, I see 

it as a collective thing, something 

improvised . It comes close to the way 

that I experiment with sound and 

music . When you go on stage with 

a few musicians  –  sometimes you 

know each other, sometimes you 

don ’t  –  you start making sound, or 

music . You produce, you listen and 

you react to each other in a spontane-

ous way . Sometimes it can also be a 

conflict, and that ’s also interesting . 

Louwrien Wijers : Nico, how does it 

relate to your ‘ non - production ’ ? That ’s 

a thing that would interest me most, 

the non - production and the magazine, 

how does that fit in with your work ? 

Nico Dockx : Non - production … It is a 

difficult question for me . But, if I have to 

talk about the magazine, that is maybe 

going to come out next year ; I had some 

discussions with Anton and Rirkrit after 

the sessions in New York, which have all 

been recorded and transcribed, which 

I think is interesting, but as a direct 

response to the situation in New York, 

I really like the film that was made . So 

I would say, maybe the magazine can 

be the film ? We now need to think of a 

way to bring all these things together . 

But that is maybe already to much of a 

production ! Maybe Rirkrit has some-

thing to say about that ? 

Rirkrit Tiravanija : Yes, not producing 

is producing a lot . 

Louwrien Wijers : Absolutely ! 

Rirkrit Tiravanija : I think that we 

( Nico, Anton and myself ) try to produce 

differently, more so than not producing 

at all . I think that is more the question 

than the issue of non - production . So, I 

try to stay in the kitchen, out of the way . 

( Laughter )

I guess maybe we should re - capitulate 

what happened in New York . And that, 

of course, goes to Jan Verwoert, be-

cause he is our re - capper, he has all 

the memory, and then we can continue 

with the conversation . I do think that 

to see the film is a nice way to see a 

trace of what happened, because it is 

not focused on the actual textual part 

of what happened, which of course 

is important when you ’re producing a 

magazine, in a textual condition such 

as a magazine . However like Nico, I 

think that the three of us ( and I hate to 

use the word ) subvert the conditions 

a little, so we do not know what will 

happen . And I think that is all right . I 

hope it is all right for the magazine . 

Louwrien Wijers : And do we have 

Anton somewhere ? 

Rirkrit Tiravanija : Anton is smoking . 

Jan Verwoert : I realize that being a 

writer, part of your professional disease 

is a dedication to content . So I might try 

to sum up some of the issues we tried 

to address in the conversations before, 

then address some of the tensions 

that emerged during these days and 

consider why these could be interesting 

to us . I will then hand it over to Maria 

Lind and ask her a first question . 

To briefly summarize some of the 

discussions that we had, one of the 

main questions that was raised from the 

very beginning was that of the ‘ terms 

of engagement ’ . As an artist or writer, 

why do you engage with institutions, 

with artists, and how do you ideally 

wish to engage professionally with 

other professionals or institutions . Is 

there some kind of codex that we might 
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talk about ? We put some criteria on 

the table, on what we find attractive or 

what we might find unbearable when it 

comes to engaging with one another, 

with institutions . Liam Gillick was the 

first person to respond to that question . 

He said a couple of things . First, he 

described it as problematic when an 

institution engages with an artist without 

clearly articulating its desire . It might 

be, for example, a great opportunity to 

get a carte blanche, ‘ to do whatever ’, 

but it can be a terrible situation at the 

same time, when you get invited by an 

institution and are somehow asked to 

formulate the desire of that institution for 

that institution, and there is no resis-

tance, nothing really left to negotiate . 

Then we tried to formulate something 

that might be a positive definition 

of what you could expect from an 

institution . We tried various ethical 

concepts, which Liam resisted as 

being too overblown, and the term that 

he proposed was simply, in a British, 

pragmatic sense, the idea of an ‘ un-

derstanding ’ : that you should have an 

understanding with the people you are 

working with, at least that . He then used 

a very beautiful image, as we continued 

to talk in more general terms about the 

relationship between art production and 

capitalism, how art should engage with 

the structures of power, economy and 

money . He used an image that is quite 

familiar from World War II films, where 

two soldiers of different armies run into 

each other in the middle of the night 

and decide to not shoot each other . 

He compared it to the situation where 

art meets money . Both are shocked 

and part company . To think about the 

relationship of art to the institutions 

of power as a non - relationship that is 

still a relationship is what is at stake 

here . I still think that is a provocative 

image, which that I cannot make proper 

sense of . However, it has stayed with 

me ever since that conversation . 

From there we moved on to Martha 

Rosler, whom we quizzed about notions 

of political activism . I remember her 

saying two very impressive things . One 

was that she rejected the way certain 

projects of the 1970s, including her 

own, were retrospectively fetishized 

as monuments, or models of political 

practice and engagement . She even 

rejected the very notion that we should 

retrospectively do something like 

turning political action into fetishes of 

activism, thereby killing everything that 

was activist about them . The positive 

notion that she proposed was that of 

a community of collective production, 

which she said was possible in a 

particular historical situation, where 

people from different fields, like poets, 

performers and artists were inhabiting a 

similar condition, a kind of home - grown 

interdisciplinarity, not as a utopian 

condition, but as a positive condition, 

which she thought she had experienced . 

The next person we spoke with was 

Miwon Kwon . She seemed very skepti-

cal at first, saying she did not believe in 

any utopian notions of free practice and 

that the best thing that she could think 

of was to at least ‘ own the conditions 

of her own alienation ’ . She would not 

be powerless in her own alienation, 

but instead of overcoming alienation, 

she said that the most that one could 

strive for would be to understand and 

own your own conditions of alienation . 

During the conversation, she tacitly and 

progressively embraced a more utopian 

notion of futurity : the idea that as a 

writer, you always also write for future 

readers, that even if you were facing 

certain conditions of dependency in 

the present, there was always hope in 
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the future readers, and at the present, 

you do not know who they might be . 

Kwon also proposed an interesting 

notion of the contract as a medium 

of artistic practice, a subject she is 

currently working on for a book ( on how 

conceptual artists in the 1960s started 

to develop the contract that they would 

have when working with a collector or 

a museum, as a medium of their artistic 

practice . By now, the contract , as she 

explained, has become something of a 

virus . The contract now lives in museum 

collections and poses irresolvable 

problems for a lot of museum curators 

when it comes to re - staging the work . 

That evening, Lawrence Weiner arrived, 

waltzed in . People were curious to hear 

his opinion and asked about this notion 

of the contract . He basically declared 

that when you start thinking about con-

tracts, you have already become part of 

the problem . Analytically speaking, he 

was performing the père jouissance, the 

father who offers unlimited permissive-

ness and pleasure . He basically made 

us all feel a little awkward, because we 

had spent two days working on these 

elaborate notions of how to engage with 

conditions of dependency to redeem 

some idea of freedom . He was just 

saying, well I just made an adult movie , 

so if you want to go for it, go for it . 

Then the conversation stopped and 

the food was brought in . This was a 

very interesting moment, because, the 

( central ) conversation only resumed the 

next day, when we started addressing 

a question or rather a tension that 

had been in the air all the time . The 

tension related to the authorial voices : 

two paradigms of how a problem ( the 

situation ? ) should be addressed were 

clashing with each other . On the one 

hand, there was a notion, as Nico 

mentioned, of improvisation, or as 

Rirkrit said, of evacuating the centre, of 

determining a conversation not by taking 

the centre stage, but by creating certain 

conditions from the kitchen, from the 

margins . Rirkrit mentioned that he had 

always looked at someone like Joseph 

Beuys as creating an interesting notion 

of social art, but he rejected the notion 

that this artist would take the centre 

stage again . Rirkrit continued, saying 

that instead, the proposition should be 

to create some kind of sociability from 

the margins, such as the kitchen . On 

the other hand, there was the discourse 

based on the authorial voices –  people 

were asked about their opinions  –  that 

became almost a formalized discussion 

of some people speaking, some listen-

ing and someone acting as a moderator . 

There was a feeling of authorship and 

authority . This all culminated in that 

moment when ‘ god ’ arrived the night 

before, ‘ sent from heaven ’ to tell us 

the truth about our pleasures . At that 

moment, there was an enormous 

manifestation of authorship, which was 

interrupted by the food being brought 

in . The concentration was dispersed 

into small, dissected conversations . 

On the third and last day, we talked 

about this conflict between the legit-

imacy of authorship, about bringing 

on these voices, versus the paradigm 

of de - centering . Perhaps this is a 

good moment to end the summary 

and start a new discussion . 

We have two paradigms here, both 

dedicated to the idea that we could 

spend time, attention and space dif-

ferently . One philosophy, however, is 

about opening up that space and using 

the creative agency to just frame that 

space with conditions, but to then step 

back . The other notion, which David 

Reinfurt beautifully expressed as the 

‘ risk to formalize ’, to step into the arena 

and formalize the conversation, which 

allows for things to be articulated by 

people who are temporarily willing to be 

the speakers . It was clear that these two 

can exist side by side, but there are fric-

tions because people were dedicated to 
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different philosophies of how author-

ship should or should not manifest 

itself, interesting frictions about basic 

experiences . The moment, for example, 

that the food was brought in, which was 

like the speakers were being fed, was 

always an interruption of the proceed-

ings . As a moderator, you basically 

felt the tension, as well as the moment 

that the attention was dissipating . 

For me, one thing that came out of 

these conversations, apart from sug-

gestions of how you should negoti-

ate conditions of dependency and 

develop an idea of creative freedom 

within that dependency, was a clash 

between these two philosophies, one 

of de - centering and evacuating, to 

allow for some kind of open potentiality, 

and the other a desire to take a risk 

in formalizing, and making people 

speak … It remains an open question . 

Maria, as a curator, you have been very 

associated with Rirkrit ’s philosophy 

of understanding the ‘ creativity of the 

host ’, of creating open scenarios of 

possibility . But you are also a strong 

authorial voice . Do you see these 

philosophies as being in any way 

different from each other, or would 

you combine them in your practice ? 

Where does your heart lie ? 

Maria Lind : Where is my heart ? Let me 

see . They are obviously very different 

philosophies . Thinking back to what 

I have done, I have employed both of 

them . I would perhaps describe my 

approach as being ‘ contextualist ’, in the 

sense that it all very much depends on 

the situation . If I work in a certain place, 

the combination of the conditions of that 

institution in relation to certain interests 

that I bring in from the beginning, in 

relation to certain artists ’ work : that tri-

angle is the parameter where things can 

happen . I have extremely interesting and 

productive experiences with situations 

of evacuating the centre . However, I 

would not say that it is interesting to me 

to keep it totally open . I like to introduce 

a third term into any type of relationship . 

If I just take an example, in which Rirkrit 

was involved, at the Modern Museum in 

Stockholm in 2000, an exhibition called, 

What if : art on the verge of architecture 

and design ?, which looked precisely 

at art that capitalizes on, or makes use 

of, architecture and design . A group of 

eight artists were invited for a brain-

storming event in Stockholm almost a 

year prior to the actual exhibition . The 

discussions that we were having there 

informed how the exhibition actually 

was shaped . I was still the curator and 

Liam Gillick was sort of between me 

and the reference group, if we may call 

them that . After the discussion we had, I 

added another twenty artists to the list . 

So, while it was not a totally collective, 

collaborative endeavor, there were 

elements where the artists could affect 

the way things came about . Very clearly, 

everybody who came to Stockholm 

in August of 1999 said, ‘ Yes, we are 

really interested in architecture, we are 

quite passionate about design, but we 

never desire to be either architects or 

designers . We like to use these fields 

and disciplines as tools, not to discuss 

architecture and design as such, but to 

discuss ideology, history, desire, etc . 

Jan Verwoert : The first point of the 

triangle is you as a curator, opening up 

the space of the curator . The second 

point consists of the artists whom 

you initially invited, and the third point 

would be what is being put at stake ?

Maria Lind : In this case, the third 

point would be the institution : doing 

this particular project at the Modern 

Museum with its particular legacy . It 

was founded in 1958 . During its heyday 

in the 1960s, there were plenty of 



collaborations between the curators and 

director at the time, and artists . A lot of 

production was happening on site . So, 

to think about that legacy, of that place, 

and to see what could happen with it, 

that was the third point in 1999 - 2000 . 

Jan Verwoert : Who was formulating 

that desire, that this is what should be 

at stake, the history of the architecture, 

the institution ?

Maria Lind : I was doing that, not 

as a theme, not as something that 

should necessarily be brought up 

in the discussions with the invited 

artists, but rather as an important foil 

that could act as a third point .

 Jan Verwoert : Would you consider 

that as a form of authorship, to formulate 

a certain desire as an initiative, and not 

as a foil ?

Maria Lind : Yes . 

Jan Verwoert : Rirkrit, how do you 

feel about that, when you operate 

from the kitchen ? To what degree 

does your being in the kitchen imply 

a formulation of a desire ?

Rirkrit Tiravanija : I suppose that I 

really operate from a point of subverting 

desire . That is why I go into the kitchen, 

because I want to get away from a 

central structure, which is seemingly 

a kind of desired structure . When I 

am doing this, it is not so much about 

trying to … I do not see it as a kind of 

service structure, but rather as a kind 

of supportive framing structure . So my 

position is to accommodate certain 

things . Maybe the desire is just the 

fact that I do like to cook, you know . I 

am actually very surprised that all the 

food has been eaten tonight . We were 

not anticipating that, so that is a little 

bit of actual desire . And I do not see 

this situation as work . It is hard for 

me to place what I am doing . I think it 

is more a position of participating . 

Jeebesh Bagchi : You used the 

words ‘ evacuation ’ and ‘ open ’ . Aren ’t 

they opposite to each other, in terms 

of intent ? Because if you evacuate a 

centre, then, what is it open from ? It 

looks like ‘ evacuate ’ would mean a 

previous idea that is not needed . 
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Jan Verwoert : You distinguish 

between a notion of evacuating a space 

as an indication of something that 

was previously there, from an idea of 

openness that is created as something 

positive . Maria, you were saying that 

there were preconceived notions about 

what you were expected to do as a 

curator . You needed to evacuate those 

in order to create an openness for 

something else . And you have raised the 

question that, if you create a context of 

participation, then who is going to do 

that, to take part ? In these terms, the 

question is whether it is a spontane-

ous creative act, where you create a 

context from scratch, or whether it has 

always implied evacuating or negating 

something that was already there . In 

our example, with Lawrence Weiner, 

it felt like … I have never experienced 

a de - centering of communication so 

intensely as in that moment, when it 

was brutally centered before . At that 

point, I felt that the retreat to the kitchen 

maybe has that moment of evacuating 

as a reaction or response to a centered 

discourse of plain authorship that was 

already there . In that moment, Rirkrit, 

your discourse works best, because it 

offers an alternative to something that 

otherwise brutally asserts itself . 

Maybe we should now throw that back 

to you guys, the artists . Nico, speaking 

about structures of improvisation, one 

could on the one hand describe that as 

an evacuation of the ‘ bad ’ structure, a 

rejection of a concept in a more struc-

tured event, a deconstruction … and a 

deconstruction of something that might 

otherwise be pre - structured . On the 

other hand, if we do not want to just de-

scribe this in negative terms, what other 

terms would you propose, considering 

a positive openness for potentiality ?

Nico Dockx : I do not think I can give 

straight answers to that . I try to go to 

the extremes of ‘ making ’ in a collective

 way, for example, with sound and

improvisation . 

Maria Lind : I find the process that you 

have chosen for making the magazine 

very interesting, to make its production 

function in an entirely different way . But 

I am wondering about this third term . As 

far as I understand, having read some 

of the transcripts from the New York 

Conversations, there was not really a 

third term introduced . It would be your 

work, although not clearly formulated as 

a third term . That makes me think about 

something that is maybe a generational 

difference, at least where the notion of 

curating is concerned . Many curators 

who started working in the 1990s went 

into institutions to very consciously try 

and subvert or shift something from 

within institutions . In some places, it 

was possible to do things that were 

rather unexpected or different, and 

even new sometimes . But, they were 

also distinguished by the fact that none 

of these experiments lasted for very 

long  -  three, four, at most five years 

maybe . Then things had gone back to 

normal . Now, the younger generations 

– and I am now talking with a bit of 

experience as director of the graduate 

program at the Centre of Curatorial 

Studies at Barth College – that the 

younger curatorial students today are 

much more interested in a tabula rasa, 

in trying to set up something from 

scratch . I am really curious about that . 

Again, here too, it is often without a 

third term . It is the idea of setting 

something up, but rarely having a clear 

formulation as to what that will be 

used for : a topic, a theme, a subject, 

something to clearly relate to  –  which

then perhaps runs the risk of turning 

into formalism . 

Anders Kreuger : You mean the 

second term is always the context ? 

Maria Lind : Yes . 

Anders Kreuger : And you are the 

first term . The second is the context 

and the third term is what you do not 

have ( as a given ) . 

Maria Lind : Yes, the given can be 

the artist or something that the artist 

is approaching in his or her work . 

271



Nico Dockx : Maybe we were searching 

for this third term, to start the magazine . 

Dieter Roelstraete : I would just like 

to backtrack a little and object to this 

rather naive and romantic notion that the 

kitchen was a margin . It wasn ’t . It was 

theatre . If anything, I am not going to 

claim the margin for myself, but certainly 

in the system of cultural production, I 

think the writer is the most marginalized 

figure of all . And the cook is like the 

hero of our cult of communal experi-

ence : the cook as artist, or the artist as 

cook, or the artist as DJ or the sound 

engineer – all those metaphors . I would 

want to make something clear for the 

people here who were not in New York . 

It was three days of almost incessant 

chatter and babble, all of which was 

of course extremely illuminating . Now, 

looking at the film that was made there, 

and I understand that the film is not 

claiming to be a reflection of the event 

in that sense, but I am now looking at 

it and I am not hearing anything . The 

soundlessness of the film seems to be 

a big statement . Also, the fact that you 

just suggested that the film is perhaps 

going to be the magazine and that all 

that chatter has been in vain, leads me 

to conclude that for you, the whole thing 

was a brilliant failure . Some people have 

mentioned that there has been some 

conflict . Some of us deal badly with the 

idea of conflict . I am not sure that I thrive 

on it, but I certainly enjoyed bits of it . 

But there was also quite a bit of disillu-

sion about this event and about the fact 

that the improvisation did not deliver 

the goods that perhaps were we were 

hoping for . Is that indeed what you feel ? 

Nico Dockx : No, that is completely 

not true . I suggested that maybe the 

film could be the magazine just to pose 

the question, definitely to impose an 

answer . It is something that has already 

been shot, that has been produced . 

It gives a reflection on the event . For 

me, that is the interesting part to pick 

up from the conversations, by looking 

at it and going back to the experience 

and to come back to these notions 

of ‘ center and decenter ’, I think that 

we were all in the centre somehow . 

Jan Verwoert : It is probably boring 

for the audience when we evaluate 

ourselves . I think we should just 

resettle the discussion around some 

of the topics we addressed . Then 

maybe we could have another round 

before we open it up to interventions 

and questions from the audience . 

We were considering different philoso-

phies of how to deal with authorship . 

First we talked about the definition of 

whether evacuation of the centre is 

always a negation or a response, and 

what a positive definition could be . 

Then Sis added the notion of pressure 

to be an author, not just being invited 

to take the initiative to deconstruct, but 

even take on the pressure to construct . 

I would like to bring in two more ideas . 

First of all, there was the question of 

what the ‘ third term ’ is, and if it was a 

look back on the second term . In want 

of a third term, we started some self - 

reflection . It was a self - reflection of 

the terms of engagement that form the 

conditions of cultural production, in an 

attempt to create a moment of self - re-

flexivity that would hopefully be demo-

cratic . Now, to talk briefly about some 

of these notions of evacuating, there 

is a term that I would probably have 

used in German . It is Freispiel, which 

is a metaphor that is usually used in 

football, where the player leaves his 

defenders behind and plays the ball 
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freely . I could see that as an artistic 

activity, where you evacuate a term by 

freely playing it, by creating a moment 

where this term can again be used or 

is open for any kind of action . As an 

author, maybe through abstracting, you 

allow it to be used differently . Back to 

the question of the pressure to be or to 

embody the author, I sometimes wonder 

about the different forms or cultures of 

embodiment, of taking on the centre . 

I have been at this conference for art 

critics at Witte De With in Rotterdam 

in the last few days . I have seen many 

white male guys like myself displaying 

their eloquence and performing a partic-

ular form of male embodiment . I am still 

wondering whether it would be produc-

tive to talk about the gender issues at 

stake, at this moment of either taking the 

centre or rejecting the centre, or trying 

out other speaking positions . I think 

sometimes that it is no coincidence that 

a lot of very influential and important 

curators of the 1990s have been female 

and have been trying to produce other 

forms of embodiment . Maria, would 

these be terms that you could accept ? 

Could you reject a certain idea of 

the nearly messianic embodiment of 

certain people, like Harald Szeemann 

or whatever the alternative might be ?

Maria Lind : When you bring up Harald 

Szeemann, I remember when he passed 

away and there were all the obituaries in 

ArtForum . If I remember correctly, there 

were mainly male, younger curators 

paying their respects . Of course, he 

was worthy of all the respect, but I 

have to confess that he never meant 

anything to me . He was not my frame 

of reference . I think in my case, it has 

more to do with side - stepping : taking 

a step to the side and trying to pursue 

something without having to think too 

much about the ‘ gods ’, whether they 

come from above or elsewhere . 

Louwrien Wijers : As I knew Harald 

quite well, I would say that it was not so 

much Harald Szeemann who came out 

as a person, it was a new kind of art . It 

is always at a moment when art changes 

that people come up . Something was 

happening in New York . Some people 

went there, including John Leering, 

Harald Szeeman and Wim Beeren, and 

they brought the thing to us . So Harald 

Szeemann was not alone . But it is 

actually the artist ’s mind that brings new 

people about . That is how I feel about it .

Maria Lind : We should also remember 

with all these guys that there were lots 

of other curators around then, doing 

great work that became part of their 

histories . More than anything, I can 

say for myself and a number of other 

curators of my generation, that it is the 

work of the artist that is much more 

important than how the curator works . 

The creativity and sensibility of some of 

the work of Rirkrit or Philippe Parreno, 

or Dominique Gonzalez - Foerster 

is much more influential . 

Jan Verwoert : It seems that we are 

dealing with different philosophies of 

dealing with the centre . One would be 

about taking the centre to create some 

kind of manifestation that hopefully 

can create that effect of Freispiel, that 

creates some kind of openness or po-

tentiality . If there is another philosophy, 

Dieter rejected the idea that it would 

be about taking the margins . But, if 

we assume that there is a counter - 

proposition to the idea of a main ( cen-

tral ) manifestation, with a different form 

of creativity, a contextual creativity, and 

we would perhaps make that philosophy 

a bit stronger, polemicall . Maria, would 

you volunteer to propose a philosophy 
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of that contextual creativity . which is not 

about this messianic manifestation ?

Maria Lind : That would be the phi-

losophy of side - stepping . You do not 

move extremely far away, but you take a 

step to the side, enough to create a par-

allel, enough to create a difference … 

Jan Verwoert : What would that 

parallel be ? 

Maria Lind : If we take the example of 

the events that we have been discussing 

here, the conversations in New York and 

Brussels, the parallel could potentially 

be some of the interests that the artists 

have shown in their work, be it the cir-

culation of art conditions for knowledge 

production, or other forms of criticality . 

Jan Verwoert : I still think, and this will 

be my last question, that there is some-

thing to this strange invisible labour of 

curating, which is seldom talked about . 

Part of that contextual creativity is an 

activity that never becomes manifest : 

hours of writing e - mails and the work of 

diplomacy, which is work that does not 

lend itself to dramatic manifestations at 

centre stage, where without that work, 

the contexts would not be created . 

It is the labour of maintenance, of 

maintaining connections of 

invisible labour . How could that be 

described as an alternative to the 

drive towards manifestation ? 

Maria Lind : I do not have an answer 

to that, other than that it sounds very 

much like affective labour, which is 

what women have done for centuries 

and centuries . But it did sound as if 

you actually have a reply to this .

Jan Verwoert : I just had a question . I 

was wondering . As Sis mentioned, as 

an author, there is this compulsion to 

manifest, while fearing the expectation 

that you should, as Lacan said, occupy 

the position of the subject who is 

supposed to know, that you have to 

show the body and the symptoms . I 

realize that there is another form of 

cultural production that I am constantly 

dealing with, which is not primarily 

about this drive toward manifestation . 

Of course it has this connotation of 

affective labour, but I do think there 

is something at stake here that could 

be turned into another philosophy . 

Maria Lind : Isn ’t that a very particular 

position in terms of being a writer, 

‘ the one who knows ’ ? But there are 

other ways of writing that are maybe 

parallels that would be what I call the 

philosophy of side - stepping . I am 

interested in both, but it is more about 

when you choose the one and when 

you choose the other . If it is the first text 

ever written about the body of work of, 

let ’s say, an emerging artist, maybe it 

makes more sense to try and state a few 

things . But if it is the 29th text written 

in relation to the body of work, perhaps 

side - stepping is more productive . 

Jan Verwoert : So there are more 

variations of performing that task than 

just the two that that are polemically 

juxtaposed . Maybe we could come back 

to what you suggested, to this idea 

of how positive creation of potentiality 

might be different from this notion of 

evacuating . 
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Intermezzo

Marti Peran

Experience Surplus and Ways to Make Treasures
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There is no way to build one ’s biography . 

In a periodic and imperative way the wish 

or the need to start again imposes itself . 

This time, yes, from the beginning, anew 

and from scratch . But there is no way 

to build one ’s biography with a slight 

glimpse of continuity . Start all over 

again . This time yes, until the next one . 

We are witnessing a collective childish-

ness that to some turns out excessively 

restless, others brand it as the simple 

consequence of the consumerism logic 

that forces a permanent ( self ) renova-

tion, while the mainstream, busy as they 

are in starting again, don ’t lose their 

time in formulating any diagnostic about 

it . Once and again ; start over again . 

If we were to translate in a graphic 

way this crazy dynamic we should decide 

( again ) for the spiral . Every essay on 

a definitive way of life ends up loop-

ing around itself : what was planed as a 

straight line  –  the traditional arrow with 

written fate  –  trips on its own material-

ity, detours and rebounds around itself 

until it exhausts its space and dies by 

inaction and starvation . Nothing new can 

be done within this succinct journey and 

nothing feeds the stimulus to remain in it . 

Start over again . There is no way to build 

one ’s biography ; and whoever is suspect of 

maybe having it is condemned to the sha-

dow of conservatism . It might seem as if 

dreaming had become a reactionary gesture . 

The result of living by drawing spirals is 

an experience without history and a life 

with no project . This is how it takes 

place the absolute triumph of the pres-

ent . In view of the absence of a pos-

sible big horizon a risky bet is imposed 

on the multiplication of small presents . 

Somebody would call it an intense life, 

where time is reduced to the condition 

of available recipient to be filled at full 

speed . There is no time to loose . Even at 

risk of not weathering out the intrinsic 

amorality of this reality . Carpe diem . If 

the sense of our lives cannot reside in 

the dream of a tomorrow, let it then be 

produced in the very interior of the lived 

nonsense . Of course that it carries the 

racing hedonism of the daily, inside of 

which everything close, festive, pleasur-

able or apparently apparent and frivolous 

is converted in the main raw material for 

the de - historisation of the experience . 

Never the minuscule had so much value 

despite its incapacity to contain it for 

too long . It does not matter . That is our 

task, to build moments of intensity within 

the voluptuous spleen of every new day .

A false prejudice supposes that this 

scenario ruins what ’s social, privileged 

of a solipsist individual ; but this is 

inexact . The explosion of experiences, 

dense, occasional and measured by small 

events, it ’s converted in the most common 

means to rehearse ways of being - together 

to the extreme that, this same management 

of immediate pleasures, is today fundamen-

tal to a correct comprehension of social 

life . It happens, to put it in words, that 

today what ’s communal is more tactile and 
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less rational, more performing and less 

codified beforehand, but equally efficient 

as a production mechanism of wishes and 

gratifications . The fissure provoked by the 

absence of biography and the explosion of 

presents is not then the decline of collec-

tive life . On the contrary, the hyperactiv-

ity in real time mandated by the disap-

pearance of an established destiny produces 

the constant multiplication of new ways 

of sociability . Sometimes so novel that it 

escapes the government nets . Sometimes . 

The fracture that hovers over the apotheo-

sical display of small experiences is of 

another nature : the easiness with which 

the diversity of experiences of full but 

brief intensity flows into a sensation 

of a deficitary surplus of present . The 

proliferation of built situations consti-

tutes the base of the surplus, but their 

own structural volatility generates a 

conscience of deficit in regards to what 

we could consider valuable . A substantial 

volume of experience in the present, but 

nourished but its own incapacity to guide 

even to the most immediate future . In the 

best case, the only pedagogy contained in 

this fleeting experience, consists in the 

deduction of a technique that facilitates 

other experiences mannered and too alike 

to the original . The pedagogy for the cow-

ardly repair of the biography disappear-

ance through a simple routines scenario .

The oxymoron  –  the deficitary surplus  

–  is supported . The dialectic synthesis of 

modernity was revealed as too narrow to 

realize the complex plot that today ( un )

organizes our lives . History adequately 

prepared us to the end of our stories ; 

like so we are ready to endure in an open 

way the supposed contradiction . Aren ’t we, 

for example, ecologic consumers ? . The only 

necessary thing to make bearable the un-

bearable lightness of the deficitary sur-

plus of the present, is the constant devise 

of small memory tactics, of small processes 

able to distill from the present a remnant 

of worth, susceptible to convert itself 

in the representation of our recent past 

and, at the same time, in a small patrimony 

for us to enter in the immediate future . 

It is not about recognizing a categorical 

value but to preserve a simple remnant 

that bestows the present, at least, with 

the opportunity of the recollection and 

the stimulus of the dream . The way to 

confront and optimize the situation con-

sists then in making out of the experience 

surplus the materiality of a treasure ; a 

treasure that would have as purpose re-

store the time further on from the pure 

present . Is the same conspicuousness of a 

life installed in the absolute present that 

generates a vast quantity of waste that, in 

the end, reveals itself as the true sub-

stance of life . The imposed task is then 

to understand life transforming its own 

expiration into a jewel . The traditional 

logic has to be inverted ; there is no point 

in raising depositary museums of the valu-

able in opposition to the substantial, but 

to treasure deficitary experience remnants 

as the only possible representation of the 

same absence of project . In that process 
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of chronic childishness, which installs 

us in a permanent condition previous to 

progress towards a destiny, we are all 

like hyperactive children that fill their 

pockets treasuring remnants and crumbs of 

their games and actions . Pockets filled 

with small treasures that adults would 

consider mere garbage . Treasures of a 

small collection, heterogeneous, composed 

of the sum of diverse fragments that, 

barely, can constitute themselves in a 

legible group and, even less, durable ; 

but treasures that materialize the same 

process through which our lives self - or-

ganize over stretches of consummated time . 

This could be the new function of art and 

its renovated way to confuse itself with 

life : to compile remnants of experience 

for the museum of the expired treasures . 
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Day 5: October 11 , 2008

Lunch Session ( 12am - 2pm )

Location : Beursschouwburg , Brussels

Speakers ( in order of appearance ) : Els Roelandt, Monica Narula, Jeebesh Bagchi, 

Anton Vidokle, Monika Szewczyk, Jan Verwoert, Maria Lind, Anders 

Kreuger, Nico Dockx, Louwrien Wijers, Maxwell Stevens





Els Roelandt : Let ’s hear from Monica 

and Jeebesh about their thoughts on the 

project at hand and the process that we 

are going through here . 

Monica Narula : Thank you . As you 

all know, there are actually three of us 

in Raqs . Unfortunately, Shuddhabrata 

Sengupta is not able to be here due 

to personal reasons . The reflections 

we share now, which emerge from the 

contexts of Raqs ’ practice, anticipate 

and predate the conversations we are 

having here . I would like to mention 

some things that emerged from our 

practice and thought, especially de-

veloping strands in the conversations 

that we have been having with Nico, and 

in response to the practices of Rirkrit 

and Anton . Then Jeebesh can probably 

amplify further on what I have said .

Basically, we began thinking about the 

idea of the invitation, an invitation that 

is extended in a certain spirit, in this 

case to create an event in process  –  a 

process event where a series of acts are 

supposed to happen within the frame 

of the days of the event . The invitation 

leads to a series of conversational acts 

and other micro - events . At some point, 

there is a closure of the event and a 

dispersal of the event . Everyone returns 

to the different points they came from . 

So what we have is a kind of ‘ event - 

process ’ as such . It is what we are all 

part of and what we all make, but what 

is really interesting is not so much ( or 

as much ) what happens here with the 

closure of this thing ( this event ) as the 

dispersal that follows and everything 

that accrues to and from that dispersal . 

What is this notion of the dispersal 

that comes from something that is 

premised on the fact of its own ending ? 

On the other hand, there are certain 

situations, certain institutions for 

example, where Raqs ’ work, where 

our practice consists fundamentally in 

sustaining things over time . You keep 

building on that . The point is to keep 

building on things, to keep making sure 

that things are sustained over a long 

period of time . Situations, congrega-

tions, gatherings like this one, however, 

are premised on the anticipation of 

closure . That is why we keep thinking 

of what happens as dispersal from 

that closure . We were thinking about 

Anton ’s Unitednationsplaza, about the 

fact, for example, that at the end of it, 

there was a sale of all the objects . 

The sale was the act of all the material 

that had been part of the event . What 

is interesting is how that material 

disperses, both the ‘ objectness ’ of it 

and the ideas that come out of it . It is 

this afterlife, which is not necessarily 

even part of ‘ what comes out of the 

event ’, that is interesting . Because 

when something like this disperses, 

it is very difficult to claim an authority 

on the ‘ retelling ’ of the proceedings . 

That is what creates an interesting 

context . In these conversations, in this 

situation, we have had, for example, 

the film, which is running behind us . 

It is silent, without sound, without 

words . We also have about 15 hours 

of transcripts from both the kitchen 

and the actual conversations . 

Which of these has the authority of 

retelling the event ? Is it even possible 

to think about it in that sense ? Each 

of them is a parallel line, a parallel 

rendering of the event . If there is 

anything, it is in fact between these 

things ( the voices, presences ) . It is up 

to us to make a construction from these 

things, so that the idea of a gatheing 

even makes sense . It is in these inter-

stices that we have to join together .

This connects in a way to a certain set 

of ideas that Raqs has been thinking 

about, provoked by an invitation from 

Anton for the journal that E - Flux is 

publishing . Our response took the 

form of a set of considerations on the 

questions of legibility, or more correctly, 

illegibility . I think an event like this, 

for example, at a macro - level, is an 

illegible event . It sets out something 

in bits and starts . Sometimes it is 

interesting . Sometimes people get 

bored . Sometimes there is something 

happening in the corner, and no one 

can actually quite say what this thing is . 

There is a kind of agenda, but it is also 

not really like that : there is a sense of 

a macro - illegibility . There are multiple 

micro - legibilities that happen within it . 
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Again, it is this tension between what 

makes sense and what does not . 

I think we should talk a little about some 

of the ideas that you, Jeebesh, have had 

regarding Jane Kaplan ’s work . Is some-

thing meant to stay the same, or remain 

equally legible the entire time, from the 

starting point to the point of its closure ?

 

Jeebesh Bagchi : It is a story that Jane 

Kaplan, who is a historian of Modern 

European Culture at the St . Anthony ’s 

College at Oxford University, invokes in 

her work on the history of technologies 

of identity and identification . She was 

studying children ’s handwriting, 

because she had been studying the 

idea of literacy and handwriting in the 

19th century . She said that children 

usually learned to write their names very 

well . From the 19th century onwards, 

there has been the idea that you are 

born with a name that you will carry 

all your life . This became a very stable 

thing, which had previously not been 

the case . Prior to that, people would 

change their names according to their 

whims and fancies . Kaplan points out 

that while the nomenclature itself stabi-

lizes, one area that still remains tense is 

the signature . When the name stabilizes 

in history, the signature is where the 

defacement of the name happens . There 

is a whole development that occurs 

in terms of children ’s signatures . The 

thing they do after they have learned to 

write their name is deface it in imitation 

of adult signatures  –  striking out what 

they have written and making it illegible . 

There is this thing of it being illegible to 

oneself, to keep it unknown or to keep it 

moving . Because of this story, we have 

been working on this idea for some time 

now . It would be interesting to think 

this story into artistic practice, because 

of reticence, the performance of the 

marginal, the occasionally moving away .

What I have been very surprised by 

in this event is the calmness of the 

three actors, as if it is all just fine and 

everything is going very well, while 

around them is a general anxiety of 

‘ nothing coming out ’ . I was wondering 

what exactly this is  –  that general 

anxiety about whether it is produc-

tive, whether something was coming 

out of it, and the calm, the hanging 

around, smoking, relaxed attitude of 

the three artists, who are supposed 

to have produced the event  -  this 

general ‘ being at ease ’ with the un-

productive art, which is a gathering, 

yet having a sense that what is being 

produced is unique in its own terms . 

Anton Vidokle : Just to clarify, that 

was not exactly the situation here . 

The idea was basically that by now, 

the journal was supposed to have 

been in print . Maybe this idea of 

non - productivity is not really part of the 

project . The situation here is completely 

different than it was for those of you 

who were there in New York .

Monika Szewczyk : What you said 

about how relaxed Rirkrit, Anton and 

Nico seemed in light of the question of 

what exactly we are doing is interesting . 

When we were first starting to organize 

this, we really did not know what we 

were doing . The idea was that we would 

produce a journal differently, but we 

did not really know how differently or 

what that ‘ differently ’ would mean . We 

met on a number of occasions before 

the New York Conversations to discuss 

what would happen . Our reading was 

that the three artists with whom we 

were working did not really want to 

define it ahead of time . That made us, 

or at least it made me, relaxed, in the 

sense of letting things happen and 

seeing what we could improvise on the 

spot . I thought that rather strange idea 

of a conversation has been one of the 

most  –  I don ’t want to use the word 

‘ productive ’ because I quite like how 
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you talk about it being unproductive  –  

has been something in the background 

that is probably the greatest potential of 

all of this . What we learn, though, is that 

we are actually really not used to im-

provising as an artistic community, etc . 

Usually, when we bring people together, 

it is a very well - scripted panel . They 

have very sound and insightful ques-

tions, which are equally insightfully 

answered . Gilles Deleuze talks about 

the idea that conversation is impossible, 

because in our society, we are so used 

to the conversation as a binary ‘ call and 

response ’ . He questions what a con-

versation is actually for . It is definitely 

not to reiterate these kinds of binary 

terms and, in a sense, for whatever 

reason, that has been suspended in 

this process . I think that this is a rather 

interesting thing to keep up, rather 

than resolving what it is . The fact that 

the journal has not actually come out 

yet is interesting, as this also implies 

the idea of what you do not speak 

about in a conversation . There have 

obviously been differences of opinion 

amongst the artists about what we 

should reproduce . That is why the 

journal has not yet been produced . 

Els Roelandt : There are various rea-

sons why the magazine is not finished 

yet . But that is not so much the point 

here, as it is going to be printed and 

published early next year . Most of all, 

we wanted to take the time to work on 

the transcriptions of the conversations 

that took place in New York . It took 

us far longer than we expected to get 

it all transcribed . We also had other 

‘ speakers ’ coming in for the Brussels 

conversations and thought it would 

be a good idea to postpone printing 

the magazine in order to include the 

transcripts of what is happening here, 

with the content that we already have . 

After yesterday ’s conversation, I am 

convinced that this was a good idea . 

It has been my feeling all along that 

all involved in this project have been 

thinking about the magazine as a real 

institution with lots of staff, money and 

organization behind it . This is not the 

case, A Prior Magazine is a very small 

and independent organization, which is 

not so much occupied with giving insti-

tutional resistance, but freely realizes 

small - scale, authentic projects in close 

collaboration with artists . That is also 

its strength, or weakness if you prefer .

Jan Verwoert : Through our reflections 

on procedures, we arrived at some 

thoughts, including something that 

Maria referred to yesterday as a ‘ third 

term ’ . In the course of the discussions, 

a subject materialized . In New York, 

that was a certain ethic of the terms 

of engagement . Another thing that 

emerged was a problem of two philoso-

phies of how to stage what might be a 

provocatively open situation . I guess 

that we then continued talking about the 

question of whether that has to do with 

a certain relativizing of authorship, or 

a different interpretation of authorship . 

We continued talking about that yester-

day, and today, I think these questions 

are being raised by Raqs . Monica and 

Jeebesh, you were speaking about the 

moment of defacement in the moment 

of presentation . This also relates to 

the question of authorship . How can 

you present thoughts that embody it 

without fully giving yourself ? This has 

interesting implications . What Monica 

was opening up is yet another question 

of the limitations of a ‘ threshold issue ’ 

that we talked about yesterday . You 

were talking not about circulation, but 

about dispersal and retailing, so you 

are replacing the idea of the audience 

with the way in which information is 

being circulated . I think we have two 

new ‘ third terms ’ here . One is an idea 

of embodiment . The other is the idea of 

relating to the audience, not in terms of 

circulation, but in terms of dispersal and 

retailing . I think that accepting them as 

‘ third terms ’ in this discussion might be 

worth discussing . I don ’t know where to 

start, but I would be very interested in 

hearing about this idea of embodiment . 

Jeebesh Bagchi : Let ’s take a bit of a 

side road . In most of our conversations 

about the texture of intellectual life, we 

can see an oscillation between two 

zones . One is the ‘ summer ’, the Eternal 

Summer, from people like Thomas 

Friedman, etc . And there is the Eternal 

Winter, which most of critical theory 



has become, on which to meditate and 

reflect . We are in autumn now, which 

was talked about at the New York event . 

For me, in talking about effacement, 

in the realm of our current situation, it 

is about anticipation, anticipation of 

the winter . It is very difficult to own 

it, because there are a lot of falling 

leaves and you are walking over them . 

Yet by itself, it is very difficult to bring 

into thought, because the winter that 

we know  –  the 20th century was full of 

winters  –  and the summer, which is this 

present, the contemporary euphoric 

machine that we are all part of, is now 

collapsing . This gathering, and the pos-

sibility of dispersal, which Monica was 

talking about, are basically about this 

idea of anticipation . They are anticipa-

tion in the sense that … To remind you 

all, yesterday, a man conjured up the 

idea of the family dinner, and we all were 

wondering why he would bring up a 

family dinner in a place full of strangers . 

I think this detour, to a different way of 

entering oneself without embarrass-

ment, is the other side of this event . 

Someone is defacing himself, allowing 

himself to open up in public in the same 

way as at the family dinner, which today 

is considered a nostalgic poetic desire 

in itself . That is coming out from a very 

interesting root . It would be interesting 

to think through this possibility .

Jan Verwoert : What you are saying 

is that effacement could be a way of 

entering yourself from a different angle . 

Would that relate to what Maria said 

yesterday, about side - stepping, that you 

are publicly side - stepping in order to 

be able to embody yourself differently ? 

Jeebesh Bagchi : That is one of 

the tentative formulations I have for it  

–  it is very tentative, so please don ’t 

jump at me .

Maria Lind : We weren ’t talking 

against you . 

( Laughter ) 

Jeebesh Bagchi : We have this idea of 

the avant - garde, or vanguard, although 

it may by now have become a boring 

concept . There is the technological 

avant - garde, an economic avant - garde, 

vanguards that together have become 

not so cool, but I think these practices 

are tentatively organized as rearguard 

actions . They start to build, in a sense, 

in order to produce the possibility of 

detouring, another way of retelling the 

self, entering the self and knowing 

that this detouring does not produce 

great utopian, emancipating results . 

That is why Raqs ’ practice is often very 

narrative and classic . We do a year - long 

work with an archival or other institution, 

which will then start to take things 

further . That is how things go . These 

archives are completely dispersed . It is 

a kind of sale, and it is a banal, mocking 

idea of the sale . Mocking that part of the 

dispersal is, I think, the most interesting 

part of this rearguard thing, which in a 

way, does not itself want to be con-

tinued, but which produces different 

detours by which we can enter this . 

Jan Verwoert : So what does this 

dispersal say about the notion of 

the public ? 

Monica Narula : Before I get into 

talking about what dispersal means for 

the public, I also want to put in another 

level . This is the idea of temporary 

displacement . It is not just this idea of 

detouring . It is also about how things 

are sustained, the idea of experiencing 

time and inhabiting time, as well as how 

far one sees, because of the notion 

of things coming to an end . In this 

process, we are not engaged in the 

usual formulation of time . For example 

with this thing here, it is social time, not 

productive time  –  different words have 

been used here . The point is that it is 

not time as ‘ some time that is meant 

to be useful ’ ( in terms of the general 

understanding of utility and the tem-

poral ) . Time as it is experienced here 

is in a different register than perhaps 

might have been intended . That temper 

of displacement between intention and 

consequence is what is interesting 

about an experience like this . I think it is 

also part of the practice, of what I un-

derstand of the practice of someone like 

Nico, where you shift the register of how 

things are meant to be experienced . 

We can also call that detouring . That 
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may lead one to come upon different 

ways of looking at yourself entirely . 

Jeebesh Bagchi : Let me tell another 

story, about the idea of the public in 

the 20th century . There are words 

such as ‘ mass ’ and ‘ popular ’, mass 

as psycho - anxiety, which is classic 

German philosophy . Then there is 

the British term, the ‘ public ’, a very 

Anglo - Saxon word that became very 

popular . Then there is the ‘ popular ’, a 

kind of rearguard action against this 

juncture of the mass and the public, 

which is the classical cultural studies 

approach . What is left behind are other 

ideas of public, of the ‘ crowd ’ . The 

crowd emerges from fear : 19th - century 

historians used the word ‘ mob ’ . It is a 

very creative word . In Kristin Ross ’s 

writings on the Paris Commune and 

public and private life in Paris at that 

time, homes became the passages 

where the people will move through . 

They are no longer only the site of 

domestic habitation, but the site of 

movement . Public places were barri-

caded and became spaces of gathering . 

When we come to this time, the idea 

of the public seems to be enmeshed in 

an untold story line . Sometimes it is a 

mass, and sometimes it is the public, 

which is the classic formulation . If you 

tell the public to start retelling the event, 

it will open up the event in unexpected 

ways . I think that most times, our ideas 

of representation are that you are meant 

create your own network of knowledge 

producers and audiences around 

you . You do not actually, purely, buy 

an abstraction of the public, although 

there is an abstraction of the stranger, 

which was there in New York . An 

abstraction of the stranger has the 

idea of ‘ the places I do not know ’, that 

I do not think will ever come along my 

road . I think if we engage with this idea 

of the stranger, as well as this very 

embodied public that we invoke each 

time we are working, this may together 

allow us some interesting directions . 

Monika Szewszyck : How does 

that differ from the classical notion 

of the public sphere, which people 

like Habermas talked about, as ‘ the 

coffee house ’, the conversation in 

the coffee house ? Could you clarify 

how you would imagine that ? 

Monica Narula : I think that is why 

we take the idea of the dispersal as a 

starting point and not necessarily as 

a definitional core of the idea of the 

event itself . The idea of the coffeehouse 

is that it is a moment of a ‘ hallowed 

region ’ . This is the important point, 

when we are all drinking the coffee 

and having the conversation, that we 

also happen to be women, although 

that is almost incidental to the event .

But when we are talking about the 

idea of the dispersal it is that, in its 

non - authoritative retelling and ( here it 

could also be an interesting comeback 

to yesterday ’s discussion on whether 

it is women or non - Europeans, we can 

talk about the different centers, such 

categories get broken in retelling ) you 

no longer have a master narrative, you 

have multiple narratives . Now, in that 

process of dispersal and retelling, the 

idea of the public cannot really be seen 

as a singular concept . It is only to be 

broken upon . It has transformed . Each 

time someone retells something, there 

could be just that one little thing, like the 

tension between them and  … say, tofu 

–  as true as anything else, because that 

is what the soup was built on ! That dis-

persal and retelling may or may not be 

different, and that is what we are inter-

ested in, as much as in a particular way 

of looking at a certain kind of practice . 

Whenever and wherever you create 

a generated context of making things 

happen to make things happen, the 

audience, or the public, or whatever 

you want to call them, is always one 

( audience ) that is invoked around the 

event, in and of itself . But it is what 

happens afterwards that is important 

and what becomes interesting to us . 

Jan Verwoert : We are already propos-

ing answers or strategies to deal with a 

certain problem . It may be worthwhile to 

briefly recapitulate what that problem is . 

For instance, why are we moving to the 

rearguard, proposing what you suggest 

as pragmatic strategies of retailing and 

dispersal and meeting with strangers ? 

313



The feeling that I get, and the reason 

why I am looking to these strategies and 

alternatives, is because of the situation 

vis - à - vis the public that you get pushed 

into as a cultural producer . In exact 

analytical or Lacanian terms, it is the 

idea of the subject who is ‘ supposed to 

know ’, an impossible position that you 

should know and the other should want, 

that as a curator, writer or artist, you 

should tell the public what they should 

want from you . That is of course impos-

sible, because they can always turn 

you down . For example, in a Chinese 

restaurant, the guest tells the waiter, 

‘ You should know what I desire because 

I can ’t read the menu, ’ and whatever 

the waiter brings will be wrong . So, 

vis - à - vis the public, we seem to be 

stuck in the position of the subject who 

is supposed to know, supposed to bring 

in the audience and provide that audi-

ence with figures or give people what 

they want from their/our understanding 

of art . Then you try to break it down, 

towards more pragmatic concepts of 

dispersal and retailing . Is that not in 

light of, or against the backdrop of a 

demand that still exists socially, that 

intellectuals should occupy that position 

of the subject who is supposed to know 

and, that in fighting that demand, you 

move to the rearguard ? Is that a proper 

way of describing it ? I might also pass 

this question over to Maria . You have 

been talking about notions of opacity 

in the past as an attempt to fight the 

demand that the curator should provide .

Anders Kreuger : Jan, could we also tie 

that in with the issue of legibility versus 

illegibility, which Monica and Jeebesh 

brought up ?

Jan Verwoert : So that the subject who 

is supposed to know of course has to 

be legible . 

Anders Kreuger : Exactly, and they 

are probably not performing that role 

right now . 

Maria Lind : Let me backtrack a bit . 

Maybe I will be ranting a little, but 

please bear with me : I will get some-

where in the end . Starting with what 

Monika Szewczyk said, that we are 

used to all these structured events in 

the art world, that is true, but it is also 

not true . A number of events have been 

held over the last few years where we 

have had an exact mix between a certain 

preset choreography and improvisation . 

I am thinking of one concrete example, 

which took place in 2004 at the 

Kunstverein in Munich, while I was 

director there . The curatorial team and 

I did a retrospective project with Rirkrit, 

which in fact was the second part of a 

number of retrospective projects that 

he did . The first one was in the Chiang 

Mai Museum, where he collaborated 

with curator Gridthiya Gaweewong, and 

where his work was remade, so there 

were replicas of his work on view in the 

museum . What we did in Munich was 

based on conversations with him . We 

decided to do a workshop with, on the 

one hand, curators, critics and others 

who had engaged with his work over the 

last ten years, and on the other hand, 

former students of his . So a group of 

around fifteen to twenty people came 

to the Kunstverein . They knew they 

would be spending a week . We had the 

whole space of the Kunstverein, which 

was empty at the time . We had met 
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a few months beforehand to think 

about what we wanted to do and how 

we could begin to conceptualize a 

retrospective of Rirkrit ’s work – thinking 

about the nature of the work, the e-

phemeral things we all know about it . 

We decided that we were going to 

reconstruct one of his works, just 

one, the untitled work ( Angst Essen 

Seele Auf ) after the Fassbinder film . 

We all remember it, the one with the 

middle - aged cleaning woman who es-

capes from the rain into a bar and meets 

a Moroccan guest worker and they 

fall in love  –  one of the most beautiful 

love stories in the history of film . The 

work is an actual bar . It was first made 

in 1994, at the Cologne art fair, as an 

‘ off - project ’, at a time when artists did 

not have the money to do what the deal-

ers and the collectors were doing . So 

they could not join those parties . It was 

too expensive . Instead, in a storefront 

in Cologne, Rirkrit built a bar, showed 

the Fassbinder film on a monitor, had 

a jukebox with Arabic music and the 

fridge was full of the drinks that the man 

and woman in the film drink when they 

meet ( mainly beer and Coke ) . So we 

had this as a sort of backdrop . We had 

our task, and so we began . The rest of 

the week was spent talking about his 

work in relation to Fassbinder, which 

was something that was not planned . 

In a kind of ‘ emergency action ’, we 

called in an academic who specializes 

in Fassbinder and watched some films, 

etc . What happened was that there was 

a lot of uneasiness, anxiety with regards 

to the outcome, questioning of what we 

would do . To a large degree, apart from 

certain structured elements, things were 

left to the participants . What was really 

interesting in terms of the students 

was that almost all of them ended up 

making their own work . They went off 

on their own journeys into their own 

worlds and started to produce work on 

site . The first day of the week was an 

open house day, which meant that the 

public had access for one day . They 

could see the bar and they could meet 

Rirkrit . They could also see a number 

of new projects or at least beginnings 

of projects . For me, this became a 

very beautiful image of Rirkrit ’s work . 

It is not the obvious, the material 

thing . It is what happens afterwards, 

literally in this case, the students 

moving on into their own practice . 

This brings me to the ‘ temporal ’ that 

you spoke about, the fall, something 

that comes after a peak . That makes 

me think that maybe it is not a metaphor 

of the year, but more a metaphor of the 

day . In that case, it is ‘ dusk ’ that we 

would be talking about, which brings 

me to what you said in terms of the 

public sphere and the difference with 

Habermas ’ notion of public sphere . 

There are many differences, one being 

that it is to some degree the same group 

of people, or a number of groups with 

a certain number of overlaps, that meet 

in different places . We do not go to the 

same cafe, but we end up meeting in 

different places, where in fact, those 

very safe parameters  –  be it the time 

of the year or time of the day  –  are 

constantly disrupted . So I would say 

we are dealing with a situation with 

far more destabilized conditions . And 

what does that lead to ? I don ’t know . 

Anders Kreuger : Maria, I have

a follow - up question . The result

–  whether you would call it a result 

or not  –  the outcome of the project 

in Munich, which you just described : 

would you qualify it as legible or 

illegible ? 

Maria Lind : Both . And I think that is 

the point, that certain things are legible 

and others are not legible . Certain 

things are apparent when you enter a 

space, such as, ‘ here is a work from 

1994 ’, which is remade, and some 
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people even recognized it . Other parts 

are not so apparent . As for the notion 

of legibility and illegibility, yes, I tend to 

think about opacity, or even separatism, 

not in an essentialist sense of separat-

ism or essentialism, but in a strategic 

sense, a strategic sidestepping .

Anders Kreuger : Of what ? 

Maria Lind : Of legibility .

Anders Kreuger : Of the idea of show-

ing something legible to the public ? You 

could interpret it both ways .

Maria Lind : Well in that case, it was 

a side step away from the idea of what 

a retrospective should be, obviously . 

But it still provided something that you 

could grasp, something very concrete .

Monika Szewszyck : Tying this issue 

of legibility and illegibility in with what 

you just described is really wonderful for 

me . As someone who came late to what 

I thought was the relational aesthetic, I 

had always been wondering what really 

started it . I was living in Vancouver at 

the time, and the issue really did not 

enter into the conversation there . 

Relational aesthetics were something 

that was happening very far away . 

When we started doing this issue of the 

magazine, I thought it is interesting that 

we were kind of re - appraising relational 

aesthetics, and I kept that term in the 

back of my mind . It has, however, not 

once come up in the conversations . 

Since I have been thinking about it, it 

seems that the entire project  –  with 

most of the artists under that umbrella  –  

has been to kind of reformulate the vo-

cabulary, take it away from this term and 

continue thinking about other names 

for it, something along those lines . 

Maria Lind : I have to quote Rirkrit 

from the retrospective in Munich, 

where he was asked a similar question, 

‘ What about relational aesthetics ? ’, 

and he said, ‘ I use the word ‘ relational ’ 

and I also use the word ‘ aesthetics ’, 

but never together . ’

Maxwell Stevens : My name is 

Maxwell, although on this occasion I 

wonder if I should call myself K . There 

is a surreal element here right now . 

As I am familiar with a few people, I 
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am offering myself up as a case study 

right now . I do feel a bit like K in the 

Franz Kafka novel, The Trial . I can see 

a certain anonymous position of trying 

to navigate what it is that is being called 

out for me, in a similar manner to how 

K travels through everything . There is 

this sense of it being legible, or this 

desire for a kind of legibility, but it is 

only being called out toward you . It is 

maybe proposing the inverse of what 

Jan described as the Lacanian, that 

my subject is being manipulated by 

listening to this process of finding the 

form . I do not like the idea of adding 

another metaphor to the situation, but 

I am in this funny position of watching 

myself become more comfortable 

because I am now starting to hear some 

of the discourse and have learned how 

to subjectivize myself in relation to it . So 

I am developing a slight level of comfort, 

but, as the alien who first sat down at 

the table, you are in this process of look-

ing for the one that I might align myself 

to . Is that legible enough ?

( Laughter )

Jan Verwoert : Does that actually imply 

that we have a couple of subjects here 

who are supposed to know or reject 

that demand and push it back into 

K ? So that it is up to you to know ?

Maxwell Stevens : Right, exactly . 

Jan Verwoert : There was one thing 

that I wanted to add, because we 

talked about temporal postponement, 

the retailing, or the autumn, instead 

of delivering a product . I feel that 

it is strange that people often use 

the word ‘ deliver ’ recently : deliver a 

show, de-liver somebody . Instead of 

delivering, you retail and you disperse . 

It seems that what we are talking about 

here is also the question of value, 

because that is the moment when the 

value would usually be skimmed off 

valuation, where value is generated, 

where people evaluate what the thing 

was about . We will all look back in a 

year and ask, was it performed well ? 

Was it good ? So I guess the idea of 

scaling down the rhetoric is a redemp-

tion, to use value in the way value is pro-

duced in society . I remember Charles 

Essche quoting  –  I think  –  Bataille, with 

the sentence, ‘ It all depends on how the 

excess is squandered . ’ In capitalism, 

the excess is squandered, or in a way, 

capitalized on . Capital is generated 

in a particular way . So, talking about 

the postponement and moving to the 

autumn and dealing with the autumn 

differently is ultimately generating 

value differently, or even rejecting the 

notion that certain values should be 
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produced . That is one thing . Yet if we 

now move from the back to the front … 

It seems someone has to start . At the 

moment, we are talking about how the 

excess should be squandered once 

something is there, but I think that one 

thing we also talked about in New York 

is that part of contemporary alienation is 

the feeling that we are only just reacting, 

that we are only just responding . Every 

day, you open your inbox and play the 

e - mail back into the other field, so there 

is a feeling of disempowerment . This 

is caused by the feeling that there are 

certain formats that need to be filled 

and we are just responding to these 

demands . So then I ask myself, ‘ OK, 

do you have one strategy to respond 

differently and deal with the ending 

differently ? ’ Still, someone has to 

start, to kick it off, if we do not want to 

end up in a position where we are just 

reacting . How do you start differently ? 

Maybe I should play this back to Nico 

and Sis, together with the question of 

improvisation, because improvisation 

does not have to happen in an empty 

space . Someone has to start, to play 

the first tune, or the first riff, the first 

motif, for something to happen . What 

is your philosophy of beginning ?

Nico Dockx : How you start an 

improvisation ? I think it starts with the 

invitation, inviting a few people to come 

together and start . Sometimes, of 

course, there is specificity as to why 

you choose to invite those people, be-

cause you want to combine the energies 

that these people have . You are not so 

much working or thinking about what 

can come out . It is much more a kind 

of trust . Sis spoke yesterday about my 

invitation to him to come to Vilnius, but 

I could perhaps talk a little about the 

invitation that Raqs Media gave to me 

to participate in Manifesta 7 in Bolzano . 

As far as I understood, it was based 

on a personal relationship . That starts 

maybe with e - mail correspondence 

and reading each other ’s work, follow-

ing each other ’s work, with having trust 

and building a relationship, and then 

giving this invitation, which is perhaps 

very vague in the beginning . When 

you get the invitation, it is quite open . 

Then you can start to respond to it : 

what can we do together ? You get 

an idea . You start to reply and slowly 

something starts to grow . For me, it 

was also my first time as an artist to 

work with a curator in a very different 

way . I had lots of thoughts afterwards, 

because it was very relaxed, with no 

demands . There was just the invitation 

and you communicate about it . Slowly 

you develop a project . In this case, 

the project changed a lot . At a certain 

point, they were maybe expecting a 

film . Then, suddenly it was something 

else . It is very hard to explain . I talked 

a little about it with Jeebesh yesterday 

evening, after the conversation . It 

was a very beautiful experience, but 

I can not really explain it very well . 

Jeebesh Bagchi :  It was good . 

Nico Dockx : I think, maybe … It is 

not that I have an expectation of the 

New York Conversations . I was just 

curious to see what happens if you 

bring a few writers together . Some of 

you I only know through reading texts . 

I do not know you  –  Jan  –  very well 

personally . Anton, Rirkrit and I have 

different points of view . Together, we 

decided to invite these people, we 

also trusted one another to make 

choices, in bringing this group of people 

together . Then I was curious how we 

could think of the textual end product, 

which was the invitation we had from 

A Prior  –  to make this magazine . For 

me, it is not so different than going on 

stage with a few musicians without 

not knowing each other, trying to play 

a composition . But it seemed that it 

was much more difficult in New York, 

where we had these conflicts . I think 

that in music, it is perhaps easier .

Sis Matthé : I can only agree with Nico, 

and maybe add one thing that is really 

important and interesting with regards 

to starting something . The invitation is 

always crucial . If I invite a guitar player 

who is technically skilled in all scales, I 

could put him in whatever constellation 

of musicians and he can easily join 

in, because of this technical skill . To 

compare that to the invitation to a writer : 

I think that for writers, art critics and 

the people who are here and were at 
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the table in New York, self - reflexivity is 

more important . Writing about things 

is different than playing music . 

Monika Szewszyck : It has been 

interesting . Since New York, I gathered 

up as much as I could and started 

reading about music and improvisa-

tion, as that was my analogy when 

we began . However, I am starting 

to realize as we are talking that it is 

really a time issue . Music happens in 

a distinct time from a publication, 

which has a very different temporality . 

A conversation is also a very different 

temporality . The conversation is 

much closer to music in a way, but … 

Jan Verwoert : Can I add one thing ? 

Speaking about time, there are simi-

larities, but also obvious differences . 

In music, people can play at the same 

time . In conversation, you would as-

sume that does not work, although 

during informal conversation, it 

happens . There is simultaneity, 

people talking at the same time … 

Sis Matthé : Yes, but in music it is 

also a question of call and response . 

So the analogy is pretty accurate … 

You can kind of keep it up . It is 

different, of course . 

Jan Verwoert : Unlike music, in 

conversation, people cannot talk at 

the same time and still say something 

together . When we talk about time 

synching, or synchronization, it is also 

a musical question whether you want 

to be in sync, or whether you want to 

create something that is more of a 

fluxus idea, asynchronous music . I 

think that when you rely on synching, 

someone has to lay down the groove 

or provide the beat, or a texture . That 

is not necessarily soloing your heart 

out, but laying down the groove . 

Then the question would be whether 

that is even desirable . Should you 

start by laying down the groove, or 

are there other ways to start ?

Maria Lind : I would like to invoke 

Althusser . Speaking for myself, I think 

that an invitation, as an invitation, 

is less interesting than an invitation 

with an interpellation in it, meaning 

that there would be a more directed 

request as part of the open invitation . 

Sis Matthé : It is always an interpel-

lation, in a way . 

Maria Lind : Yes, I would like to 

underline that a bit more, to make it 

more interesting for myself . I would also 

like to move and think about the public . 

You began talking about the develop-

ment and you mentioned Habermas 

etc . When I think about Anton ’s work, 

what Anton is doing is obviously an 

artistic practice, whether it is e - flux or 

Unitednationsplaza or Night School . 

What does it mean to set out situations 

where what you are describing is 

taking place ? What are the effects ? 

What is the significance, etc . ? 

Jan Verwoert : Is this a question 

for me ? 

Maria Lind : For anyone . 

Monika Szewszyck : Anton, would you 

like to respond ?

Anton Vidokle : Maybe not . Maybe it 

would be more interesting if somebody 

else did . 

 

Jeebesh Bagchi : In the 17th century, 

there was a big famine, a very big 

famine . A lot of people were unable to 

hold out, to survive . The king of Awadh  

–  a very beautiful place and also the 

site of the big Sepoy mutiny  –  the king 

of Awadh was very troubled . A solution 

was thought of . He had some food and 

plenty of wood, so he created huge 

drums, much bigger than the normal 

ones . He had them filled with meat and 

rice and vegetables and spices and 

sealed in with dough and put on a slow 

fire to simmer and cook so that warm 

food would be available at all time . He 

invited all those who were hungry to 

come and eat and take from the same 

slow - cooking pot . The pots never stop-

ped cooking because there was the 

famine and people always needed to be 

fed . When the king finally tasted of the 

food, he said, ‘ Forget all the cuisines 

I have . This is what is going to be the 
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cuisine of Awadh . ’ And still today, if you 

go to Delhi, in some of the restaurants 

you can find a cuisine called ‘ dum 

pukht ’ . This tradition still continues, so 

famine gave rise to one of the finest 

cuisines ! Maybe you need to taste it . 

Jan Verwoert : Let ’s take a break 

to taste it then ( the food is being 

served ) . Just to sum up or add one 

more reflection, we talked about the 

resistance to produce value in a way 

that is expected, by producing strate-

gies or playing the rearguard, of detour 

or dispersal and retailing . We started 

talking about the moment of beginning 

and invitation, how at the moment of 

invitation, certain questions arise about 

what we are going to talk about, what 

this is going to be and the question of 

organization . How will it be organized ? 

Which kind of structures will emerge ? 

One thing that comes to my mind in 

regard to beginning and invitation is 

Derrida . He has written quite a lot about 

that, about the pressure that comes with 

the invitation, the gift that you cannot 

refuse and that immediately makes you 

indebted, in the sense that you owe 

something to the person who invites 

you . If you cannot pay back that debt, 

how do you deal with it ? He actually 

introduced this notion of sidestepping 

in the very beginning, by entering the 

discourse from the side . His idea is that 

there is never a real beginning . The best 

way not to begin, or not to answer to 

an invitation, is to enter yourself from 

a different angle . What you said about 

effacement  –  it was his question of 

what that means and how it can be ef-

fective . I think that it is a very true reflec-

tion : the debt associated with the gift 

of the invitation, a certain pressure to 

respond and maybe a kind of reluctance 

or even irreverence in that moment of 

beginning, and a desire to enter the dis-

course from the side, even when you are 

supposed to be beginning . There are 

different ethics and aesthetics of how 

you efface yourself while beginning . 

In music, I always associate that with 

the moment when people switch on 

the amps . There is a feedback in the 

space before the music starts . There 

is that noise that you let be before 

something materializes . I am just 

wondering how a discourse could 

have a similar quality, as it starts with 

a noise as a way of entering from the 

side, or if the effacement  –  maybe, 

maybe not  –  coalesces at some point 

and then may again be retailed . 

Els Roelandt : We may go back to the 

conversation that we are having now, 

but I would like to take this opportunity 

to thank you all very, very much for 

being a part of this project . It has been 

very interesting and I am happy that it 

happened . It was also very difficult . It 

required a lot of energy from many of 

the people who are present here . So I 

hope you enjoy your food, and of course 

we can continue the conversation, 

formally or informally, as you please . 

Thank you all, again ! 
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Intermezzo

Joe Scanlan

Democracy Cutey 

( A ballad to be sung in a sardonic manner, like “ Please Mrs . Henry ” on The Basement Tapes )
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The place was hot, the place was packed,
the noodles cold, the china stacked 

Democracy Cutey, when did you come along ?
We put on glasses, and changed our looks,

and left our husbands, and picked up books 
Democracy Cutey, where do you belong ?

Democracy Cutey
I ’m so glad you came, it ’s why I wrote this song

Democracy Cutey
I agree with what you say !

Have you known it all along ?

Plans were laid, and plans were blown,
and shells were cracked, and seeds were sewn

Democracy Cutey, her seeds were oblong
People came, and people went,

and trust was shared, and care was spent
Democracy Cutey, don ’t you love this song ?

Democracy Cutey
I ’m so glad you came, you ’re coming on strong

Democracy Cutey
I agree with what you say !

By the way – are you wearing a thong ?

Walls were scaled, and frames were broke,
and halls were trashed, and cigarettes smoked
Democracy Cutey, where ’d you put that bong ?

A bearded man, with bearded thoughts,
poured bearded wisdom, from bearded pots
Democracy Cutey, why ’s your face so long ?

Democracy Cutey
I ’m so glad you came, despite the mood of the throng

Democracy Cutey
I agree with what you say !

Why ’d it take so long ?

We rubbed our eyes, and craned our necks,
and stretched our legs, and cashed our checks

Democracy Cutey, where did we go wrong ?
The place was cool, the lights were dim,

the overworked chef was sleeping in
And Democracy Cutey was long, long gone

Democracy Cutey was long, long gone
Democracy Cutey was long, long gone
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