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“Plaisance”
MIDWAY CONTEMPORARY ART
527 2nd Ave SE
April 19–June 22
Contrary to its pleasant title, this exhibition presents an array of
troubling histories. For example, the legacies of Belgium’s
colonial past feature prominently in Sven Augustijnen’s series of
photographs “Les Demoiselles de Bruxelles,” 2008, while Henrik
Olesen’s A.T., 2012, engages with the life and suicide of Alan
Turing, whose homosexuality, once discovered by authorities in
1952, precipitated a fall from war­hero fame to government­
controlled “treatment.” Riddled with demonized desires and illicit
pleasures, these histories revolve around power: the power to
control resources and bodies, representations and collective
memory.

Curated by Fionn Meade, the show also compellingly questions
how visual modes of representation have served as means to
construct difference and to legitimate abuses of authority. From
the roots of phrenology, poignantly pictured in eighty 35­mm slides of Charles Le Brun’s seventeenth­century
drawings of human faces resembling those of animals, to appropriations of August Sander’s 1929 photographs
of German people in Florian Zeyfang’s single­channel video Introduction of a Small History of Photography—
Formalist Heady Pattern Version, 2008, “Plaisance” looks at the problematic nexus of authority, power, and
visual representations. Natascha Sadr Haghighian’s The Microscope, 2006, locates this line of inquiry in biology,
ostensibly the most objective of sciences. The modified microscope emits an oddly ominous vocoder version of
“Every Breath You Take” and is paired with a brochure featuring an interview with science historian Evelyn Fox
Keller, who explains the danger of “dead metaphors”: words that no longer register as figurative language but
effectively masquerade as factual.

“Plaisance” suggests that when we mistake mere representations for facts we not only deceive ourselves but
court disaster. Looking is never innocent, representation always an intervention. Gareth James’s untitled prints
from 2011 underscore this point: Here, geometric patterns interrupt black­and­white portraits of Edward Curtis
and Claude Levi­Strauss, arguing against any conflation of figurative and factual. Yet “Plaisance” does not get
lost in purely intellectual pursuits; the show has a heart. Willem De Rooij’s Bouquet VI, 2010, a black vase on a
white pedestal holding one hundred white and one hundred black tulips, installed adjacent to Olesen’s A.T.,
suggests a tribute to Turing. Such gestures imbue “Plaisance” with an affective charge that situates the very act of
looking at art in the history of representation the show investigates.

— Christina Schmid

View of “Plaisance,” 2013. Foreground: Willem
De Rooij, Bouquet VI, 2010. Background: Sven
Augustijnen, Les Demoiselles de Bruxelles, 2008.
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Quodlibetica
Quodlibetica originated from the desire to write about art and visual culture in ways not confined by academic
conventions or journalistic hype. Part journal, part blog, Quodlibetica fosters critical conversations about visual
arts in a forum that is accessible, engaging, and committed to quality writing. Based on the Latin quodlibet, which
has entered the English language as (1) a statement proposed for disputation, (2) the actual discussion, and (3) the
whimsical combination of familiar elements, Quodlibetica is a space to argue eloquently and whimsically about
art, find out what’s happening in the Twin Cities art scene, and engage with writers, artists, and critics, who like
to think. Contact us if you want to get involved.
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Dead Metaphors and Dangerous Desires: “Plaisance” at Midway
Written By: Staff Constellation 24 6.1.13

An imperial raptor sinks its talons into a globe. The brass paperweight, part of Alejandro Cesarco’s Broodthaers
(2008), sits atop of neat pile of stationary, designed to replicate Marcel Broodthaers’ 1969 design for Bruxelles’
Musee D’Art Moderne. The delicate sheets of paper, weighed down by the ferocious bird, stand as an apt
metaphor for the legacies of colonial history: Like other European nations, Belgium’s wealth today is inextricably
bound to its colonial history.

In “Plaisance,” curator Fionn Meade brings together work by nine artists who engage with the ripple effects of
such troubling histories. Contrary to its title, an untranslatable mixture of pleasantry, pomp, and pleasure, the
show presents an array of troubling histories: The legacies of Belgian colonial history feature prominently, too, in
Sven Augustijenen’s series of photographs Les Demoiselles des Bruxelles (2008), while Henrik Olesen’s A.T.
(2012) engages with the life and suicide of Alan Turing, whose homosexuality, once discovered by authorities in
1952, precipitated a fall from war-hero fame to government-controlled “treatment.” Riddled with demonized
desires and illicit erotics, these histories revolve around power: the power to control resources and bodies,
representations and collective memory.
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Olesen’s A.T. shows collaged photographs of Turing, a brilliant mathematician and early computer analyst. The
portraits show a man in a suit, with neatly parted hair, the epitome of propriety. The images are superimposed
with fragments of text: “the body is a machine,” reads one, evoking both the authority to control, via hormone
treatments, then unacceptable sexual desire, and a mechanistic lens, reducing the human body to just another
apparatus to be manipulated by the right set of stimuli and chemicals. After two years of such “treatments,”
Turing committed suicide in 1954.

Natascha Sadr Haghighian’s The Microscope (2006) pursues a similar line of inquiry. The modified microscope
emits an oddly ominous vocoder version of “Every Breath You Take—I’ll be watching you.” The romance of
watching over someone morphs into science’s ubiquitous eye, representing the most minuscule evidence of life as
one giant set of data waiting to be decoded. A brochure featuring an interview with science historian Evelyn Fox-
Keller accompanies the microscope. Fox Keller elaborates on the oft-forgotten difference between vision and
representation, and explains the danger of “dead metaphors”: words that no longer register as figurative language
but effectively masquerade as factual. This slippage and the ensuing conflation lie at the heart of “Plaisance.”

When we mistake mere representations for facts we not only deceive ourselves but court disaster, “Plaisance”
suggests. Looking is never innocent, representation always an intervention. Framed by Haghighian’s conversation
with Fox Keller, the show compellingly questions how visual modes of representation have served as a means to
construct difference and to legitimate abuses of authority.

A case in point: Willem De Rooij’s selection of eighty 35 mm slides of Charles Le Brun’s 17-th century drawings
of human faces resembling those of animals. De La Physiognomie Humaine et Animale points to the roots of
phrenology, the notorious pseudo-science bent on linking physiognomy to character. Projected in Midway’s
spacious library, the slides suggest the dire consequences of ‘science’ run amok. Florian Zeyfang’s single channel
video, Introduction of a Small History of Photography—Formalist Heady Pattern Version (2008), further
explores how visual modes of representation have been complicit in creating dead metaphors, transforming the
figurative into the seemingly factual.

But aside from charting the problematic nexus of authority, power, and visual representations, “Plaisance” locates
the act of looking: whether in Midway’s gallery or the spacious library, spectatorship is situated, implicated in the
history of observation, and thus made visible. De Rooij’s Bouquet VI (2010), a black vase on a white pedestal
holding one hundred white and one hundred black tulips (refreshed weekly) is installed adjacent to Olesen’s A.T.
The placement suggests a tribute to Turing and, unexpectedly, imbues the intellectual elegance of the show with
an affective charge that transforms the viewing experience. “Plaisance” has a heart.

Across the room, Sven Augustijnen’s Les Demoiselles de Bruxelles (2008), rich in art-historical references,
juxtaposes photographs of African prostitutes with present-day traces of imperial culture—white monuments to
Belgium’s Leopold II, the king responsible for the state’s colonialist involvement in Congo, avenues and gardens
named for past monarchs, and government buildings such as the “Office of Overseas Social Security.” The
women pose and strut, choosing how to present themselves to the artist’s camera. All of the images were taken at
night, as if to suggest, not too subtly, that this is the untold history of colonialism unfolding at night, in the very
capital of the European Union.

Augustijnen’s work continues in the library where, sheltered by a couple of banana trees, a book in three parts
awaits inspection. The artist commissioned psychiatrist Emile Meurice to conduct a “psychological study” of
Leopold II. Excerpts from The Hidden Life of Leopold II, the “forbidden memoirs” of Henri Bataille, the
monarch’s former valet, follows this “a posteriori” profile. Part three, entitled “The Coincidences of History,”
speculates on the possible influence the 1848 revolution may have had on Leopold I’s children. Combining the
post-mortem psychological evaluation with a historical account and speculation emphasizes the very imperfect
tools of historiography and, once more, draws attention to the where and when of such retrospective endeavors.
By locating the quasi-tropical niche in the library, where knowledge is stored and collected, Meade once again
implicates the space of the exhibition in its conceptual framework. Reading and writing, like looking, play their
part in shaping the translation of vision into representation first and conventional wisdom, collective memory, and
dead metaphors later.
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An imperial raptor sinks its talons into a globe. The brass paperweight, part of Alejandro Cesarco’s Broodthaers
(2008), sits atop of neat pile of stationary, designed to replicate Marcel Broodthaers’ 1969 design for Bruxelles’
Musee D’Art Moderne. The delicate sheets of paper, weighed down by the ferocious bird, stand as an apt
metaphor for the legacies of colonial history: Like other European nations, Belgium’s wealth today is inextricably
bound to its colonial history.

In “Plaisance,” curator Fionn Meade brings together work by nine artists who engage with the ripple effects of
such troubling histories. Contrary to its title, an untranslatable mixture of pleasantry, pomp, and pleasure, the
show presents an array of troubling histories: The legacies of Belgian colonial history feature prominently, too, in
Sven Augustijenen’s series of photographs Les Demoiselles des Bruxelles (2008), while Henrik Olesen’s A.T.
(2012) engages with the life and suicide of Alan Turing, whose homosexuality, once discovered by authorities in
1952, precipitated a fall from war-hero fame to government-controlled “treatment.” Riddled with demonized
desires and illicit erotics, these histories revolve around power: the power to control resources and bodies,
representations and collective memory.
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Olesen’s A.T. shows collaged photographs of Turing, a brilliant mathematician and early computer analyst. The
portraits show a man in a suit, with neatly parted hair, the epitome of propriety. The images are superimposed
with fragments of text: “the body is a machine,” reads one, evoking both the authority to control, via hormone
treatments, then unacceptable sexual desire, and a mechanistic lens, reducing the human body to just another
apparatus to be manipulated by the right set of stimuli and chemicals. After two years of such “treatments,”
Turing committed suicide in 1954.

Natascha Sadr Haghighian’s The Microscope (2006) pursues a similar line of inquiry. The modified microscope
emits an oddly ominous vocoder version of “Every Breath You Take—I’ll be watching you.” The romance of
watching over someone morphs into science’s ubiquitous eye, representing the most minuscule evidence of life as
one giant set of data waiting to be decoded. A brochure featuring an interview with science historian Evelyn Fox-
Keller accompanies the microscope. Fox Keller elaborates on the oft-forgotten difference between vision and
representation, and explains the danger of “dead metaphors”: words that no longer register as figurative language
but effectively masquerade as factual. This slippage and the ensuing conflation lie at the heart of “Plaisance.”

When we mistake mere representations for facts we not only deceive ourselves but court disaster, “Plaisance”
suggests. Looking is never innocent, representation always an intervention. Framed by Haghighian’s conversation
with Fox Keller, the show compellingly questions how visual modes of representation have served as a means to
construct difference and to legitimate abuses of authority.

A case in point: Willem De Rooij’s selection of eighty 35 mm slides of Charles Le Brun’s 17-th century drawings
of human faces resembling those of animals. De La Physiognomie Humaine et Animale points to the roots of
phrenology, the notorious pseudo-science bent on linking physiognomy to character. Projected in Midway’s
spacious library, the slides suggest the dire consequences of ‘science’ run amok. Florian Zeyfang’s single channel
video, Introduction of a Small History of Photography—Formalist Heady Pattern Version (2008), further
explores how visual modes of representation have been complicit in creating dead metaphors, transforming the
figurative into the seemingly factual.

But aside from charting the problematic nexus of authority, power, and visual representations, “Plaisance” locates
the act of looking: whether in Midway’s gallery or the spacious library, spectatorship is situated, implicated in the
history of observation, and thus made visible. De Rooij’s Bouquet VI (2010), a black vase on a white pedestal
holding one hundred white and one hundred black tulips (refreshed weekly) is installed adjacent to Olesen’s A.T.
The placement suggests a tribute to Turing and, unexpectedly, imbues the intellectual elegance of the show with
an affective charge that transforms the viewing experience. “Plaisance” has a heart.

Across the room, Sven Augustijnen’s Les Demoiselles de Bruxelles (2008), rich in art-historical references,
juxtaposes photographs of African prostitutes with present-day traces of imperial culture—white monuments to
Belgium’s Leopold II, the king responsible for the state’s colonialist involvement in Congo, avenues and gardens
named for past monarchs, and government buildings such as the “Office of Overseas Social Security.” The
women pose and strut, choosing how to present themselves to the artist’s camera. All of the images were taken at
night, as if to suggest, not too subtly, that this is the untold history of colonialism unfolding at night, in the very
capital of the European Union.

Augustijnen’s work continues in the library where, sheltered by a couple of banana trees, a book in three parts
awaits inspection. The artist commissioned psychiatrist Emile Meurice to conduct a “psychological study” of
Leopold II. Excerpts from The Hidden Life of Leopold II, the “forbidden memoirs” of Henri Bataille, the
monarch’s former valet, follows this “a posteriori” profile. Part three, entitled “The Coincidences of History,”
speculates on the possible influence the 1848 revolution may have had on Leopold I’s children. Combining the
post-mortem psychological evaluation with a historical account and speculation emphasizes the very imperfect
tools of historiography and, once more, draws attention to the where and when of such retrospective endeavors.
By locating the quasi-tropical niche in the library, where knowledge is stored and collected, Meade once again
implicates the space of the exhibition in its conceptual framework. Reading and writing, like looking, play their
part in shaping the translation of vision into representation first and conventional wisdom, collective memory, and
dead metaphors later.
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Perhaps more than any other piece in the exhibition, Gareth James’s untitled prints from 2011 underscore and
interrupt the slippage between figurative and factual: here, swirling geometric patterns obscure black-and-white
portraits of Edward Curtis, Claude Levi Strauss, and a bust of Sir John Soane. Through photography,
anthropology, and architecture, these men shaped a particular understanding of the world, its peoples, and their
relationship to one another. Curtis, for instance, by romanticizing Native Americans, relegated his subjects to the
domain of history, presenting them as living anachronisms out of step with the modern world. He famously asked
one of his subjects to remove his watch before being photographed in “traditional attire.” The geometric patterns
James superimposed on the men’s faces resemble “coarse spatial activity patterns perceived during
hallucinations,” as if to underscore the dangerous conflation of desire and vision.

“Plaisance” occupies the unreliable space that opens when what we see becomes indistinguishable from what we
want to see.

Images:

1) Gareth James, Untitled (Young Claude Levi-Strauss with Monkey, Fragment Spirals), 2011.

2) Natascha Sadr Haghighian, The Microscope, 2006.
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‘Looking Back / The 7th White Columns
Annual’ at White Columns
By Maika Pollack 1/15 4:45pm

'David Shrigley: Signs’ at
Anton Kern Gallery

2012 is over, but “Looking Back,” which
opened on Thursday, presents a compelling
case for a bit of nostalgia. The exhibition
features work shown in New York during the
past year. Selecting is curator Richard
Birkett of Artists Space, whose recent work
includes fall’s fashionable Bernadette
Corporation retrospective.

“Looking Back” opens with portraits of
artists by artists: Alice Neel’s magisterial
1964 painting of the actor and civil rights

leader Hugh Hurd commands the room. (The painting was included in David Zwirner’s
excellent Neel retrospective.) Next to it is Alex Israel’s As It Lays (2012) the video series in
which the young L.A.-based artist, speaking in a deadpan monotone, interviews D-list
celebrities. The pairing emphasizes a formal rhyme between the subjects’ poses. Jason
Simon’s collection of films, books and ephemera by the French filmmaker Chris Marker, on
display in a vitrine, presents a more abstract form of portraiture, as does Kaucyila Brooke’s
starkly lit photographs of the deceased author and punk feminist icon Kathy Acker’s worn
clothing (lots of Vivienne Westwood).

But “Looking Back” also looks forward—the best works here were made for the exhibition
space. Sam Pulitzer and Bill Hayden’s Korean tattoo-parlor dragon, an adhesive vinyl cut-out
wrapping around White Columns’ storefront glass, greets visitors to the show; at night, its
eyes are illuminated by tactical laser sights. Yuji Agematsu has created a sizable installation
in one room, Not Yet Titled (2011). On one wall, painted a murky gold evoking both Japanese
screen painting backgrounds and Warhol’s silver factory walls, are pinned hundreds of sad,
pretty, bedraggled bits of trash and detritus the artist has collected from New York’s streets
since the 1980s: little nests of matted hair, bits of glittering unidentifiable material, melted
plastic and asphalt, lint felted by the street. The stuff is organized according to formal as well
as more historical qualities (time of day, season and place found were suggested to me as
systematizing principles), but a dominant archival strategy is not apparent: instead, the loose
taxonomy of flotsam and jetsam, pinned to the wall like so many urban waste butterflies, is
hung in a way that evokes the process of discovery that resulted in the pieces being
preserved in the first place.

Much of the work in the show has been similarly repurposed from the major contemporary
exhibitions of the last year. Sites include Gareth James’s “Human Metal,” his Vertigo-like
meditation on a spiraling scribble found in a photograph of French philosopher Louis Althusser
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(from Miguel Abreu), Sam Lewitt’s terrific installation from the Whitney Biennial, Martin Beck’s
monochromes pieced together from polygons of white fabric from his solo show at 47 Canal,
and Liam Gillick and Henry Bond photographs from Mr. Gillick’s collaboratively oriented
retrospective at CCS Bard. It wouldn’t be a summary of 2012 without a piece by Bjarne
Melgaard, the year’s most omnipresent figure, represented here by his interview of venerable
queer theorist Leo Bersani (first screened at The Kitchen in April). Because the works at
White Columns are fragments of their original installations, their insertion sometimes feels
homeopathic, a repurposed fragment pointing toward a larger whole.

If there is a fault to Mr. Birkett’s curation, it is that there’s something low-stakes about a show
stacked with material pre-vetted by so many of-the-moment galleries like Bortolami, Alex
Zachary, Real Fine Arts, Reena Spaulings and Essex Street. The display exemplifies an
extreme tastefulness that borders on being too correct, as if the curator were gunning for an
“A” from some imagined audience. Mr. Birkett, here, seems less concerned with discovering
underrepresented work or presenting new ideas than with lending his ear to just the right
people. On the other hand, if you were out of town for much of 2012, or just don’t get out
much, Mr. Birkett has done a commendable job of assembling work from the shows you
probably should have seen (or pretended that you did).

And there is plenty of pleasure to be had in this exhibition. Three of essayist and art critic Tan
Lin’s colorful books are nailed to the wall in one of the funnier text/art moments in recent
memory; Moyra Davey’s hourlong video Les Goddesses (2011), a sustained meditation on the
relationship between literary and personal history that I missed at both Murray Guy gallery
and its screening at the Whitney Biennial, gets its own room here. A sole example from Harry
Smith’s historical knot collection is a mystically oriented take on geometric abstraction in the
form of a complex cat’s cradle.

The show’s ratio of déjà vu to discovery will depend on what you saw this past year. The ideal
viewer of this exhibition might well be someone who missed all these works the first time
around, spent 2012 deep in the studio or abroad, and is discovering them here. But these
artworks are also absorbing if you’re looking back. (Through Feb. 23, 2013)

Facebook social plugin

CommentPosting as Johanna Bergmark (Change)

Add a comment...

Post to Facebook 

Twitter 15 Facebook 12 Email Print

(Disambiguation)’ at the Kitchen

The Revolutionary and the
Reformist: Deborah Kass and
Robert Storr at the New York
Public Library

‘Christian Marclay: The Clock’ at
the Museum of Modern Art

Picasso Vandal Captured Red-
Handed at Menil Collection



miguel abreu gallery  

 

 
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 

 
Exhibition: Gareth James 

H u m a n  M e t a l  
   
Dates:   October 22  – January 15th, 2011 
 
Reception:  Saturday, October 22, 6 – 8 PM 
 
 
 

Miguel Abreu Gallery is pleased to announce the opening, on Saturday, October 22nd, of Human Metal, Gareth 
James’s first solo exhibition at the gallery. The show is comprised of three large-scale wall reliefs, four sculptures, 
and a series of black and white photographic objects all produced since the artist’s move to Vancouver a year ago. 
 
The last installment in a cycle of three shows, Human Metal presents the scene of a pedagogical problem. Roland 
Barthes once declared that all works of art should have their own science of interpretation, and in a sense, James's 
interest in the pedagogical is an attempt to make this rhetorical assertion productive. 
 
The first exhibition of the series, The Real is that which always returns to the same place, held in 2008 at Galerie 
Christian Nagel in Cologne, was organized around the artist’s theft of a bicycle. This act – addressed to the 
contemporary and historical function of the readymade – displaced the role of an artist's subjective choice in 
determining the materials selected for a sculptural practice by bringing to the fore the objective social condition of 
the materials' legal standing. The centrality of this piece placed a threat over the work of art by duplicating the 
legitimate form of ownership for the work, staging a potential for confrontation for the one who owns the bicycle 
as a bicycle, and the one who owns the bicycle as art. 
 
The second exhibition, at Elizabeth Dee’s in 2009 (one for which a title could not be assigned) reoriented the 
threat away from the work of art, and towards the artist himself. The entire exhibition was produced in relation to 
a diagram that appears on a chalkboard behind French philosopher Louis Althusser in a famous photograph 
taken by Jacques Pavlovsky in 1978. James made this diagram, and his complete lack of knowledge about the 
diagram's meaning, the motor scheme of the show. The exhibition was thus built around a hole – one which 
opens up there where one ought to find the artist standing – and the threat could now be considered to hover 
over the artist himself failing to properly perform the role of holding (in the military sense of holding a strategic 
location) the position through which all meanings ought to pass. 
 
Of course, this could only ever be a provisional and rhetorical abdication of the position of the artist: that 
position is a function, which cannot be renounced voluntarily by any individual artist. Mastery returns, if only by 
the back door. Thus the third exhibition was conceived as a necessary return to the pedagogical scene: the artist 
would research and study the diagram, and finally get to work on a concrete variation of the preceding exhibition, 
this time having shifted from one who does not know to one who has come to know. What James did not 
anticipate, was that it would appear that no one (still living) knows the meaning of this famous graph. Faced with 
the apparent fact that the meaning of this diagram has literally dropped out of the world, James was tasked with 
engaging in a supplemental form of the autodidact, and a series of decisions in which fields of study would need 
to be selected for the aesthetic, ethical and political tension that would match the anticipated address of the 
diagram.  
 
 



In other words, the third show swerved in the void, becoming something akin to Barthes's science of 
interpretation, but for this lost object. Less oriented to hermeneutics and knowing than to granting the absent 
cause it's full generative capacity, Human Metal generates object-thoughts by detouring through the highly 
problematic and contested fields of anthropology, politics, colonialism, art and biography, aided by figures such 
as Claude Levi-Strauss, Paul Chaat Smith, Catherine Malabou, Sir John Soane, Rebecca and her Daughters and 
Madame Guillotine, as well as by conducting a symptomatic reading of those posthumously published texts that 
Althusser was writing in the same room, and at the same time, as the diagram was elaborated.  
 
The large chalkboard wall reliefs dominating the space condense historical and cultural time: opening out from 
the silent chalkboard which acts as ground for both Althussers's body and for his inscriptions.  The multi-
paneled, swinging chalkboards look back to Sir John Soane's architectural solution for storage, display and 
colonial acquisition. The same devices also recall the highly mediated and premodern origin of postmodernity in 
Baudelaire's living pillars, and forests of symbols. They are further swept up by the way in which that poet’s 
fantasy structures Levi-Strauss’ work on split-representation in the hinged transformational masks of the Pacific 
Northwest, an effort that resonates in Malabou’s development of the notion of plasticity. Alongside these mobile 
grounds, photographic works reorganize the diagram as an instrument of graphic activity, resembling the 
rayogram's dreams of self-presence combined with the historicist hallucination of overcoming disappearance. 
 
If, as Etienne Balibar has claimed, Althussers's entire life and work were connected in a real way to the confines of 
the Ecole Normale Superieure, James proceeds from his studio on the campus of the Unversity of British 
Columbia, itself on unseated Musqueam land. 
 
 

For more information or for visuals, please contact the gallery: 
 
Miguel Abreu Gallery 
36 Orchard Street (between Canal & Hester), New York, NY 10002 
Telephone 212.995.1774 • Fax 646.688.2302 • post@miguelabreugallery.com 
 
Gallery hours:  Wednesday – Sunday, 11:00 AM to 6:30 PM  
Subway:  F to East Broadway; B, D to Grand Street;  J, M, Z to Delancey / Essex Street 

 



MIGUEL ABREU GALLERY 

36 Orchard Street, New York, NY 10002 • 212.995.1774 • fax 646.688.2302 • post@miguelabreugallery.com 
www.miguelabreugallery.com 

 
Auto-dai-dact: Split-representation and Straight-Face in a Hypothetical Explanation of a Lost Diagram 
 
 
2 Grandfathers and 2 Grandmothers. 
 
Part 1.  Di-grandfather. 
 
One grandfather made a mask that went and saw. It had protruding eyes. One time he saw Vancouver. He saw it 
slowly, arriving by sea - a merchant sailor he saw much of the world. On his return home, he told everyone that 
there was only one place in the world more beautiful than the Rhondda Valleys. The Rhondda had not in fact been 
so beautiful for some time. Its trees had been cut down, used to prop the holes left in the ground beneath them while 
the coal was being dug, removed, and shipped around the world by merchant sailors. Above ground slag heaps 
were erected on the valley tops. At dusk they could be mistaken for dark Egyptian pyramids, and they caused the 
River Taff to run black. One such edifice, in Aberfan, collapsed in 1966. The frontal mass underwent a sudden 
liquefaction and 150,000 cubic metres of black spoil flowed downhill, engulfing a primary school below it, killing 
116 children and 28 adults. The second world war, bought an end to this grandfather's seeing. He saw the Pacific 
Ocean, into which he was shipwrecked three times by Japanese planes. He saw comrades taken by sharks as they 
bobbed up and down in the water waiting and hoping to be rescued. Once he saw himself in a lifeboat at night, and 
his eyes were hollowed out by an emergency flare that went off in his face. Before all that, on a previous voyage, he 
had such an incredible toothache that on his return he had all his teeth removed at the age of 26 so that the would 
never experience pain like that again. Thirty-two holes in his head. He never saw me, but we would hold hands. I 
saw his face, but I remember his massive hands. He would pretend not to know his way around his own home in 
order to hold my hands and use the eyes connected to them to find the bedroom, the kitchen, the living room and 
the bathroom. A sort of game. He told me good stories, my favorite was one in which a shark bit off the big toe on his 
right foot the second time he was shipwrecked. I didn't realize it wasn't true until the memory resurfaced as I 
found myself describing him to a new friend at the age of 18. 
 
The other grandfather made a mask that stayed in his place. It was complicated with him. The youngest of eight, 
perhaps everything was seen before him. His mask was the still one, and its eyes receded deep into the face, or were 
closed. His father was an important lay preacher, and introspection was encouraged. He didn't send his mask 
below-ground (he found a job on the surface at the pit). Nor did he send his mask across ground. A conscientious 
objector, he didn't go and see during the war. For his beliefs, he resisted the command to go and see the enemy off. 
He was looked at carefully because of this. His wife would frequently joke that she married him because he was the 
only one left. I suspect that he heard variations of this joke from many others, but he mostly took it in good-nature 
from her, at least when other family members were watching. I didn't see it at the time, when I was a kid, but in 
retrospect I have to imagine that it was deeply hurtful at times. He wasn't shunned I don't think, but the Welsh 
favor heroic types. As work began to disappear in the pits, he became an insurance agent, which, as a profession, 
involves driving around getting people to see a bad future, but I don't think he was interested in seeing the future. 
He outlived the other grandfather, by a considerable number of years, and lived to see all his grandchildren, and 
was extremely proficient in making them all howl by removing his teeth. I got to know him pretty well, as an adult, 
which I'm grateful for. His wife outlived them all, primarily it is suspected, by prescribing to herself a modest sort 
of hedonism that proscribed wage-labor. 
 
The next generation came of working age at the same time that the holes in the ground were being sewn shut, and, 
as is commonly known, this generation was dispersed across numerous places, but fewer occupations: the armed 
forces, the police, and the educational system being the most receptive. All were transformed into human metal. 



The shift from coal, from a metabolism capable of consuming a diminishing finite resource of combustibles, to 
another incorporation, was represented in the symbolic economy two decades later when the old-king-coal-bodies 
of the miners of Wales, Scotland and England were beaten in an attempt to transform them into a more pliant and 
supple form in the Miners' Strike of 1984. This shift is restaged on a regular basis by the Welsh rugby team, most 
recently to be found training in a specialized sub-zero Polish training facility designed to quicken the body's 
healing process by accelerating the recuperative circulation of blood through the body's system. As the nation's 
industrial production becomes increasingly a matter of memory - a new trade in representations - the theatrical 
production of a synthetic substance from passion and steel has a powerful and seductive, recuperative biomythical 
function. Its task has shifted from the transformative incorporation of agrarian poor into the industrial working 
and middle classes, to a reconciliatory mnemonic for the postfordist precariat. 
 
Across these transformations, there is an exchange of qualities and function but also position, that blocks any 
thought of simple negation or supersession, and also unsettles the presumption of a geometric symmetry between 
grandparents and their children, and those children and the following generation. Or we can write it another way, 
between grandparents and parents, and parents and the grandparents' grandchildren. Or again, between children 
and children, and children and children. At which point, the formal, logico-linguistic resources of such utterances 
become increasingly opaque (to the degree that we see the resource itself, swept up in the vectors of the 
diagrammatic). With the invention of human metal, bodies are no longer used-up in the reproductive scheme of 
provisioning their own replacements, but, sharing a side with the structures that they simultaneously comprise 
while being exceeded by them, these bodies are taken up within an asymmetrical sharing of sides on both sides that 
produces the graphic fantasies of autogenesis. 
 
Human metal thus conducts an alternating current, consisting of a knowing historical register, and the absence of 
difference described (here by someone else's grandmother) in the idea of oceanic feeling. The oceanic feeling is at one 
and the same time the basis of religious sentiments and the ground of a limitless narcissism, the infant's experience of a total lack of 
difference between itself and its world. It is this very lack of difference that allows for primitive man to see nature as an extension of 
himself and thus, in phallicizing the fire, to enter into aggressive, sexualized play with it. Civilization will deeroticize the fire, returning 
it to the reality of its naturalized, desymbolized difference from the human sphere. Civilization will strip the oceanic of this aggressive, 
undifferentiated lining, will repress it. Human metal is the objective historical product of the processes of colonial force 
(endo- and exo-): the violent imposition of indistinction must be understood as the objective correlate to the 
ahistorical treatment of a subjective feeling of enlargement. 
 
We can speak of formalization as a doubling process, in which a formal state is added to an informal one. This 
addition does not entirely replace the ontic existence of the informal state, but incorporates it into a new emergent 
corpus that exists in the medium of its intelligibility and in the new inscriptions it makes on the surfaces of 
Historical record: an ontological thickening (more sharing of sides by both sides). As it goes for modernism, so too 
it goes upon entering the educational apparatus. None of this begins with school (the proper name is registered at 
birth and so on) but it happens in an important way there. Just as the four corners of a printed, painted or drawn 
image are more than a merely physical limit (they are a logical premise) so too the pedagogical scene does not 
merely set the scene for the limit between knowing and not-knowing, but logically structures the terms of their 
encounter. Human metal could be a name for the false universality of the educational apparatus. 
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A Real Problem of Materials: Gareth James in
Conversation
David Muenzer & Gareth James

Gareth James, Poor neon. Rubber behaves like a one-dimensional gas. (The flower absent from all bouquets),
2009, Bicycle inner tubes. Courtesy of Elizabeth Dee Gallery.

British artist Gareth James arrived in New York in 1997 as a student at the Whitney’s Independent Study
Program, intending to return to London nine months later. Instead, he was offered an exhibition at Miami’s
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Wolfsonian and a job with the director of the Whitney program. Jon Kessler then brought James to Columbia
University, where in 2005 the young artist was offered the chair of Visual Arts.

At the same time, James became a founding member of the cooperatively organized Orchard Gallery on the
Lower East Side and held his first solo show at Elizabeth Dee Gallery, followed by another at Galerie
Christian Nagel in Köln. After a well-received 2009 show at Elizabeth Dee, James left Columbia, his gallery,
and the city. He now teaches at the University of British Columbia.

James’ first New York show since moving to Canada completes a cycle of three exhibitions he began by
stealing a bicycle. In 2008 at Galerie Christian Nagel, James exhibited the stolen bike along with the details
necessary for its owner to claim it, inviting a conflict between the owner and the collector who bought the
artwork. In 2009 at Elizabeth Dee Gallery, a proliferation of bicycle inner tubes masqueraded as neon signage
and traced an enigmatic diagram by Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser. The cycle concludes with Human
Metal, open through December 23 at Miguel Abreu Gallery.

In this interview with artist David Muenzer, the conversation ranges across James’ interest in low-level
criminality, the expressive possibilities of fried wool, and the monthly journal devoted to drawing James
founded in 2006 with Sam Lewitt and Cheyney Thompson, Scorched Earth, which has yet to release a single
issue.

David Muenzer: Did you want to be an artist when you were young? When did you first (or do you)
consider yourself to be an artist?

Gareth James: Not really. I wanted to leave school to be an electrician when I was fifteen, to get an
apprenticeship with my best mate, Lee Hastings, at the Tate and Lyle refinery in Silvertown, East London:
earn money, live it up. But my art teacher at school, Paul Finn, went on a campaign of deception, telling me
how awesome art school is, all the parties, the drugs, misbehaviour. That convinced me to stay on at school,
and it was too late by the time I went to my first party at the Slade (a miserable affair, no dancing, no
outrageousness). I never really used the name “artist” while I was in the UK – it always seemed like a slightly
delusional nomination to accept, like calling yourself a unicorn. A unicorn is just a horse that you thought you
could have made a bit better, a bit more special by giving it a twirly horn but its real purpose of course is to
make you feel more special for having the thought of it. I started using it (“artist” not “unicorn”) after living
in New York for a while, but around the same time I started using a credit card, and for much the same
reasons. It drops in and out of relevance according to the context.
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Gareth James, When a Financial Institution Collapses There is No Spectacular Outpouring of Gold
(installation view), 2009. Courtesy of Elizabeth Dee Gallery.

DM: I was really blown away by your 2009 show at Elizabeth Dee. Looking at that work, I thought that
the production of formal complexity by comparatively inexpensive (and possibly fugitive) materials let
that complexity become poetic (as opposed to someone like Ansem Reyle, whose formal experiments
harden and leave me feeling cold at best, angry at worst). Could you talk a little about that show, and
particularly, how you came to work with bicycle inner tubes?

GJ: Thanks for the kind words… they made a nice pun too: blown-away (blown-up, deflated and inflated, flat
tires and flatulence and so on)!

It’s an interesting problem once you attempt to find some non-subjective cause for a value judgement between
two artistic practices: as often as not you discover that the grounds for making a value judgement – the
assumption that they share important attributes (being art) that would allow us to say that one manifests those
attributes better than another – almost entirely dissolves. In fact the ground is so unreliable that if we choose
to keep the formal integrity of the idea of art intact, in retrospect we can normally see that we had already
unconsciously chosen one of the following tactical forms of compensation: either we explicitly or implicitly
dismiss the claims of one of the two to being art at all in order to preserve the coherence of the identity
between the idea of art and the other; or we have to force an identity between an attribute that is not shared
and the idea of art, but behave as though it was shared in order for our preferred candidate to win.

I totally agree with you by the way. I find his work to be death, without regard to the question of whether his
work is better art or not. I think that it’s probably accurate to say that our work proposes extremely different
ideas about art that are apparent in relation to the question of form you bring up: Reyle is touted as dealing
with abstraction and formalism but these things are reductively objectified to become of the same order as
Ikea decor or early Modern primitivism. They remain captured by a figurative economy and have very little to
do with abstraction or formalism at that point it seems to me. I don’t know how he speaks about it himself.
Operating on forms is very different from understanding formalization as operation: what’s interesting to me
is the passage of a chaotic sensibility, the becoming formal of something that was not: it’s a largely Badiouian
description of the emergence of genuine novelty, substantial transformation, in this moving distinction
between what, of the world, takes part in formalization and that which cannot be taken up. This relation is
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utterly immanent to questions of form, not statically disposed outside of it.

This is one way of summarizing the relation between one show and the next for me: a new possibility of
formalization emerges with each show, and the subsequent show tries to do something with that new
possibility, before it too hardens and becomes mere statistical form. There’s a very specific relation between
that show in 2009 and the preceding show at Nagel’s in 2008 and the one I’m currently working on [Human
Metal at Miguel Abreu], but to talk about the tubes themselves, they entered the work in the first place
because I had stolen a bike without wheels of its own. Within the symbolic economy, the stolen bicycle’s
access to the status of the readymade was blocked by it’s wheels having already been distributed.

I was calling attention to this by the proliferation of tubes, but I was even more interested in the way in which
rubber is different from most elastic materials in the way in which it stores strain energy. For some time I’d
been interested in finding ways to decenter my subjective choices from the production of the work, but not in
a systematized fashion and what I knew was that I wanted my materials to have a history that preceded my
encounter with them (of course this is a banal truism at some level) that could resist being mystified upon
entering my field of art, which has a tendency to represent itself as the historical origin of all that it
encompasses. It’s a contemporary problem, in terms of identifying expression with contingency and necessity,
but also an historical one – some years ago I read Primo Levi’s book The Periodic Table, which remains one
of the most important books to me in terms of the thought of materials in art. Levi attempting to extract
life-sustaining calories from cotton wool pads by secretly frying them in the camp is a real problem of
materials.

Gareth James, The Real is that which always comes back to the same place: Broadway between 101st and
102nd Streets, New York, NY 10025, March 21, 2008 (installation view), 2008. Courtesy of Galerie Christian

Nagel, Köln.

DM: As you say, I identify the expressive quality of Levi’s wool-cooking-attempt with the necessity of
the act and uncertainty of his situation.

You mentioned that the tubes entered your work after you stole a bike without wheels of its own. I have
a vision of you, at night, “liberating” a rusted partial bike frame still sadly locked to a stop sign. In
thinking about the objects in your gallery show, I wonder… what if those objects returned to that stop
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sign and the empty street? Would the objects remain similarly expressive?

GJ: The possibility of the stolen bicycle returning to the scene of the crime is absolutely central to the entire
show. The exhibition’s title was: The Real is that which always comes back to the same place. The exhibition
was structured as a response to the problem of how to have a non-subjective relation to the question of
materiality which had arisen in the previous show, Dead Unconscious Desire (my povera show as my friends
would jokingly refer to it, not inappropriately). Some low-level criminality has been of interest to me for a
long, long time – an inevitable attendant notion when dealing with iconoclasm – and it occurred to me that the
best solution to the problem of decentering the authorial agency of the artist at the level of material would be
to steal something. The illegal status of the materials trumps all other qualities, and trumps them indifferently
(making this structural connection sensible allows us to show how aesthetics necessarily confronted questions
of property for Kant too).

But now, as to your question of whether the objects’ expressivity remains consistent upon return to the street:
this was, at the level of questions of art, the problem rendered as a threat to art. The subtitle of the exhibition,
The Real is that which always comes back to the same place: Broadway between 101st and 102nd Streets,
New York, NY 10025, March 21, 2008 gives the date and location of the crime, and the remaining information
necessary for the original owner to make a claim upon the bicycle was provided by the photograph of the
locked bicycle (which was rolled to form the vertical cylinder standing in for the light stanchion) and the
actual broken lock. All of which means that the art work here carries with it all the necessary information for
its own dissolution as art (the threat that the owner of the bicycle could at any given point come across the
piece and say, “Hey, that’s not art, that’s my bike!”).

I considered this work incomplete until someone bought it: it only gets interesting when it bifurcates
ownership: there is the owner of the bicycle and the owner of the work of art. Once this occurs, it is no longer
a case of the object reverting back to its “proper” expressive, communicative relation to the world, but of
considering expression as a binding of objects and worlds. Clearly, the bicycle cannot return to the world of
riding untouched by having been an artwork, and the world of art, bereft of its bicycle, is marked by this
happy new negative presence. It has more than one bicycle after all.

Gareth James, Law itself, transformed into an object of love confronted by the empty place of the Lawgiver,
2008. Courtesy of Galerie Christian Nagel, Köln.

Artlog / A Real Problem of Materials: Gareth James in Conversation http://artlog.com/posts/217-a-real-problem-of-materials

5 of 10 10/28/11 1:26 PM



DM: I am fascinated by how that is a kind of context specificity – a well-formatted relationship to the
gallery, system, etc. – but how your work is not overtly or traditionally marked as site-specific. The
possibility of formalization, as I believe you put it, is very very much dependent on context.

Here is – to my mind – a related question: could you talk about the value of drawing as a technique?
Would you talk about your use of drawing in your art practice as well as your work with Scorched
Earth?

GJ: Lets be careful not to suggest that we can extrapolate from the operations of an individual work (one that
explicitly draws the destinations for the values it causes to circulate into itself as its own critique) an
affirmative and generic claim that could be used as a kind of apologia for the art market. What I mean to say
is that for the most part selling the stuff does very little to make art interesting as art, even if the forms of
speculation involved evidently produce interest. The sale of art is value-neutral in its effects at best, value-
negative more often, and appears related to art as a kind of recursively structuring value-added. We can
choose not to remain silent on the question of the market without reconciling with it. Anyway, this is not your
point…

Formalization, as we are beginning to talk about it, has a complicated relation with context, making it a good
question for us to address. In an important sense, it is the very process of withdrawing from context that is
necessary for formalization to take place. This necessity suggests to us that we ought to say that formalization
doesn’t depend upon its context at all, but rather determines it. That is, formalization limits the endless
openness of the concrete situation in favor of making something intelligible within it that was previously
inchoate. This is Brecht as much as Badiou. It’s been Badiou’s contribution to recover this operation (he
names it subtraction), from the critique of formalism as a sort of myopic isolationism. This would be a way
again of making a critique of Reyle’s formalism (poor guy, I really don’t know his work very well and he’s
become our fall guy here). In fact, we would really have to be a bit more rigorous about our terms if we
wanted to develop this argument further since we are using “context” in a casual fashion to mean something
like milieu, when context is already a differentiated notion of a structuring and weaving process, much like
the difference between formalism as a reductive homogeneity and formalization as an emergent power, but
that’s another discussion.

You can see I’m procrastinating about really getting to your question concerning drawing…

Scorched Earth has become, to my mind, one of the great interminable projects of art that needs to be viewed
in relation to the sort of map-territory farces played out in Lewis Carroll, Borges, and Musil. That sounds
horribly grandiose of course, but I mean it as an affirmative critique to say that Sam Lewitt, Cheyney
Thompson and myself resemble the unfortunate characters in these stories: what began as a political defence
of drawing against its instrumentalization by the market quickly became mired in uncertainty. So, you’re quite
correct to link that project to this discussion – the market, reification and the reduction of aesthetic and
philosophical questions to technical ones are all wrapped up in this story. And it is very much a work of
fiction at the moment – the project was discussed as though it had already been printed by numerous people,
when in fact we have still failed to bring it to publication to date.

For my own part, yes, drawing has a fairly prominent place within my work so I ought to be able to say one or
two sensible things about it. The fact that I have been unable to choose in the end between two perfectly
compelling but contradictory initial claims – on the one hand that drawing is a mode of inscription that
displays a complete indifference to the surfaces and supports that make its inscriptions possible, and on the
other hand that drawing is little else than an attention to this relation – becomes precisely the interest that
drawing maintains for me. Everything that’s interesting for me about art proceeds from this indiscernible
situation: a theory-practice relation in which thought resists being supplanted by techne, where a practice

Artlog / A Real Problem of Materials: Gareth James in Conversation http://artlog.com/posts/217-a-real-problem-of-materials

6 of 10 10/28/11 1:26 PM





Kenneth Johnson, “Aesthetic Withdrawal in the Quest for Ideas,” Art in Review, The New York Times, January 22, 2009, p. C32

Aesthetic Withdrawal in the Quest for Ideas
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Balloons, empty frames and black crates: Foreground, “Bicycle Grinder,” an installation by Blake Rayne and Gareth James at  
SculptureCenter. (Photo: Jason Mandella/SculptureCenter)

By KENNETH JOHNSON
Published: January 22, 2009

Art objects are in crisis. Conceptualists and theorists say that there are too many of them and that we don’t need them any 
more. Also, people buy and sell them like commodities, which devalues them as vehicles of thought and feeling.

If you are one of those who still believe in the object, you may be annoyed by SculptureCenter’s confusing and misleadingly 
titled current exhibition. Organized by Mary Ceruti, the center’s executive director, the eight-artist show “The Space of the 
Work and the Place of the Object” is meant, according to a news release, to address “the status of the art object within the 
context of its production.”

But there is almost nothing in the exhibition that you would call an art object in the traditional sense of the term — something 
made by an artist, more or less skillfully, that is uncommonly interesting to look at because of its formal or representational 
properties. The exhibition is a disconnected assortment of primarily conceptual works, none of which say anything very il-
luminating about the status of the object or its context of production.

Consider an arrangement of partly broken glass boxes and the cardboard FedEx cartons in which the glass boxes evidently 
were sent through the mail. This piece by Walead Beshty is briefly amusing, but unless you read philosophical and political 
ideas into it, how different is it, really, from David Letterman throwing a watermelon off the roof? At least with Mr. Letterman 
you get to see the object bursting.

The most interesting piece is an installation by Michael Rakowitz documenting a project in which he opened a storefront in 
Brooklyn to sell food products from Iraq. It is almost impossible to find anything for sale in the United States labeled “Made 
in Iraq,” Mr. Rakowitz said, because customs agencies here and abroad make it so difficult. So Iraqi merchants ship their 
goods to countries like Syria and Lebanon and have them labeled as made in those other places.

	
  



Mr. Rakowitz decided to try to import a ton of Iraqi dates in boxes labeled “Product of Iraq” to sell in his store. After many 
complications, he succeeded, much to the delight of his Iraqi customers. It is an excellent and affecting lesson in geopolitics.

Less edifying is Gabriel Kuri’s “That Runs Through,” a presentation of objects on a sheet of white backdrop paper, including 
a bag of charcoal, a stone on a stack of Financial Times, a bag of kitty litter and a wastebasket with a mop head in it. A poor 
man’s Robert Gober?

Also remarkably derivative are signs by Carey Young announcing various self-reflexive disclaimers, like “The artist does not 
guarantee that this piece can be sold as a work of art” and “The artist does not represent this to be a work of art.” Ms. Young 
should know about Robert Morris’s 1963 “Statement of Aesthetic Withdrawal.”

Another sort of aesthetic withdrawal is an installation by Blake Rayne and Gareth James consisting of big black wooden 
crates, a set of empty painting frames and a sheet of plastic and some balloons spray-painted green and gold — the color of 
money.

Perhaps the most entertaining work — at least during the exhibition’s first two weeks, when it was performed by live actors — 
is a short play by Melanie Gilligan. An art critic tells of a dream she had about wildly multiplying objects, and an artist in his 
studio gets all riled up about the obsolescence of the traditional art object. The piece is now being presented as a video.

A less exciting performance has been orchestrated by Karin Schneider. She built a second reception and ticket-selling booth of 
wood-framed transparent plastic and has the gallery’s receptionist shuttle between it and the permanent booth, which serves as 
a studio where he makes paintings when not attending to visitors. Institutional critique feebly lives on.

One work that does resemble a fine-art object is a squiggly, multi-lobed bronze sculpture by Simon Starling (winner of the 
2005 Turner Prize). A wall label mystifyingly explains that it represents “a single silver particle from a vintage gelatin silver 
photographic print of ‘Reclining Figure No. 4, 1955’ by Henry Moore” enlarged 300,000 times. So it seems that here, too, the 
idea is the real object.

“The Space of the Work and the Place of the Object” runs through March 22 at SculptureCenter, 44-19 Purves Street, Long 
Island City, Queens; (718) 361-1750, sculpture-center.org.
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On David Joselit and Gareth James at Elizabeth Dee Gallery, New York 

"Late Night Legal Formalities", a project jointly authored by the artist Gareth James and the art 
historian David Joselit, appeared for a short five days in New York last September. Announced by 
an email invitation and a press release, the collaboration, conceived by James, is best described 
as an exhibition given its duration and site of display - Elizabeth Dee Gallery, a contemporary art 
gallery in Chelsea. Though, as we will see, the traditional function of the gallery is complicated by 
this work due to the expanded role Elizabeth Dee was assigned in its creation: her inclusion as 
the work's commissioner and patron locates her share in the process as something more than a 
presenter and somewhat less than an author. The press release explained that Joselit had been 
invited (and paid) to attend every exhibition at the gallery during the calendar year of 2005 and to 
produce "a short text over which [Dee] would have no editorial control" and whose subject "would 
not be determined in advance" - ostensibly a response addressed to the gallery and to what he 
had encountered there.1 The exhibition's date was significant as it coincided with the first week of 
the art season of 2006 and the start of the fifth year in the short history of Dee's gallery. 

  



 

David Joselit /Gareth James, Late Night Legal Formalities, 2006, Videostills 

  

Was this "mode of attention"2 a form of intimate self-reflection, criticism or history? A single 
calendar year would seem too short a period to comprise a meaningful unit of history. One 
doesn't yet know whether the exhibitions and practices presented over such a period will amount 
to anything or whether the gallery will acquire real distinction for its program over time.3 And yet, 
Joselit's sustained and repeated viewing is by itself compelling. It suggests that James was 
intending to launch a critical oversight upon his dealer and as well that Joselit's criticism could be 
transformed into the more generous act of a gift or offering, or both. 
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Entering Dee's street-level space to view the exhibition, I had the initial impression that the 
gallery's primary room had been emptied. At the rear of the space, a monitor could be seen from 
its backside. It had been placed upon two folding chairs which were upturned so that their seats 
touched the floor and their legs intertwined, locking into a structure (or was it a sculpture?) 
capable of holding the monitor and DVD player in a level and balanced position without any 
visible tape or hardware. A second pair of folding chairs, now upright, faced this aggregate of 



furniture and equipment, a form that pleased with its intelligent economy of everyday materials. 
(Knowing readers will recognize this manner of installation from James' excellent co-curated 
project with Annette Schindler and Florian Zeyfang at the Swiss Institute, "I said I love. That is the 
promise. The TVideo politics of Jean-Luc Godard", 1999). 

The paired chairs offered a metonymy for the two authors and invited the viewer to sit or stand 
before the film on display. This solicitation was articulated first as a delay or prohibition of the 
image since the rear view of the monitor was orchestrated as the primary vantage onto the 
installation. Extending the iconoclastic gesture was the video playing on the monitor: a roughly 
twelve minute excerpt of "Manderlay" (2005), Lars von Trier's parable of American racial inequity, 
to which James had appended a running subtitle - the text Joselit had written per invitation. 
James' analogy between the neo-Brechtian and post-Reconstruction Southern plantation 
narrative of the film and a present-day art gallery is interpretively wide open, ranging from bleak 
humor to structural analysis to arbitrary collage. This was not the first time James had positioned 
his work as a ventriloquism of the Danish filmmaker's œuvre.4  
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It was James' idea to ask Dee to commission the services of an art historian or critic. But it was 
Dee who chose Joselit, the author of a critical study of Duchamp and the forthcoming "Feedback: 
Television against Democracy" (MIT Press). Having ceded editorial control to the artist and 
having agreed to expose her gallery to a year's worth of criticism while paying for it at a $1.00 a 
word, Dee sought a writer of significance and substance. Did the essay Joselit wrote 
"deinstrumentalize" the relationship between commercial galleries and art historians, as the press 
release suggested? James' invitation insisted on making a distinction between the project's 
audiences - that is, between the apparently restricted primary audience of the gallery's artists (the 
"Dear Artists and Staff of Elizabeth Dee Gallery"6 of Joselit's epistolary address) and the 
audience who might view the exhibition presentation. The former is united by shared social 
stakes in the gallery and can be differentiated from the broader readership of an art magazine 
(Joselit's "natural" audience) or even the viewers of the exhibition, who, given Joselit's address, 
became bystanders to an exchange that had in a sense already occurred behind the scenes with 
the commission and writing of the text. In turn, Joselit's forthrightness of tone (his observations 
and questions were asked "without irony or malice") may have had everything to do with the fact 
that in this peculiar triangle, he had the least at stake professionally, since such a project would 
be of only uncertain or negative value to the academic field. The idea, also found in the press 
release, that the restricted audience would protect the text from being reduced by its gallery 



distribution to functioning as promotional copy, is substantially less clear, though it is supported 
by the agreement between the parties that the gallery would remain the exclusive "publication" 
venue for Joselit's text, the critic having restricted his rights to republish the text in a magazine or 
journal. 

The structural condition of Joselit's authority as an academic and critic lingers, however, and his 
professional and social status as such cannot be imagined otherwise, despite the self-doubt his 
essay frequently exhibits about art, criticism and the writer's own anxieties of purpose. The 
strength of Joselit's text is how knowing he is on these matters. For he tells us (or the Dee 
gallery) that an art historian's audience is merely a shadowy collection of subjects, a "vague and 
undifferentiated imagined readership", whether constituted by the venue of the art magazine, the 
university press book or exhibition catalogue. The audience of "Late Night Legal Formalities" is 
positioned sympathetically by Joselit (his address is always "you", "especially for you"), and the 
critic never offers the anticipated evaluative criticism. With deftness and reflexivity, he narrates 
other more urgent subjects than writing the gallery artists' attempts "to assail the commodity 
system by dissolving it into process." "Why do you do it?" he writes, "I mean make art, of course." 
He pressures assumptions about (the gallery's) artists and their art, among them, a lack of 
interest in twentieth century art history and the narrowness of scope of their art as if 
"circumscribed by the problematics of a clever studio class". Showing his hand, he offers a few 
judgments about the Dee exhibitions nonetheless: "but not all of them felt quite ready to be in 
public." 
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James, for his part, gives Joselit's address a filmic body by adding its 1,241 words to 
"Manderlay", letting the voice of the art historian's text set the rhythm and pacing to von Trier's 
imagery. This editing work maintains the integrity of the writer's words even if it substantially 
darkens the guilelessness of Joselit's tone by tethering it to a polemic intended to savage the 
rhetoric of neoliberal political correctness. This divided modality of attentions and deliveries 
frames the problem of audience in tandem with the problems of judgment and value 
communicated by Joselit. According to the "long tail" theory, a term I borrow from internet 
economics, James' use of "Manderlay" in an exhibition unites over space and time a 
discontinuous community of receivers through reception habits.7 Joselit's readers join the local 
audience of the artist James, constitutencies which are then connected to the community of Dee's 
artists and the comparatively vaster accumulation of interest represented by fans of von Trier's 
film, and so on. But to paraphrase Bourdieu, the work is made "not twice, but a hundred times" by 



commentary on it by others. Perhaps, more importantly, James' détournement of receivership 
through our current age's habits of screen-focused consumption risks diminishing the distinction 
between art reception and those more generic and ultimately commercial attentions and 
distractions of the broader culture.8 

In retrospect, it seems telling that I first received word of this collaboration via rumor. According to 
the gossip, James had asked Dee to hire Joselit to ghostwrite press releases for the gallery 
James had recently joined. I'm embarrassed to admit that I didn't question the basic assumptions 
of the rumor. I recognized James' approach to Dee's young and unarticulated gallery as a 
performance of critical triage by a self-appointed Robin Hood. It resonated with his "Patent 
Palace" included in P.S.1's "Greater New York" exhibition of 2000. There he placed a full-scale 
model of a hospital gurney made of folded paper outside a press office he covered, floor to ceiling 
in a bandage of (again) white paper. A subsequent project "wRECONSTRUCTION", 2001, at 
American Fine Arts, Co., the gallery first to represent James in New York, involved closing the 
gallery to the public so James and Colin de Land could entertain complaints about the state of art 
in private meetings. Though Joselit holds the position of Professor and Chair of art history at Yale 
University, I reasoned it was possible that his intellectual services had been sought to perform a 
similar "corrective" role, a variation of the local tradition of academics writing for gallery exhibition 
catalogues. (Rosalind Krauss' writing for Pace or Marian Goodman's regular support of Benjamin 
Buchloh came easily to mind, as did the crossovers to the "other side" of critic Robert Pincus-
Witten and editor Louise Neri.)  

Montage can reveal the commonality between disparate objects, and the montage of "Late Night 
Legal Formalities" troubles and is troubling in the way it unshackles hierarchies of gender and 
race and of economic and social status, attributable not only to "Manderlay"'s own narrative but to 
the effects of its montage with Joselit's letter to the Dee gallery. I am left wondering why James 
analogized the gender of his dealer to the film's two women characters of slave master and 
delusional liberator. Does he wish us to read "Manderlay"'s themes of domination and abjection 
across America's divided social body against the "finite collection of people" who constitute the 
gallery? In practice, the traditional roles and authorities of artist, dealer and critic remain intact. 
After all, Joselit opines in full possession of his particular symbolic capital, while James assigns 
himself the role of intellectual provocateur as well as the (mechanized) manual labor of 
refashioning Joselit's intellectual value into aesthetic value as an art exhibition.  

Avoiding mantles of authority may be one motivation for James' disavowal of the object's status 
as a work of art.9 Curiously, the gallery describes "Late Night Legal Formalities" as a "Book, 
including 4 chairs, TV, DVD-player and DVD, Edition of 5". The price ($ 5,500) reflects the 
object's status as a luxury good of the sub-field of contemporary art. I should mention here that 
while James can be counted among an elite type of artist who offers dealers little in the way of 
saleable work while producing for exhibitions, Dee believes strongly enough in a market for 
James, and in her and the artist's interest in that market, that she offers her artists a 10% 
commission on secondary market sales made by the gallery. In the end, the dealer's role is 
unchanged by the displacements of "Late Night Legal Formalities". She remains the agent who 
manages the exchange value of this art while the lion's share of recognition goes to the two 
(male) authors. In conversation for this review, Dee placed her gallery in a tradition of artist-
centered galleries (e.g. Paula Cooper, Virginia Dwan) and my sense is that she believes in her 
artists' ideas and in the possibility of giving permission to those ideas by accomodating her 
gallery's practice to them.10 Despite her optimism about what might be accomplished by the 
gallery, the structural possibility of turning artistic risk into material profit in a market that rewards 
the rhetoric of innovation and novelty is, however, ever present. 
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"Late Night Legal Formalities" holds the promise of a small rebellion (hence its title?) between 
gallery patron, artist and critic, an idea which turns on exchanges of labor and new positionings of 
work, text and audience within the expenditure of a minor contractual sum ($ 1,241) - all invited 
by James. But the project's moves and countermoves are marked by a notable lack of 
accountability to their audiences, who were repositioned as recipients of actions that had already 
occurred behind closed doors. I relate this observation to one Isabelle Graw expressed in issue 
Nr. 63 of Texte zur Kunst: "Today, on the other hand, it is easy to avoid one another - not least 
because the art world is fragmented into individual social sectors that share few points of contact, 
and form parallel universes. The chances of running into someone with whom one has â€˜a bone 
to pickâ€™ are comparatively slim. Yet that entails also decreased chances for individual 
intervention to change given social coordinates and assigned positions." (p. 128) The concealed 
after-hours "triage" of James' operations suggests a homology with the fragmented spheres of 
the art world and risks reproducing the structure of a professional universe divided by self-
interested niches. It is in this context, and in the longer gaze of the historical record, that the 
uneasy coexistence of James' marginality in a market driven by object-making and his not-so-
marginalized activities as a writer, editor and collaborator may ultimately matter. He would wish to 
defend the autonomy of his practice and of that intimate space cohered by the "finite collection of 
people" of the gallery (or studio or classroom or collective space of production) from the 
economically-determined relations of representation and distribution of the galleries with which he 
associates, relations no artist alone is able to overtake. Perhaps it is not evaluative judgments 
such as Joselit could provide that are so lacking today but the visceral energy of aesthetic and 
intellectual accountability to each other in the art world and other publics. Call it transparency or 
belief or even caring. Finally, I should mention that at the moment of writing this "Late Night Legal 
Formalities" is still unsold. 

RHEA ANASTAS 

David Joselit and Gareth James, "Late Night Legal Formalities", Elizabeth Dee Gallery, New 
York, September 9 - 16, 2006.  

Notes 

1 Cited from the press release (written by James), "David Joselit and Gareth James: Late Night 
Legal Formalities", September 2006, Elizabeth Dee Gallery, New York, no pagination. See 



www.elizabethdeegallery.com. 
 

2 Press release, Elizabeth Dee Gallery. 

3 Let me disclose that I'm an art historian, that James and I are among the co-founders of the 
gallery project Orchard, and that we are friends of eight years. 

4 "Lars von Trier" was co-authored by James and Gardar Eide Einarsson and presented at 
American Fine Arts, Co., New York in 2002. 

5 Press release, Elizabeth Dee Gallery. 

6 David Joselit, untitled manuscript, January 2006, Elizabeth Dee Gallery, New York. This quote 
and those to Joselit's text hereafter are taken from the subtitles as they appear in the DVD by 
Joselit and James, "Late Night Legal Formalities", 2006. James transcribed the 1,241-word essay 
Joselit submitted to Dee exactly without editing or excerpting. 

7 The term is business journalist Chris Anderson's from a 2004 article in Wired and his book, "The 
Long Tail: Why the Future of Business is Selling Less of More" (New York: Hyperion, 2006). Its 
common sense allows me to relate Bourdieu's restricted audiences in the cultural field to small 
cultural communities and subcultures and how their "readings" constitute consumption habits and 
markets. The idea of the author-receiver has a longer and higher-brow cultural pedigree, and one 
source is James' engagement with Godard. See the interview by James with Kaja Silverman, also 
related to the lecture Silverman gave during James' exhibition, "The Author as Receiver": Gareth 
James, "Son image: Interview with Kaja Silverman", in "I said I love. That is the promise. The 
TVideo politics of Jean-Luc Godard", eds. Gareth James and Florian Zeyfang (Berlin: oe + 
b_books, 2003), p. 211-243. 

8 I refer the reader to James' interest in recent British recuperations of philistinism and pleasure in 
popular culture. In the same volume as cited above one can find Dave Beech's, "Is Godard a 
Philistine?", p. 31-57. 

9 The press release supports the inference that "Late Night Legal Formalities" is a work of 
criticism by giving importance to the commission concept and the DVD-text over the five-day 
exhibition as merely a format of distribution. Additionally, Joselit's name appears before James' in 
the object description. 

10 While Dee's expression of belief in her artists (and in artistic autonomy) is laudable, I can't help 
but compare her approach to that of James' former dealer and artist, Colin de Land, whose belief 
and embodiment of artistic autonomy was so radical that he was known to openly disagree with 
his artists over his opinion on the success or failure (to perform criticality) of their work, a position 
which departed from the unequivocal and thus functionally promotional discourse of most dealers. 
One example of this is the conversation James and de Land invited between myself, George 
Baker and de Land about institutional critique during "wRECONSTRUCTION", February 3, 2001, 
documented on videotape. 
 

 







Gareth James, “Get Real Estate”
At American Fine Arts, Co.
27 March—24 April 2004

In 1955, one year before his death, Bertolt Brecht wrote a short piece addressing theatre’s
increasing difficulty in representing what he termed “the present-day world”—a world infinitely
less threatened by natural than social disasters; a world that in his view “must be understood as
capable of transformation.” By way of succinct metonymic example Brecht recalled the
following: “Some years ago in a paper I saw an advertisement showing the destruction of Tokyo
by an earthquake. Most of the houses had collapsed, but a few modern buildings had been
spared. The caption ran ‘Steel stood.’”

For his latest project at American Fine Arts, Co., Gareth James turned his own non-aristotelian
attention to, among other things, today’s increasingly choreographed appropriations of
devastation by real estate speculation. The exhibition was, itself, a literal paper trail, comprised
of newspaper clippings, origami-inspired paper sculptures, and drawings (these often templates
plotting out the necessary folds and cuts of the eventual three-dimensional works). There was
also a handwritten citation—this tacked unobtrusively to an otherwise empty wall—in which
Jean Genet compares his life to a piece of paper, its events folded into dimensionality; into a kind
of topological map of necessarily imbricated social and psychological intertwinings. (It’s hardly
inconsequential that the passage is taken from Genet’s final book, Prisoner of Love, a meditation
on the political circumstances surrounding both the Palestinians and the Black Panthers.)

Taking origami as its point of aesthetic and theoretical convergence (where one might see traces
of both Deleuze’s “fold” and Lacan’s “Borromean knot) “Get Real Estate” braided sometimes
seemingly disparate strands of signification together in order to reveal their attendant (if not
immediately visible) Brechtian captions. A drawing called Dancefloor Capitalism, for instance,
worked out folding-specs for the paper sculpture of a building that had partially collapsed in
Jerusalem in May 2001 due not to suicide bombing but rather a landlord’s penny-pinching
disregard of proper building codes. The paper model of this crumbled building sat limply back
on its haunches, housed in a two-way mirror Plexi box reminiscent of Larry Bell’s though
rendered in the cheapest of d.i.y. security-window materials. Like two other sculptures, it was
displayed on a sawhorse worktable whose oak plywood surface was titled by dollar amount to
reflect the radical price hikes resulting from the “rebuilding of Iraq.”

Other literal and figurative unfoldings included the relocation of the Garibaldi memorial; the
ostensible virtues of “sweat equity” in the California housing market; 60s political protests;
allegorical narratives, Siamese twins, and ad-hoc defense strategies: all, to borrow a phrase from
Deleuze “determined by the consistent of conspiring surroundings.” “Get Real Estate,” gave a
presentation of the “present-day world” half-folded, half-flattened, where one could, as Genet
knew, see things as a blank sheet of paper or imagine in its three dimensions “a mountain, a
precipice, a murder, or a fatal accident.”  A world, for good or ill, capable of transformation.

—Johanna Burton, New York, July 2004
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